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      “Damn my father and damn this trip.  He died and left his affairs in a mess for me to settle. If I return to my hometown, I know the inevitable will happen. I’ll run into Lauren Mitchell! When someone blasts a hole on your heart, like Lauren did to me, it tends to stay open and seeing her again will not ease the pain.”

      Aedyn Dell Cumberland left his small hometown after watching his mother pass away in the hospital the night of his high school graduation. In the years to follow he distanced himself completely from the small town and was transformed from a member of the geek squad to a handsome and successful businessman.

      When he finally returns to attend his father’s funeral, he runs into his high school crush, Lauren Mitchel. Old feelings he’d wanted to be left buried are stirred up until he learns about Lauren’s short-tempered boyfriend.

      Can a couple miss their destiny the first time, and then get another chance at it? Or will Aedyn’s heart remain a puppet for which Lauren holds the strings?

    

  




    
      
        
          Chapter One

        

        

    
    






          Aedyn

        

      

    
    
      “That’s it baby, keep going.”

      My finger jammed the electric button on the side of the leather car seat. It buzzed quietly as it slid back, giving the girl between my legs more room to work. Seeing a girl’s head bobbing up and down and hearing the slurping sounds as her wet lips pulled around my hard cock—the visual alone sent my blood skyrocketing. Yea, this was the dream and I was living it. The seat hummed and so did she as the two of us glided backward in unison. She didn’t miss a stroke.

      “Great god almighty, babe.” I sucked in air through my teeth and fumbled for another button to recline the seat a bit too, just for good measure. I pushed the girl’s head down farther. I wanted to get the most out of her gargling my balls.

      The girl—Rachel or Rhonda—whatever the hell her name was. She told me. I couldn’t remember. Formalities, such as names, went out the window at a time like this. All I knew was that I had a monumental hard-on buried deep in her throat and an uncontrollable, and barbaric urge to call her, “bitch”—“Yea, take that bitch; let me fuck your mouth, bitch.” I didn’t even know where that came from. God, I was a dog and with a dirty mind to prove it. Only a bikini car wash could cleanse my soul now. Maybe.

      The girl shifted her body in the cramped space of the front seats, arching over the center console of my BMW, maneuvering for a better grip on my massive hard-on. I had just recently purchased my sleek black Beamer and this was the best way to break it in, in my estimation.

      “Fuck yea. Take all of it, baby. Suck it.”

      I tossed my head against the red leather headrest and closed my eyes, tuning out all thoughts except the glorious one of me exploding a load into this girl’s mouth. The two of us had been headed to my place from the club for some serious pussy pounding, but damn, the girl couldn’t wait. I was down for that.

      Then two things happened at the same time. I heard the dull click of high heels scraping across the black asphalt parking lot and felt the car give a jerk, followed by a thud.

      “Raquel!”

      Oh, that was her name. The word came out sharp and quick as a female voice broke through my blissful concentration. To my disappointment, the head between my legs stopped moving, her lips became unattached to my hard cock, and her long curls were lifted in the direction of her name.

      “What’s up?” said the woman hovering above us with an eagle’s eye view of my cock.

      I opened my eyes to Raquel’s upturned face. Her eyes were trailing the movement of my convertible top, which was magically recoiling itself, inch by inch, leaving an unobstructed view of the stars in the sky. With her eyes still glued to the movement of the top, which was now folding itself down into the trunk space, we were completely exposed—me with my zipper opened and her with wet lips—to the sight of the girl standing next to the car staring down at my now night-air cooled hard-on. The girl looking down on us wore a typical red club-style dress, clinging so tightly to her curvaceous body that it looked like she had been sealed in shrink-wrap. I wasn’t complaining.

      I turned my head and talked to the girl over my shoulder. “Hello.”

      “Nice cock.” The girl said matter-of-factly, peering over the passenger side of the now expansive openness of my hardtop convertible.

      “Hey, Lisa.” Raquel said to our voyeur.

      “Glad you noticed.” I replied, unfazed by her close examination.

      The girl furrowed her brow, now intent on berating her friend for leaving and launched into a fervent attack on my newly found delight of the evening. “Why did you just leave me back there? I don’t have a ride home. You didn’t even give me the signal that you were taking off with a guy…”

      Her words poured out rapid fire as Raquel moved onto her knees, one of which must have hit the button to retract the top and make it fold down. It was located strategically on the center console, a position I hadn’t considered when we started this whole adventure.

      “I did give you the signal. You were too busy with tattoo guy to notice.” She tossed her hair, pouting. “I always have to watch out for you. I’m tired of it. I want to have fun too. It’s not my fault…”

      “Ladies, ladies. Let’s not argue.” I sat up in my seat and tucked my now shrinking junk back into my pants. “There’s room for—what’s your name, sweetie?”

      “Lisa.” She was a smoking hot blonde with a really nice ass and big tits, who I was hoping would assist in making my day.

      “Well, Lisa-who-needs-a-ride-home, get in. I’ll give you a ride.”

      She raised an eyebrow and licked her plump glossy lips. Mmm, what big lips you have Little Red Shrink Wrap. The kind I’d like to have join us back at my apartment.

      She shot a glance to her friend, as if asking permission, and Raquel responded, “Sure, hon, come on. We’re going to Aedyn’s place first, for a little party. You can join us if you want.”

      “Yes, please do.” I gave the sexy blonde my best encouraging look. “Two’s company and three’s not a crowd—just more fun.” I could see she wasn’t convinced.

      “Um, I don’t know. I just want a ride home.”

      “I can sweeten the pot. I have a little of the devil’s dandruff to snort. Up for it?” The idea of a three-way with these two babes was prickling my cock. I knew it was divisive of me, but I needed something to sway Lisa and get her into the idea of partying with us before I blew a wad in my pants just thinking about it.

      Lisa took one more look at my now clothed crotch and swung a leg over the passenger side in order to climb into the back seat. As I watched the spikey heel of her shoe digging into my new red leather seats, I cringed. “Watch the seats.” I warned.

      “Sorry.” She giggled and I twisted around to watch those long legs, hoping for a glimpse under her short wisp of a dress. I wasn’t disappointed. As she moved to clear the door, the fabric stretched and rode up her thighs, giving me a peek of the heaven between her legs. Bare. Just my style.

      Raquel had returned to the passenger seat and I reached across her, unlatching the glove box.

      “This looks old. What songs are on it?” Raquel asked as she turned a plastic music CD case in her hands, trying to read the titles.

      “Don’t know,” I replied as I shifted to pull my wallet and the small plastic bag of cocaine from my pocket. “I just use it for a smooth surface. Set in flat on your lap. I’ll cut.” I flipped a credit card out of my wallet and used it to pulverize the crystals into as fine a powder as I could manage under the current circumstances. Lisa scooted to the edge of her seat and leaned between ours, watching as I divided the white powder into three neat lines. As she leaned in, I caught a whiff of her perfume, heightening my anticipation of what I had in mind for these two.

      When I finished, I leaned back and looked at Raquel. She had expertly rolled a dollar bill into a tiny tube.

      I glanced at Lisa and then Raquel. “Are you up for it?”

      “Is the Pope Catholic?”

      I grimaced and gave her a mock look of concern. “Ooh, should we really be mentioning the big guy’s name at a time like this?”

      Raquel laughed, took the rolled bill and blew the entire length of a line up her nose.

      Turning to Lisa, I said, “And for you, hot sweetness... take a hit.” I passed the CD case with the two remaining lines. Raquel sniffed hard and handed the rolled dollar bill over her shoulder to Lisa. Lisa then blew her line in a way that told me she was no stranger to this either. I took the CD case as Lisa reclined against the red leather seat, then snorted the last narrow line of white hedonism up my nose.

      My head lolled back, hitting the headrest and I said, “Fuck, what a great night.”

      I rolled it to my right when suddenly, there was Lisa’s face again, poking between the two front seats. She was so freaking beautiful and that mouth. Damn, she looked so fuckable. Her hand slid down my shoulder as she reached over from the back seat. Her lips were drawing closer now. She was pulling my chin toward her, running her tongue along her lower lip. I was transfixed. Staring at their perfect roundness, their moist fleshiness. Once I got her to my place, I was gonna hit it hard with her. Some like it soft, but ooh baby, I wanted to shove my cock in her sweet mouth right now.

      She leaned in further and covered my mouth with hers in a hot slow kiss. Fuuuck. That was the hottest kiss ever. I swore it felt like she was rubbing on my cock. Then I realized Raquel—not wanting to be left out of the action—had been rubbing her hand on my crotch the entire time. Shit, this was fucking awesome. But it was going to get even better once we got to my place. I let out a low laugh as Lisa melted into the back seat again.

      Raquel pulled back her hand and said, “Let’s move this party to a place where I have room to work.” She smiled at me with half-hooded eyes and a promise of more excitement to come.

      I straightened in my seat. “Your wish is my command.” I started the engine and said, “All right, ladies. To my place.”

      I threw the car into reverse and barreled out of the T-Bone Club parking lot. Luckily, I lived in downtown Chicago, not far from the nightlife and all the great spots. Tonight was a typical Saturday night out for me, filled with drinking, clubbing, young hot girls and fucking. Not that a three-way wasn’t special—hell it was the crème de la crème in my book any day—although tonight wasn’t the first of these soirees I’d participated in. Tonight was going to be off the charts, these two chicks were especially fine.

      Back at my apartment, the three of us got the party started as soon as we came in the door. The girls flung their purses aside as if this routine was old hat, ready to get down to business. They immediately found my music system and pumped the atmosphere with a deep bass dance beat driven by a pounding rhythm. I went to my kitchen junk drawer and pulled out a small square mirror I used to cut cocaine and set it on the bar that opened into the living area. I cut and lined the rest of the white powder and announced, “Girls, it’s snowing in the kitchen. Help yourself.”

      I poured a Scotch on the rocks for myself and pulled a bottle of champagne from the fridge for my two, now dancing dates. After they’d done their lines, I did mine, then watched them return to their sensual dancing, the effects of the drug skyrocketing my perceptions of their lovely bodies. I had to get some of that.

      “Here you go, ladies.” I stepped between their writhing bodies and handed them each a drink. It was more of a strategic move on my part than politeness. I wanted to get in the middle of this pair of double D’s and it worked. True to form, the two of them danced their bodies into mine until they were pressed against me, front and back.

      Lisa, the blonde, was in front of me and Raquel, a dark brunette with a smooth Latina, olive complexion, was in the back. I slipped my arm around the waist of Lisa, pulling her in, grinding my rising cock into her hips.

      “You look delicious,” Lisa said as she shoved her hand through my dark hair. When she pulled it away, it was left tousled and out of place. Holding their drinks in the air, both girls used their free hand and worked together to pull my suit jacket off my shoulders. It was flung to the side, landing half on my black leather couch and half on the polished cement floor.

      I felt Raquel’s hands wrapping around me, grazing up and down my thighs from behind. She had set her drink on the glass-top coffee table and was now running her hands up my legs, squeezing my balls through my dress pants. I always wore a dark casual suit—no tie—when I went out clubbing.

      The touch of her hand sent a jolt of hot pleasure through my cock, all the way to my toes and back. I pulled Lisa closer and sucked those plump cherry lips into my mouth, pulling hard on the lower one before breaking apart. She tasted good, a mixture of candy and champagne. I grabbed a handful of tits and squeezed. As if on cue, Raquel rubbed her breasts against my back. I ran my hands down Lisa’s torso and around to grab two handfuls of perky tight ass. The dresses the girls wore were sexy as hell, leaving little to the imagination, but I craved skin. Those dresses needed to go. As much as I enjoyed the titillation of hiding the best parts, I wanted to run my tongue over every inch of those two and taste my caramel and white chocolate desserts. One glance at the cement flooring of my living room and I knew I didn’t want to taste them here. With everything I had in mind, the poor girls would end up with bruises the next day if we took this party to the floor. I considered the couch—too small. The modern design of my furniture didn’t really lend itself to a three-way.

      “Bedroom, girls. Now.”

      Raquel’s hands circle around a second time and she unbuckled my belt and opened the button on my pants. She had already managed to unbutton my shirt while rubbing against me from behind. So far, between the car and now, she was proving to be a very talented girl. I couldn’t wait to see what other tricks she had in store.

      She ran her flat palms up my stomach to my chest. Good thing I worked out yesterday. First, I was going to need the endurance of an Olympian to keep up with these two and secondly, and most importantly, this scenario with two hot girls fighting for the attention of my cock, wouldn’t have even happened years ago.

      Back then, my stomach was more like a mushy bag of French fry grease than a six-pack. Ever since I had left my small town to seek fame and fortune in the big city of Chicago, my life—and body—had changed enormously. Raquel continued running her hands over my abs and then shoved one into my opened pants, all the way down, to release my straining cock.

      Fuck, yea. The touch of her hand on my dick felt out of this world.

      “Ooo, no underwear.” Raquel purred.

      “Always ready for action.” I replied and grabbed her hand by the wrist.

      “I saw, in the car. Let me suck it for you, baby.”

      “Bedroom.” I took Lisa’s hand and pulled the two of them, giggling down the hall to the master bedroom. Raquel broke away to grab her drink and I scooped up my Scotch as I passed the bar that opened into the kitchen. Halfway down the hall, Raquel darted back to the living room one more time to retrieve her small purse. Hmm… wonder what she has in store for that?
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      Lisa flopped onto the bed, pulling me down with her. Before completing my dive, I hovered over her and swept my nose up the front of her dress, starting at her crotch and stopping at her lips.

      “Mmm. You smell good.”

      Lisa smiled and reached for my erection, which was still hanging from my opened pants. Just then, Raquel pounced on the bed, holding her narrow black purse. I flipped and landed on my back, lying between them. Raquel’s hand dipped into her rectangular-shaped purse, and I noticed it was the right size for what she was pulling out of it.

      “Wanna get high?”

      Of course I did, but I waited for her to continue. “You know what goes with coke? This stuff… weed, but no papers needed, it’s just vapor.” She lifted a slender purple cylinder from her purse. It was a vapor cigarette; the kind people use to smoke when avoiding the harmful effects of the real ones. But instead of containing nicotine, this one was loaded with a vial of THC oil, the substance in marijuana that makes a person high.

      “Fuck, yea.” Normally, weed made me drowsy, but my senses were already exploding from the mixture of alcohol and cocaine. Adding marijuana would create an incredible trifecta, a euphoric cocktail promising a mind blowing sexual intensity of the greatest magnitude. In a matter of seconds, my cock would be harder than it already was, damn near tempered steel, and I’d be horny as shit, consumed with an insatiable desire to fuck these two all night.

      Raquel took a long drag off the e-cig and held it in her lungs as she passed it to Lisa. The vapor, which looked like smoke, swirled in the air then quickly dissipated as she slowly released it from her lungs. After Lisa took a hit, she passed it to me while Raquel positioned herself at my feet and began pulling off my pants. Lisa rose onto her knees and joined Raquel at the foot of the bed, to assist in removing the remainder of my clothing, giggling all the way. The results of the drug were already having a happy effect on the girl’s systems. I laid back, propped against the headboard with a couple pillows at my back, took a drag and said, “Strip for me girls.”

      The sensation from the weed washed over me like a wave. The room seemed to shift as if on the Tilt-a-Whirl at the fair, and my entire body relaxed into the softness of the mattress.

      The two girls looked at each other and giggled again. The silhouette of their bodies as they knelt at my feet was magnificent, with curves and rises of flesh in all the right places. The more I looked, the more all those curves seemed to expand and look bigger and rounder. Their skin damn near glowed with a halo of gold light, making me salivate at the thought of licking that soft smoothness. The drug cocktail had already worked, making the girls act even sillier, but I also knew the drugs would make the pleasures of sex feel explosive. I waited with bated breath to see how they’d enjoy each other, the kind of sexual acts they’d want to do to each other and then to me. I was hoping for some freaky girl-on-girl sex right here in my bed. I wasn’t disappointed.

      Lisa began, reaching for her dress strap and I grabbed my cock. “Stop.” I took another drag and blew it out. “Undress each other. Slowly. I’m curious as to just how close you two are. Are you best friends? Do you do everything together?”

      The mood in the room changed, turning from urgent to sensuous in only moments. The girls looked at me and then each other. Lisa leaned forward, touching her tongue to Raquel’s lips and then whispered, “We’re very close.”

      My cock thickened in response and I stroked it, anticipating what would come next. Just the thought of those two gorgeous women twisting together, tongues on each other, hair falling on one another, made me hard as a rock.

      The girls, still on their knees, began to giggle again as they twisted around to face each other. Lisa took a deep breath, running her hands through her long blonde hair. She shook it out and dropped her arms to her side, staring into Raquel’s eyes. Raquel lifted her hands and slipped her fingers under the straps of Lisa’s dress. The straps fell down, exposing the top crest of Lisa’s full breasts. Raquel’s eyes fell too, focusing on those tantalizing crests as her hands pulled the dress all the way to Lisa’s waist, fully exposing her. My cock jumped at the sight of them and then hardened even more as I watched Raquel’s tongue dart out to catch one of Lisa’s hardened nipples.

      Oh fuck.

      These two were so hot together. My mind was in full fantasy as I imagined what I wanted to do with each one. Raquel would suck me off as Lisa rode my face, my tongue deep inside her. Then I would take turns fucking them in every orifice their body would permit until the three of us fell, exhausted, onto the bed in a twisted mass of flesh, the scent of sex wedged my nose and cum dripping out of the both of them.

      Yea, baby.

      This was some good shit I just smoked. All that and nothing even happened yet. Well, nearly nothing. While I got lost in my sex fantasy, the two girls started acting it out, going at each other, kissing, licking and fingering the other. All their clothes were off by now and they seemed to be engrossed in each other’s pleasure. I would’ve frowned if I hadn’t been high, but the weed had control of my mood and made me laugh it off.

      “Hello, girls. I’m over here.”

      “Oh sorry, babe.” Raquel pulled away from Lisa and crawled over my right leg on her hands and knees. I pointed to my cock. “You go here, luscious.” Then I reached out my hand for Lisa, “And you, sweetheart, come up here and ride my face.”

      Raquel’s hands slid up my leg. She cupped my balls in one hand and gripped the base of my cock in the other. Adrenaline skittered along my nerves, as every sensation of sight, sound, touch and taste became exaggerated by the chemicals in my blood. With hooded eyes, I watched Lisa’s tits bounce as she crawled on her hands and knees to my head. Her flesh was so creamy and smooth; I reached out and stroked her thigh. Just as she was about to swing her leg over and straddle my face, I remembered the condoms. I was out of the ones in my bedside drawer, but had a fresh package I’d left on the kitchen counter, forgotten after hitting the drugstore.

      “Hold it, girls.” I knew that once I got to the point of pussy penetration I wouldn’t want to stop. “Be right back. Gotta get the protection.”

      Raquel paused mid-air, about to wrap her lips around my erection for the second time tonight. I rolled off the bed and trotted into the kitchen with a massive erection pointing the way. There, sitting on the granite countertop were the condoms still in the bag, right where I’d dropped it along with the day’s mail. As I pulled the box out of the bag, another rush from the weed washed over me and a visual of Raquel and Lisa licking each other popped into my mind. I’d probably need the entire box tonight.

      The Saturday’s mail was lying on the counter, fanned out. I noticed one piece of personal mail, standing out from the usual mountain of junk. Who wrote letters anymore? It wasn’t uncommon for me to skip checking the mailbox for days. It’d become nothing more than a holding ground for ignored ads. Although I wasn’t in the habit of looking at the mail with any discretion, this one made me pause.

      A return address, neatly handwritten in blue cursive ink on the corner of a white envelope jumped out at me. Granger, Iowa. That was my Aunt Melissa’s address, my mother’s sister. The one woman I trusted; my confidant since my mother died when I was eighteen years old. “Remember where you came from, Aedyn. It’s who you really are,” she would always say. That was when I left that one-horse town for the glitter of the big city.

      I tossed the plastic shopping bag aside and turned to take my Magnums back to the bedroom. I had to make haste. There were two hot babes primed and waiting for me in the next room and I didn’t have time to read a letter at this crucial moment. My cock had a window of opportunity here, a limit to the amount of time it would stay hard in the presence of Aunt Melissa. Damn. Even her name could evoke flaccidity; she was like a mother to me. Thinking about her now, or any family member for that matter, was a super buzz-kill and I had more important mountains to scale.

      I hurried back to the bedroom, ripped open the box of condoms and pounced on the bed. The two girls were splayed out all over it, fondling each other’s titties. That worked for me. My cock was back at attention again. They giggled when the mattress shifted under my weight and their bodies rolled into mine. We continued fucking the rest of the night, me pounding Lisa from behind while she ate out Raquel’s pussy, then they switched and I pounded Raquel while she sucked and licked Lisa.

      Several condoms later, we fell into a twisted mass of moist skin just as I had envisioned, and soon the two girls had fallen asleep, their arms wrapped around each other beside me. I smiled and patted whoever’s firm rump was next to mine and rolled over.

      The digital numbers of my alarm clock stared at me from the nightstand. I reached out and turned it face down so I couldn’t see them. I didn’t want to know what time it was. I wanted to stay lost in this peaceful moment of oblivion because I feared a storm was soon to come.

      I punched my pillow with my fist and closed my eyes, but the thoughts came rolling in anyway. That letter. It wasn’t going to let me sleep. I knew what it meant. Dad’s health again. He drank himself into his condition and now everyone expected me to go back home.

      I scrubbed my face, frustration running through me. Just because the bastard was related by blood, everyone thought it was my responsibility to take care of him. In reality, we were all just waiting around for the asshole to die. Besides, did they really think I could drop my duties of running a large marketing corporation and move back to Hicksville, Iowa? Even if I gave a shit about him, it wouldn’t be that easy. But I didn’t. I hated him in fact. Any man who abused his sick and dying wife didn’t deserve my mercy.

      I lifted up on my elbow and twisted around to look at the two naked girls soundly sleeping next to me. Careful not to wake them, I slipped out of bed, went to the kitchen and reached for that damn white envelope with the blue cursive writing.
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      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Chip said, his voice tinged with anger. “Donaldson is the best candidate for Mayor by far. Your argument is flawed as usual.”

      Chip’s hand balled into a fist as it rested near the stem of his wine glass. In contrast to the calm muted sounds of the oak paneled dining room, his voice sounded exceptionally agitated this evening. Lately, it seemed Chip’s temper could be ignited faster than a match to gasoline.

      “Dammit. You don’t need to speak to me that way. I’m your girlfriend, Chip, not just your employee. I deserve a little more respect, I think.” I knew it came out a little harsh, but the only thing “usual” about me was how my smart mouth sometimes got me in trouble with my boyfriend. But lately, his moods were so changeable and his anger seemed out of proportion to the topic. His erratic responses had been wearing on me and I finally snapped. I looked down at the waiter’s polished black shoes pressing into the plush burgundy carpet as he walked past our table, not wanting to apologize for my language, but feeling guilty for keeping quiet.

      Chip and I had driven into the nearby capitol city for an elegant dinner at one of the top restaurants in downtown. Chip was the kind of guy who liked to take me to public places and show me off. It was important for him to be seen driving a Corvette, dining in high-end restaurants, tipping big, and living large. I knew he did it to build his ego and make other people envious. Not that I was naïve, I was also aware that I was pretty enough to one day be the kind of wife he wanted. Then, I could move up in the world, be Mrs. Chip Harrison, wife of one of the leaders in this town. It was a huge step up from being his stinking secretary, the only happiness I would ever find in this tiny Iowa town.

      I worked hard to keep my body in great shape and have my nails manicured weekly. I’d spent hours and tons of money coloring my hair, using expensive conditioners, and curling it until it was long and flowing, like a sexy fashion model. I’d even gone so far as to have my delicate lady hairs painfully ripped from my skin on a regular basis just to please him. Years ago, when I saw the potential for our relationship turning serious, I launched into an all-out effort to make Chip proud of me. I was in love with him and it seemed we were on the right track to marriage… until this moment, when I began to wonder if the whole affair would be derailed by Chip’s behavior. But instead of getting off the subject of politics and getting off my case, his belligerence continued.

      “My family backs the Republican candidate no matter what. End of story. Republicans are always the best, fiscally speaking and otherwise. You’d understand these things if you’d gone to college.”

      I froze as he tossed my lack of advanced education into my face again. I held my breath, willing myself to remain calm. “And you think because I favor the Democratic candidate—a person over a party—that gives you the right to insult me?” I blew out an exasperated breath. “You’re so arrogant.” Now we were in a full-blown argument and it seemed to have shifted from talking politics to taking jabs at me and my lack of intelligence. Maybe my lack of acuity was really about me not noticing how Chip allowed his quest for power to invade every aspect of his life, even his love life. We had been in a relationship for four years now. I had been turning a blind eye to his poor behavior, thinking it was brought on by work related stress, but in the last month or two it seemed to have escalated.

      “I’m not insulting you. I’m pointing out the flaws in your arguments. You’d be more powerful if you were like me. Why do you think I have the best insurance company in the game in Granger? Life isn’t all about fashion or being captain of the cheerleading squad, Lauren. That may have been your claim to fame in high school, but I moved on and I didn’t get here by rolling over and letting people take advantage of me. I live like there’s no tomorrow… because there isn’t one. Take everything you can in life today because it might all be gone tomorrow. That’s my motto.”

      I bit my tongue, not sure I wanted this conversation to continue in the direction it was going. In reality, Chip had gotten where he was due to his father. The insurance company was started by Chip’s grandfather and handed down to his father, and now it was landing in Chip’s hands. If it weren’t for his dad’s influence, Chip wouldn’t be where he was today. Claiming it to be his business was an overstatement at the moment. However, Chip was taking over most of the company’s daily business functions now that his father’s retirement was right around the corner.

      Luckily, the waiter returned with the check, which seemed to calm Chip’s escalating temper. Everything was ticking him off tonight.

      I watched, holding my breath as Chip frowned after looking over the bill.

      “What is this? I ordered filet mignon, not chicken. This is the wrong check.” He threw the paper ticket down onto the table and mumbled, “Such incompetence,” then called the waiter back in a loud voice.

      The poor waiter came back to our table, apologizing profusely as he saw how irate Chip was getting. He shuffled off quickly and returned with the proper check. Chip’s jaw was set as he picked up the pen to scrawl his signature onto the ticket. He exhaled with disgust and said, “Their damn pen doesn’t even work.” He scribbled madly with it on the edge of the check, but it still didn’t work. Finally, he reached into his suit jacket pocket and signed with his $300 Mont Blanc ink pen. Having done so actually calmed him a bit; he relished the opportunity to show off any of his high priced acquisitions. He put the pen back in his pocket and tugged on his cuffs, adjusting the sleeve of his expensive white dress shirt.

      “Let’s go,” he said and stood up, walking off without the courtesy of allowing me to go first.

      I snatched my purse and sweater hanging over the back of my chair, barely able to keep up as we headed toward his car in the parking garage. I thought about walking at my normal pace, to see if he would even notice I wasn’t right behind, or if he even cared. I didn’t; I was afraid of the results. I sighed, speeding up. I pretty much already knew the answer anyway. Finally, annoyed with his behavior, I yelled to him, “Chip, wait for me. I can’t walk that fast in heels.”

      I tried running a few steps to catch up, but my shoes made it impossible. He was almost to his Corvette when he finally slowed. In a couple steps he stood next to his car and spun on his heels to face me. I trotted up to his car and said, “Thanks a lot. What’s so fucking important that you can’t even wait for me? For Christ’s sake, we’re not running a marathon.”

      “God, Lauren,” he sneered. “You’re so self-absorbed. Why does everything always have to be about you? I was just walking to the car. Use your brain—if you can. Seems an impossible task, considering you can’t even choose the right mayor.”

      “But…” I tried to defend myself, but he held up a hand and continued his tirade.

      “What did you do? Let your horoscope decide? Geez Lauren, you should read the newspaper more often. Brush up on your politics so you can impress people instead of embarrass yourself when you talk.”

      We were back to that argument again. No surprise there. Chip always changed the subject when he was losing an argument. I opened my mouth to reply, but was so angry I couldn’t think of the right words to say and all that came out was, “You… you…”

      “You, you what, Lauren? Perfect example, learn to talk.”

      Just then, a car passed by to exit the parking garage. As it passed us, it slowed and the woman lowered her window to say hello to Chip, recognizing him from City Council. The car stopped for a second and the woman and her husband exchanged a few pleasantries with him. They quickly drove off, most likely not wanting to keep us, but I wondered if they realized what they had interrupted.

      Chip turned back to me as I stood at the back of his car waiting. I looked down at the gray cement of the parking garage, stained with oil and used gum that was smashed into the pavement under my feet. “They saw that,” he spat, reading my mind.

      I looked up, trying to act surprised at his reaction. “What are you talking about?’

      “They saw us arguing. How does that make me look, Lauren? Thanks to you, Sheila Cunningham will view me in a different light next Council meeting. I have a reputation to withhold in Granger. I would appreciate if you didn’t ruin it for me.”

      Now I’d had it. “What? Me ruin your image? Ha! You’re managing to do that just fine all by yourself, it’s you who…”

      As I leaned in to him, finally unfurling my barrage of words, his complexion began to change until it was beet red. With his face contorted in anger, he slammed his fist into the polished metal of his black Corvette. “Shut up!”

      My eyes popped open wide and I jumped, stopping mid-sentence. We both looked down and there, where his fist had been a second ago, was a dent, evidence of his temper. Before I could close my gaping jaw, Chip ripped into me again. “You did this. This is your fault. Look at my car, my car…” He leaned over and ran his fingers over the dent.

      “My fault? You’re unbelievable.”

      “If you would shut your mouth instead of arguing with me, stop pissing me off, this wouldn’t have happened. It’s your fault completely and don’t think this isn’t coming out of your paycheck, Lauren, because it is.” He glared at me. “Just get in the car.”

      Chip stormed to the driver’s door, leaving me standing behind the car, my head swimming with disbelief. He was doing it again; making a mountain out of a molehill and taking it all out on me.

      He hadn’t always been like this and I wasn’t certain if it was a reaction to something going on in his life—maybe at work—that I didn’t know about, or something else. Whatever it was, he was acting like a real jerk and it was making me doubt myself. Every time he treated me this way, my stomach would twist and I’d get a sick feeling. And each time it happened, a little more of my self-esteem would be chiseled away.

      I spun and strode up to the passenger door and yanked on the handle, but nothing happened. Chip had forgotten to unlock my side and when I pulled with angry force, I jerked like some kind of crazy woman having a seizure, hurting my fingers in the process. Then he released the lock and I pulled again, nearly knocking myself over.

      Maybe he was right. Maybe I was too stupid to function properly in public. Chastened, I plopped into the seat, fastened my seat belt and folded my arms across my chest, staring straight ahead.

      As Chip backed the car out of the parking space, he squealed the tires as he took off, his knuckles white as he gripped the wheel. I set my jaw hard, fearful that someday, that dent would be me.
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      The late morning sun laid ribbons of sunshine across a large vase of cut flowers that had been delivered that morning to my work desk at the insurance company. It was a peace offering from Chip, his way of apologizing for his behavior at dinner.

      I sat, chin in my hand, in front of my computer. The screen could’ve been blank for all I cared. I wasn’t looking at it, my gaze stretched out through the glass, beyond the bland metal window frame and Venetian blinds, all the way to the parked cars on the street. I was lost in thought, captured by my own anxieties. The flowers were beautiful and I appreciated the gesture. I believed he was sorry, but there was still an underlying tension this morning. Ever since the argument at dinner, I’d been walking on eggshells. The kind-of-apology sitting on my desk made me feel only a little better.

      Chip walked to my desk and said, “Lauren, it’s eleven. Why don’t you take your lunch break now, a little early? You can pick up my dry cleaning and then eat. I have a meeting late this afternoon with Don and Sheila Cunningham and I’m all out of clean shirts. Didn’t you pick them up on Saturday?”

      Damn, I’d screwed up again. What was wrong with me? “Oh sorry, Chip. I’ll get right on it.”

      “Thanks.” He smiled and reached out a hand to trail his fingers across my chin. “Where do you go for lunch? Sometimes I wonder who you’re with when you’re not back in an hour.”

      I stared at him. “Oh I, I met Jules for lunch.”

      He continued stroking my chin. “You know I don’t like it when I don’t know where you are.”

      “Well, I was just with Jules…”

      “It’s okay. I just worry about you. Don’t eat too much. Don’t want you to lose that hot body of yours. Too many calories and you’ll have to work out twice as hard at the gym.”

      “I…” I couldn’t believe he just said that. Caught off guard, I wasn’t sure how to reply. I felt a chip of my self-confidence fall away. I startled, realizing how that metaphor connected with my real life. Chip was chipping away at my confidence.

      “Oh, and later, if this meeting turns into dinner, I’ll call you and you can come meet us.”

      “Sure, whatever you say.” I stood up and smoothed down my skirt.

      “And remember, all smiles in front of Sheila. I want her to see that we’re getting along. Don’t want her to have the last time she saw us as the picture in her head. Don’t you agree?”

      “Of course.”

      I opened my desk drawer and took out my purse. Even though we worked in a small company in a town where pretty much every day was casual Friday, Chip liked for me to wear skirts and high heels to work. He told me he wanted to show me off. He also instructed me to wear my hair down most days unless we were going to a high society social event. That’s when he wanted it up. He said he just liked it that way and I always tried to please him.

      Chip gave me a kiss on my lips and said, “Don’t be long, beautiful.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Oh, wait,” Chip called out as I stepped through the door. I turned and watched him hurry into his office. He returned a moment later.

      “Sign this for me real quick. I need to get it in the mail.”

      I took the document and pen, turning the page to see what I was signing but jumped when he yelled, “For God’s sake, hurry. Can’t you…”

      He stopped his tirade when I simply lowered the pen and scrawled out my name. Fine. He wanted me to hurry, I’d hurry. Better to sign my life away than listen to him complain… again.

      He was smiling when I handed everything back. “Thank you, sweetheart. Go have a good lunch.” He leaned forward and kissed me, whispering, “You’re the best.”

      I hurried out the door and down the sidewalk, hoping to squeeze in a stop at the drug store before going to the cleaners. I wanted to get a new lipstick color in case I had to meet Chip for dinner with the Cunningham’s. I felt a need for something bright and cheerful, in contrast to the dark cloud that seemed to be hovering over me lately.

      Things had improved in some ways between Chip and me. I’d been stunned when he’d apologized for his poor behavior at dinner and then sent the beautiful flowers. But now, he seemed obsessed with keeping tabs on me, under the guise of some heartfelt concern for my well-being. I didn’t know what to believe, or how to feel about what I believed. He had changed so much and I didn’t know why.

      I swung by the drug store first and picked out a bright shade of lipstick I’d seen in the latest issue of Vogue. I’d worn the same pink for years and this happy color seemed to be all the rage.

      After I finished, I crossed the street and walked down a couple doors to the dry cleaners to get Chip’s shirts. The cleaners was at the end of the small downtown business district which bled into an older residential area with huge Victorian style houses standing behind large oak trees, some of which were considered historical landmarks.

      A few of the old houses had been turned into businesses since they stood on the main drag through town. I was glad of that, it would have been a tremendous loss to our little town to have such ornate works of craftsmanship torn down. One was now a chocolate shop, another a florist and an especially large and imposing house had been restored to its original beauty and turned into the one and only funeral home in town. It had a stone front with a grand and sweeping wrap-around porch highlighted by ornamental trim. There were wings and bays in all directions and the steep pointed roofline was accented with many gables facing in different ways. It was the quintessential Victorian style house. I always thought it was a shame that no family got to live there and enjoy its beautiful architecture. Instead, it was now the temporary housing of lifeless bodies and their sorrow-filled relatives who came to say good-bye.

      As I was about to open the door to the dry cleaner’s shop I caught a glimpse of a long black car slowing down in front of the drug store I just left. I couldn’t help but notice it. A black limousine in this small town stuck out like a sore thumb. It pulled to a stop just past the drug store, but not quite in front of the funeral home.

      As I stepped inside the cleaners, another customer was at the counter keeping the clerk busy. I took the opportunity to look out the front window to get one more look. The limo had pulled further up and was now parked on the street. I wondered if the driver was lost and if I should step outside to give assistance.

      I tried to appear nonchalant as I peered out the window. It was heavy with flyers and painted-on letters of advertisement for the best dry cleaning deal in town. So much so that it was nearly impossible to look out and get a clear view of the mysterious limo.

      I glanced over at the store clerk, still busy with her customer. When I looked back, a handsome stranger dressed in a sharp dark suit stepped out of the back of the long car. I could have sworn he looked directly at me. I turned away quickly, my heart picking up in beats. I didn’t want him to see me gawking, but just like a rubber-necker craning to see a traffic accident on the side of the road, I had to look again. Who was he and why was he in our little town? My curiosity was getting out of hand.

      I continued watching, doing my reconnaissance in little snatches as I pretended to wait for my turn in line. Soon, the driver joined the man in the dark suit, standing outside the limo and looking around. He was also dressed in dark clothing; no suit jacket, just a white shirt, pants and vest. They stood and talked for a minute, but the one I wanted to get a better view of kept his back to me. Then, he tapped his wrist where a watch would be and the driver nodded. The driver got back into the limo and mystery man started walking in the direction of the funeral home.

      When he walked up the steps to the massive Victorian house, he hesitated for a brief moment. I held my breath, hoping he would turn around, hoping to catch another glimpse of his handsome face. He didn’t. He simply pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, continued up the steps to the huge porch and went inside the funeral home. As he did, my eyes were glued to his backside. Even that was impressive. His shoulders were broad and filled his jacket nicely. His stature was powerful and erect, exuding confidence with every step. His hair was dark and well cut, in a modern style to go with his modern-cut suit. My heart picked up again as this image of his masculinity was absorbed into my brain. I smiled to myself. I was so easy, so gullible. A tall dark stranger arrives in town, in a black limo and look at me… I’m giddy as a schoolgirl. I shouldn’t be so patently impressed. It was obvious he was just going to the funeral home after all. But still, he was a mystery and a distraction from the ho-hum boring monotony that had become my life.

      I hadn’t realized the dry cleaning clerk had finished with her customer and I blushed when I realized she had to call my name a second time. She gave me a curious look and said, “There must be something very interesting out that window.” She was standing on tip-toe to get a glimpse.

      I stepped to the counter and handed her my ticket. I pursed my lips and asked, “Do you always know what’s going on at the funeral home? I mean, since you’re right across the street, I imagine you see everything.”

      She shook her head. “I keep to myself. Mind my own business, if you know what I mean. This is a small town, it’s not good for business for me to be gossipy. Why, if I told people whose shirts came in with lipstick on the collar and smelled of perfume that wasn’t his wife’s, I’d go out of business. My job is like being in the Secret Service.” She laughed at the exaggeration. “Don’t ask; don’t tell. Just give me your shirts and I’ll launder the secrets away. That’s what I say.”

      I looked at her quizzically. “Are you trying to tell me something about the shirts I pick up every Wednesday?”

      She shook her head. “Like I said, I mind my own business…”

      I felt my face grow cold at the insinuation and found I could no longer hold her gaze. My hands twisted in anxiety while I worried my bottom lip. Seeing this, she quickly assured me, “Okay, okay. I can see I got your feathers all ruffled. I can tell you this much. I’ve never noticed anything about those shirts you bring in, except for a coffee stain or two,” she said with a chuckle, confirming that Chip may be a slob, but not a cheat.

      I smiled, relieved. Now I was just being silly. I’d been letting my imagination run wild and the mystery man I just saw didn’t help matters either. My reaction was probably based from guilt as I found myself thinking of things I shouldn’t.

      I paid for the dry cleaning and took the shirt hangers. But before I opened the door, I gave one more glance across the street. As I reached for the doorknob, I noticed the limo had moved. It was now parked in the lot to the east side of the funeral home. I took my time, trying to dally as I made a grand gesture to open the door and close it, hoping he might come back out and I could get a better look at his face. Once on the sidewalk, I even pretended to drop my purse just to buy myself more time. What was wrong with me? Was I this desperate for entertainment in my life?

      Yes.

      I even considered kneeling down to tie my shoe, but happily didn’t embarrass myself by bending over and trying to tie my high heels. I glanced around, desperate for a reason to loiter, but trudged along when a brilliant strategy failed to reveal itself. I walked slowly, but my luck didn’t changed. Mystery man never appeared and before I made myself look like a total idiot, I decided to call Jules to meet me for lunch.
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      The sandwich shop that Julie and I called our favorite place was also a bread shop, specializing in delicious homemade breads that you could smell the minute you walked in the door. Each day featured a specialty, like Honey Whole Wheat, Sun-Dried Tomato Herb Parmesan Sourdough and Apple Cinnamon Swirl, just to name a few. You could pick which bread to have your sandwich made from, never an easy decision. A few steps before I entered the shop, I stopped to make the call to Jules.

      “Hey Jules, come meet me for lunch. I need some girl time with my best friend.”

      “It’s Chip again, isn’t it?”

      “Well, yea. That and… have you heard any news about anyone who passed away recently?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I saw a guy, er, a man, a very well dressed man going into the funeral home just a while ago when I was at the dry cleaners. I didn’t recognize him, from what I could see of him anyway. I only got a glimpse of his face and I just wondered who he was. He’s very distinguished looking and pulled up in a limo.”

      “You mean like in the last week or so?” She paused and there was a slight silence like she was thinking. “No, I can’t say I’ve heard of anyone passing. Give me a sec to tell Wanda I’m going out and I’ll be right there.”

      “I’m at our usual place. Meet me in ten?”

      “Sure, hon.”

      I entered the shop and picked a seat near the wall. I didn’t want our private conversation broadcast to the entire lunch crowd. The ping of my cell phone broke my concentration and I glanced to where it laid on the tabletop. It was an alert from a dictionary app on my phone that gave me a “Word of the day”.  In a fit of irony, the word displayed on my screen was “incongruous”. It meant, “Not in harmony or keeping with surroundings or aspects of others”. Hmph. That should have been my horoscope for the day. I had an app for that too, but “incongruous” was exactly what I’d been feeling about my relationship with Chip… and my life in whole.

      As I waited, I realized Jules had everything. A nice house and family, a good husband who made enough money for them to hire Wanda, the full-time live-in nanny and housekeeper. She was lucky. When was my horoscope app going to tell me it was my day to be lucky in relationships? Curious, I tapped on the app and read the advice in the relationship category. It wasn’t good. I scrolled to the one-week relationship forecast and read that. Not good again. I scrolled to the forecast for the month. Damn, still not good. I pushed the phone away. Stupid horoscope. Those things weren’t accurate anyway. Frustrated, I grabbed my phone again, then deleted the app and tossed the electronic traitor in my purse.

      Jules blew in the door in her usual hyperactive flurry. I met her at the order counter and we put in our choice of sandwiches, then returned to the table I’d chosen for privacy. We chewed on the daily sample of the freshly baked bread we’d been handed until a girl in an apron called our order number.

      “I’ll go get it,” I said, too antsy to sit still. I returned and set the wire baskets on the thick, rustic wooden table.

      “You look stressed,” Julie said.

      “Damn, my poker face must be broken today,” came my sarcastic reply.

      She laughed and I sat down, pushing Jules’ basket toward her. Looking down at my sandwich, I sighed. I suddenly had no appetite for the fantastic looking food staring up at me.

      I looked at Jules. Her face was always bright and happy, so I asked, “Do you count your blessings every day?”

      She picked up her sandwich and gave me a quizzical look before sinking her teeth into several layers of meat, veggies and cheese.

      “What do you mean?” She mumbled through a mouth full of food.

      “You’re losing an avocado there.” I pointed as a green slice squished out the backside of her sandwich. She poked it back in and continued, “This is about Chip, isn’t it?”

      “Yea, yea, you said that on the phone already. You read me like a book.” I offered a meek smile although I knew it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’ve been thinking about my life, Jules—it sucks. I mean, I have a job working for Chip, but it’s a secretarial job that requires no real thinking. In high school, I was so ambitious. I was student-body president and on the student council…”

      “Yea, I know. I was there. Remember?”

      “Sorry. What happened to me? When I met Chip, I thought, this is it. He’s exactly the kind of guy I want. We could get married, have kids, a nice house, the whole nine yards. How did it go so wrong?”

      “Have you looked at yourself in a mirror lately? Nothing happened to you. You’re still Miss Perfect. Beautiful, smart, long blonde hair, cute figure… you’re every man’s dream.”

      Jules set her sandwich back into the basket and gave me a serious look. “Here’s the problem. Chip’s the most attractive prospect in this small town and he knows it. Look around—Granger’s not that big. It’s mostly a farming community. In terms of eligible guys in town, you’ve got your meth chefs, your unemployed, your truck drivers and guys who work in the factory at John Deere.” She began ticking them off on her fingers. “Unless you’re willing to drive over to the city to look for a husband, that’s about it. You got the best one in town, hon.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” She knew it. I knew it. Everyone in town knew it. There were other women with their eyes on my boyfriend, but I had laid claim to him a long time ago when he came back from college. Ever since, it had been my goal to marry him, for better or for worse. I just didn’t expect the worse to come before the march down the aisle. I also didn’t know why it was taking so long for our relationship to move to the next step. Every day that went by without a marriage proposal was one more chance it would never happen.

      “It seems like you two should be engaged by now,” Jules said, reading my mind. “That would be the most logical step. Is that what you want?”

      “Absolutely.”  If he would just give me a ring, I wouldn’t have to worry so much. He wouldn’t either. But it had been four years of dating and that hadn’t happened yet.

      “All I want is a family, a good home life… and not to work anymore in a job that doesn’t offer any challenges. But I would still do charity work, even after having babies.”

      “Geez you’ve got this thing all planned out don’t you?”

      I shrugged. “It’s what I want out of life, but…”

      “Ah, here it comes, the dramatic pause. But what?”

      “Chip. His temper. His arrogance. It’s getting worse lately. I don’t know if he’s under a lot of pressure at work lately or what. I mean, even though I work with him in the office, he doesn’t let me know everything about his business. I just answer the phones and schedule appointments, really. A monkey could do it. I think he just gave me the job because I’m his girlfriend.”

      “Maybe he wants to keep tabs on you? You know, give you a job with him so he can know what you’re up to, track your internet usage.” She raised her eyebrows and wiggled them.

      “Come on Jules, you know me better than that. I don’t want to fool around. No, Chip is what I want, what I’ve always wanted and I’m not going to jeopardize it. Well…” I paused. “The old Chip is what I want,” I amended.

      I poked a finger at my sandwich and then pulled out a small shred of mayonnaise-covered lettuce and touched it to my tongue. Jules watched me pick at my food and asked, “Aren’t you going to eat?” She tilted her head. “There’s more isn’t there? Don’t just gloss over it; details, girl, details.”

      I’d known from the moment I called her I would confess everything. But knowing and doing were two separate things. Finally, I sighed and just said it. “Chip and I had a fight at dinner. It started as an argument about local politics, but by the time we went out to the car, it turned into a verbal attack on me. He ended up punching a dent into his Corvette.”

      Julie’s eyebrows shot up. “With his fist?”

      “Yes. It’s okay, it can be fixed, but he blamed me.”

      “You?”

      “Yea, he went all crazy, and in the heat of the moment…” I trailed off. “He didn’t mean it. I guess he let his temper get the best of him.”

      Jules narrowed her eyes as I defended him. “His temper may have helped when he was on the football team back in high school, but that kind of shit needs to stop. Lauren, are you sure this is what you really want? You come from a good family, your dad is a doctor for god’s sake. It’s not like Chip picked you up from the gutter and graced you with his presence!” She stopped, realizing she’d been close to yelling. After looking around, she lowered her voice. “Don’t let Chip get away with that kind of behavior. Stand up for yourself and tell him there’ll be no ring on your finger until he can show you some respect. You keep acting as if he’s the only choice you have for happiness. It’s not. That’s just small town thinking keeping you small.”

      Jules was right, but I was still afraid. Afraid that if I spoke my mind it would turn into another argument I couldn’t win. I’d end up looking like a royal bitch, or worse, tongue-tied and completely inadequate. It would only serve to drive him further away. I couldn’t have that. I loved him. He was my chance for happiness. He was everything I dreamed of for my future and if I had to shut my mouth and smile, then that’s what I’d do. I would support him through this bump in the road, or whatever it’s called. We would be fine. We had to be.

      “I know you’re right. But you know how I feel about moving away, I could never do it. Not after…” I paused, shaking my head and straightening in my chair. “I’ve got to stop this. I’m focusing on the bad when I need to focus on the good. I need to stop being so worried about losing him and really talk about why he’s changed lately. I need to be like my dad and stop looking at just the symptoms. I need to find the root of the problem.”

      Jules nodded and patted my hand. “Good thinking. Chin up, girl. I don’t think he wants to lose you either.”

      “I need to get back to the office soon.” I glanced at my watch. “I’m going to the restroom. Wait for me. Don’t leave until I get back.”

      The hallway to the restrooms was narrow, cluttered with stacks of various take-out boxes and other restaurant supplies. Just as I attempted to negotiate the turn, I ran straight into the chest of a tall man, dressed in a dark suit, who was coming out of the hall.

      “Oh, sorry.” I blurted out.

      We did a little dance, moving in concert with one another, continuing to block each other. I moved the other way and he moved in that direction too. I laughed, realizing how silly this was and looked up to his face and froze.

      My intention was to stay put and let him be the one to walk around, but he wasn’t moving and I was in too much shock to do anything. He cocked his head to the side and drew back. His eyes scurried over me, up and down the length of my body before landing back on my face. His initial amusement with our awkward little dance turned into a slow smile as he said, “Well, well, well, Lauren Mitchell. I’d recognize your beautiful face anywhere,” in the smoothest voice since whipped butter. My heart jumped and my knees weakened. If my mouth hadn’t opened to gasp for air it would have opened for my jaw to drop anyway.

      It was him. My mystery man was standing right in front of me. My smile widened, then my eyes narrowed in confusion. I looked into his handsome face as he buttoned his finely cut suit jacket. Those eyes. The shape of the face. The nose, the placement was familiar, but… other things were not. The tanned skin on his cheeks was smoother, the shoulders were much broader and his overall frame was taller and held the confidence of a powerful and successful man. This wasn’t the pimply-faced boy I’d known in high school. This was the all grown up and now gorgeous Aedyn Cumberland.

      “I… I… Oh, I’m so sorry. I’m making a fool of myself.” I laughed and shook my head in disbelief. Finally, I found the words to give my mouth something productive to do. “I can’t believe it. Aedyn?”

      “In the flesh.” He raised both hands palms in a ta-da gesture, his grin widening across his face.

      “Gosh. It’s been a long time…” Suddenly there was silence. Awkward silence.

      I bit my lower lip and we both blurted out at the same time, “How’ve you been?”

      For a moment, I was back in high school and was tempted to say “Jinx,” but instead, we both fell into a fit of nervous laughter.

      “Sorry, sorry…” I waved the air like I was waving away the past. “Yea, I remember you from high school. I saw you. Were you… did I see you at the funeral home earlier?”

      Aedyn’s eyes darted down to his shoes, which also looked expensive, probably Italian leather, and said, “My father passed away.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry for your loss.” Geez. It seemed like every other word out of my mouth was, “Sorry.”

      “Thank you, but… actually, we hadn’t been close for years.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” Shit, I did it again.

      His eyes suddenly brightened and the brief sadness faded from his face. “You look great. Older, of course, but in a good way.”

      His compliment was flattering and goose bumps ran up my arm. His eyes blazed through me, making me feel like a bug under a microscope. I knew I should be making polite small talk, but his stunning face riveted me. Saying he’d changed since high school was an understatement. He’d been transformed.

      “You look pretty good yourself.” I leaned against the wall, rubbing my bare arm, self-conscious about my prickling flesh. I made myself comfortable thinking we’d continue our chat. “Are you staying in town for a while?”

      “No, not long. I just came long enough for the funeral and to put my dad’s house up for sale. You know, the usual things that need to be taken care of.”

      I noticed he was standing stiffly and there was urgency in his reply; he looked like he was in a hurry. I straightened and pursed my lips. “Well, Aedyn. It was nice seeing you again. You must have a lot to do and I’m probably keeping you…” I made a dramatic effort to look at my watch. “I really should get going too.”

      He laid a hand on my arm and gave a little pat as he moved to push past me. I nearly melted from its warmth. Before he left, he smiled and said, “It was good to see you again, Lauren. Take care now.”

      I watched him walk out, past Jules and all the way out the door. I ducked into the ladies’ room, my pulse running a little faster than usual. Wow, what a difference the years had made.

      I came out of the restroom and looked at the round wooden clock on the wall. Everything in this shop was heavy wood—the chairs, the tables—each one lending itself to the idea of thick hearty breads. My lunch hour was almost over and I really would need to leave soon.  Jules was going to die when I told her who the mystery man was.

      I slipped back into my chair and leaned forward. “Jules, you’ll never guess who I just ran into on the way to the ladies’ room.” I paused for affect, but didn’t wait for her answer. “Aedyn Cumberland.”

      “Really?” I watched her face as she searched her memory banks. “He went to high school with us, right?”

      “Yes. He walked right past you a few minutes ago. I bet you didn’t recognize him either.”

      Her jaw dropped.

      “Exactly. That hunk of a man was the one I saw getting out of the limo earlier. He’s very good looking now, nothing like the last time I saw him.”

      Her eyebrows shot up and she said, “I did notice him. Who wouldn’t? He’s quite striking… wait, more like, he’s damn hot.”

      We both laughed and Jules sipped the last of her iced tea, fanning herself dramatically.

      “Can you believe how much he’s changed?”

      “So he’s here for a funeral? Who died?”

      “His father.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad. He wouldn’t have been very old. Did you two date in high school? I don’t remember you dating Aedyn.”

      “No way. I think he had a crush on me though, but he wasn’t my type back then.”

      Jules waded up her napkin and tossed it in the empty sandwich basket. “Well, he looks like every girl’s type now. All I can say is, getting out of Granger sure did him good.”

      “I agree. Hey, I gotta go now, Jules. You’re a sweetheart for letting me dump all my troubles on you.”

      “What about your sandwich? You didn’t even eat it.”

      “I’ll have them wrap it to go. I’ll give it to the homeless guy in the park.”

      “Alright. But remember, tomorrow’s another day. As far as Chip goes, you need to talk to him. It’s probably just a phase he’s going through, you know, worried about his business, parent expectations, yada yada yada. Jack’s like that too. But you need to address it, stop it before it gets out of hand. Dream or no dream… you deserve better than this.”

      We hugged good-bye and she left, not seeing me shake my head in disagreement. There were times when I felt this life was all I deserved. I’d made my choices and would live with the consequences. I would make the best of whatever came my way, would work hard to keep it, but I wouldn’t seek out anything better.

      I watched my friend walk out the door as I stood at the counter, waiting for my sandwich to be wrapped. The girl in the apron handed it to me in a brown paper bag. I looked at the dull, lifeless color of the bag as I walked toward the park in the early summer sun and thought, “I don’t want my life to be this drab and simple.”

      It scared me that I’d felt a rush of excitement when talking to Aedyn. It was like color had dropped into my life, providing a stark contrast to what I had and it was unsettling. I had convinced myself that I had everything I wanted in my life. But now, without my asking, a little seed of doubt had been planted, creating an annoying itch. Should I scratch it or ignore it? That was the disturbing question I was left with when I finally reached the park bench I was looking for.

      The homeless man gave me a toothless smile when I handed him the bag. I nodded and quickly walked back to the office. I wanted to be there when Chip got back from his Rotary Club luncheon meeting. I would stop all this thought about having a different life. I would focus on my here and now.
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      I was totally consumed by a feeling of warmth. The moment our skin touched, when I placed my hand into his, a fire ignited, blazing its way through every cell in my body. I didn’t blink. I didn’t even hesitate. I gave in completely to his offer to step into the back of his limousine. He pulled me in and shut the door. It was dark inside and there was no driver up front, only him.

      I was aware of nothing except him, his body next to mine, and the intense sexual desire that blazed between us. He’s in control and with no inhibitions, he pulled me to his lap to straddle him. My knees dug into the seat just as my sex pressed into his. I groan from the desperate need to taste him. Our lips crushed together with a fiery heat. He pushed both hands into my hair and held me to his mouth, devouring my lips, his tongue shooting in and sweeping the inside of mine. His tongue excited me. I knew what he could do with it and I ached for his wet tongue to lick between my folds.

      I gasped as I came up for air from his demanding kisses. I was hungry for him and I didn’t want to think about anything else right now. How could I think straight with visions of what I wanted him to do to me swimming in my head?

      I struggled to get a good look at his face, but I couldn’t. I was too close, pressed against him by his firm, strong hands, ravaging my body, locking me to him so that I couldn’t pull back enough to see his face. After a moment, I no longer cared who it was. I didn’t want to stop. I had to have more. His hands were on my breasts, pushing and kneading as he kissed my neck. My dress was loose and stretchy, the kind of dress one wears in the summer with no bra and very small panties to alleviate the heat of the day. The dress made it easy for him to push it aside, for his mouth to reach my nipples, already hard and sensitive to the touch.

      I grabbed his hand as he pulled my breast into his mouth and shoved it between my legs. Fire raced through my body. I was aching to feel his touch down there. I was already near the top of an orgasm and I knew it wouldn’t take much to push me over the edge. His hand slid under the edge of my panties and I felt his fingers touch my folds. I jerked with excitement, but he didn’t say a word, just groaned in a thick hoarse voice. I felt his erection between us, pushing at the fabric of his pants. When he finally spoke he growled, “Take them off. Turn around.”

      “Chip?” I whispered, barely registering that I said the word.

      There was another growl, accompanied by the sound of his zipper. I turned around to sit on his lap as he demanded. As I bent forward, my ass hovered in front of his face, I felt his lips on my butt cheeks then a sharp nip of his teeth as he gave a love bite that shot my senses soaring. It didn’t hurt, but made my blood race all the more. I lowered myself and felt his hard cock against my skin.  He held my hips and moved me up and down, his cock caressing my butt gently for a few strokes, tracing along the lace of my thong panties. Then, before I knew it, he grabbed the lace and pulled hard. It hadn’t taken but a tug and the thin lace ripped, the panties no longer a barrier.

      Was he angry with me again? No, this was hot desire and the shock of his actions merely stoked the fire already burning between my legs. I wanted him to fuck me now. This teasing was torture. I needed to come soon before Chip found out.

      Why would I think that?

      Then I knew with certainty. This wasn’t Chip. This man created a feeling inside me I couldn’t describe, made me feel heady and hot. I knew this was dangerous territory, but that only added to the fire.

      His legs were spread wide and he used his hands, still on my hips to guide me on top of his cock. With one hard movement, he was inside me, thrusting with an exhaled breath on each stroke. I could feel how big he was, it sent more heat to my already ripe clit. I felt the tingle from my skin stretching as it took him in.

      With each hard thrust, he repeated, “Lauren, you’re mine,” and I reveled in the words, even as my mind screamed, “No, I’m with Chip.” This man’s voice won out, drowning Chip’s name until he no longer existed.

      “Lauren, you’re mine,” he said again, another thrust penetrating my soul.

      “Yes,” I screamed and was immediately washed with guilt. This was Aedyn and I shamelessly wanted him. But the guilt stung sharply, nearly ruining my blissful euphoria, so I pushed it aside. I was driven to continue. I’d face the consequences later. I couldn’t stop. I didn’t want it to end.

      I wanted to scream out, “Fuck me, Aedyn,” as I was getting right to the top, right to the edge of exploding. He pushed harder, his hands still on my hips, slamming into me, driving his cock deeper and deeper with each stroke. I felt him thicken, knew he was about to come too. With a gasp of air, I opened my eyes… and nearly sat up in bed.

      My body was still humming, but unsatisfied. This wasn’t the first dream I had about Aedyn. Ever since I saw him going into the funeral home, I’d been having erotic dreams about him. But this was the first I’d had one while sleeping right next to Chip. Damn. What was wrong with me?

      Although I woke up frustrated and still horny, I couldn’t shake the wonderful feelings from the dreams. The connection I had with Aedyn was more powerful than sex. It was as if Aedyn and I shared a deep kind of knowing, like we were soul mates. At least that’s how it felt in the dreams, then it would linger for a while and only fade once I got out of bed. The sad thing was, the dreams were like a talisman, a reminder that I’d never had that kind of intense connection with the man beside me.

      “What’s the matter?” Chip propped himself on his elbows and looked at me from his side of the bed. He always slept on that side when I came over. It was close to his clock and a drawer full of condoms we never used. I didn’t know why he even kept them. I’d been on the pill for years.

      I was still a little breathless and felt like my cheeks were getting pink, like I’d been caught doing something I shouldn’t. “Just a bad dream, that’s all.”

      I tucked the sheet around my breasts to cover them. I didn’t want him to see that my nipples were still hard and erect.

      Chip frowned and laid back down. “Bad dream, huh? You act like you’re hiding something.” He rolled to his side and reached for my hand and shoved it onto his hard cock. “Feel that? You need to take care of that for me, baby. I can make that bad dream sweet. This is reality. This is where you belong, right here in my bed. I love you, Lauren and this is what men do when they love someone. Now take care of me like you always do, baby.”

      He leaned in and kissed me and guilt spread through me as I kissed him back, the dream images of Aedyn still permeating my brain. It didn’t feel right to have sex with Chip when I had another man stuck in my head.

      To cover my thoughts, I smiled and said, “You’re right. It was just a stupid dream.”

      I was over analyzing. The dream was only a reflection of my mixed-up emotions, my worry about Chip and our future. Chip was right. I had better take care of his needs. He was real, after all; not some illusion. As my fist began to stroke him, I became more resolved to forget the fantasy and focus on the here and now. This was Chip, the man I’d wanted. Without him, what would I do? Shrivel up and become some bitter, disappointed truck driver’s wife? I didn’t want that.

      As he approached me further and climbed on top of me, I felt his erection slide in easily. I was so wet from the dream, wet from wanting Aedyn that it sent a fresh wave of guilt rushing through me. I turned my head to the side and closed my eyes.

      I tried to enjoy it, tried to stop thinking and embrace the man in my arms, but I couldn’t, the lingering effects of my erotic dream left me feeling confused. Suddenly, having him on top of me made me feel suffocated, and all I really wanted to do was go back to my apartment and put some space between me and this dick. I stifled a laugh, which almost turned into a sob. Chip had been such a dick lately. It was overwhelming, but the other side of my brain kept telling me to stop being so ungrateful, be happy to have the best this town had to offer.

      He rocked on top of me, grunting and breathing heavily. I laid there, fighting back the urge to say, “Come already!” I bit my lip. I was so confused. Emotions that shouldn’t be there were barreling through me full throttle. What was wrong with me? I just wanted to shove him off. Instead of a pleasurable orgasm building inside, an agitated and scratchy feeling was building in my soul.

      His head was buried in my neck and his back was rounded as he continued. The whole bed moved with his thrusts; he was pushing so hard, pounding into me over and over. I kept my head turned to the side and tried to block this reality from my mind, but my emotions were running the show now. It felt like someone had hit the download button and everything was happening out of my control. There was no abort button; crazy wild emotions all came crashing down to swallow me up. I was outside of myself, watching it all happen, a weird mixture of fantasy and reality. Somewhere in between the two, I could smell the familiar scent of Chip’s expensive cologne.

      When it was over, Chip rolled off me and he could tell I hadn’t had an orgasm.

      “Well, that was uneventful,” he said with annoyance and got out of the bed.
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      I didn’t know what to say. I laid there, staring at the ceiling, trying to come up with the perfect reply that would stop the dreaded inquisition I knew would come next. But it was like Chip had a window into my mind and could read every thought I was thinking. I felt so exposed. Then a cheap lie arose in my mind. “Sorry. I’m not feeling so great. I think it was the food we ate last night. Sometimes seafood bothers my stomach. It did smell kind of fishy. Maybe it wasn’t fresh.” I mean we live in the Midwest. There’s no sea around here. Maybe he’d buy that story.

      Chip snorted a short laugh. Not the “ha-ha, funny,” type, more of the “yea, right” variety.

      “You’ve been acting distant. I’m no fool. What’s going on?” Chip paced next to the bed and reached for the bottle of water on his night stand.

      “Distant?”

      “Yea, like you got something else on your mind all the time. You’re always staring off into space. You take extra-long lunches at work and now, in bed, your mind was somewhere else. You weren’t even into it. I’m no fool, Lauren. What’s so damn important that you can’t pay attention to me when we’re together?” He stopped pacing and gave me a piercing look. “Or should I say, who is so important?”

      I sat up and got out of the bed so I could turn my back and he couldn’t see my face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I told you, I just don’t feel well. That’s all.”

      “Don’t pretend with me, Lauren.” He put down his water and followed me as I walked around the bedroom, looking for my underwear to put on. I was stalling. I didn’t know how to answer him. There wasn’t anyone else, except a fantasy, and that didn’t count.

      If I went on the defensive and started an argument now that his manhood was challenged, it wouldn’t end well, I knew. I had witnessed Chip’s rages and his erratic behavior was draining me. Although, from the looks of all the clothing strewn around the room, I must have been feeling pretty amorous toward him last night.

      My expensive, lace-edged bra was flung over a chair and the matching panties lay on the floor near the door. Glad that I had long hair to hide my expression, I let it fall around my face as I picked up my panties and pulled them on. I was a horrible person, lusting after one man while fucking another. Especially since I thought I was fucking the man of my future children.

      “Tell me,” he snarled. “What’s going on? What have you been doing behind my back?”

      I contemplated just telling him the truth, be honest with him about my feelings. When I didn’t answer fast enough, he snapped, “Look at me when I talk to you.” He took my arm and backed me against the door. “Look me in the eyes and tell me that nothing is going on. And remember, I’ll know if you’re lying.”

      Still holding my arm and pinning me to the door, I glanced down at the hand digging into me. This wasn’t the time to explain anything. He was too ramped up and he wouldn’t even hear what I had to say. “Let go of me. You’re hurting me.” I demanded.

      His eyes were dark with anger. “Tell me. You’ve been flirting with someone else, haven’t you? Were you getting all turned on when you talked to him? Did he make you wet while you threw yourself at him in public?”

      “No! What the… no...”

      “Don’t lie to me.” His voice was louder now and angrier. “I went to the sandwich shop, Lauren. Right after you were there. I wondered why you were gone so long and went looking for you. The girl behind the counter told me all about it, how you were talking to some guy. She said you looked like you were having a really good time, talking to him. Laughing. Flirting.”

      My eyes widened. I couldn’t breathe. I could barely get the words out. “I literally bumped into an old friend…”

      “I bet you were even thinking of him just now. Something wasn’t right when we made love. I can tell. You’re lying to me. You’re fucking hiding something from me.”

      Chips face was so close I could feel his breath on my skin as he spoke. “I know you didn’t orgasm and I can always make you come, even if you don’t want to.” His free hand trailed down my stomach and he flicked his finger over my clit. He pressed hard through the fabric, painfully so.

      “No! There’s no one. I wasn’t doing anything wrong. Jesus, Chip…”

      “Does he have a large cock like mine to satisfy you? You’re a dirty girl, Lauren, if you’re thinking of any other man but me. Do you want me to tell your father, the good doctor, that you’re nothing but a nasty little cheat? He already knows you’re a little slut, it probably won’t surprise him. But what about everyone else? All the other upstanding citizens in this town? How would that make you look?”

      My eyes grew wider and all I could think about was the shooting pain as he squeezed. “Let go of me. Stop this. You’re hurting me.”

      “You’d look like a whore!” He continued, screaming now and let go of my arm. But it wasn’t to release me I realized. He balled it into a tight fist and drove it into the thin wood of the door, punching a hole right beside my head.

      I shrieked as I jumped and covered my face with my hands.

      “Stop. Please stop.”

      “You’re mine, Lauren. Just remember that.” He said in a low voice and turned, walking away from me.

      I let out my breath and rubbed my sore arm. “You’re crazy; you’re out of control.”  I couldn’t believe it, yet why was I surprised? He’d turned into a brute lately and I knew a part of it was my fault. I should’ve been more interested in our lovemaking. I shouldn’t be dreaming about Aedyn, wondering about all the “what if’s” that had me so distracted.

      Watching him pace the room, I felt a fresh wave of guilt. It was my fault, he had a right to be upset. I was thinking about another man, of course he’d felt my withdrawal. This was just Chip’s macho man way of showing how threatened he felt. In a strange way, it showed how much he didn’t want to lose me, I justified for him. I just wish he’d say it instead of punching the door for emphasis.

      What was I supposed to do now?

      Chip snatched a clean pair of underwear from his bureau drawer and put them on. When he turned around to look at me, the expression on his face had softened. He walked over to me as I was slipping the strap of my bra onto my shoulder. I was shaken by his outburst, but he looked calmer now.

      Chip took me, gently this time, by my arms and looked into my eyes. “I’m sorry, Lauren. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      He looked sincere, but knew I couldn’t let him off the hook this easily. “Well, you did. I need you to promise never to do that again. That hole could have been my face.”

      “No, sweetheart. Never. I would never hit you. I’m so sorry. It’ll never happen again, I promise.”

      I stared at him, saw the guilt in his eyes. “Promise?”

      “Yes, I have this under control.”

      “Really? Cause it doesn’t seem like it.”

      Anger flared in his eyes for just a moment, then he took a deep breath and tamped it down. “I told you. I promised. It will never happen again.”

      Chip looked at me with such sincerity, maybe he was telling the truth. Guys were like that. They have anger and bad tempers built into them. They don’t know how to get it out and sometimes shit happens.

      I looked at the hole one last time and bit my lip. “You’re right. Let’s just forget about all this.”

      He chucked me under my chin and said, “That’s my girl. Get dressed and you can make us coffee.”

      I bristled a little at his order, but Chip gave me a kiss on the lips and turned away, pulling open a drawer for a clean shirt. It was Sunday morning and we usually had coffee together on his patio. The weather was nice enough this time of year for that and I wanted to enjoy it before the seasons changed and the cold storms of winter came in. Without another word, I finished dressing and headed to the kitchen.
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      I looked out the window at the Hometown Reality sign swinging in the light summer breeze in the front yard. My father’s house had been left to me in his will, but I didn’t want it. It had once held pleasant childhood memories, but then my mother was diagnosed with brain cancer. At that point, everything in my life became divided into before the cancer and after. Everything changed, especially my dad.

      I pushed the curtain aside as I noticed Aunt Melissa’s car pull into the driveway. It was simple and gray, just like this town. Watching her step out of that dull car was like the sunshine on a cloudy day. Everywhere she went, she brought happiness and light. At least for me she did. She was my one saving grace after my mother passed away.

      I threw the front door open even before her foot hit the first porch step.

      “Aunt Melissa.” We embraced and she smiled her special smile at me. Her hugs were like the smell of freshly baked bread. “Come in.”

      As she stepped into the living room, she said, “Aedyn Dell Cumberland, this place is a mess.”

      She was right. There were cardboard packing boxes strewn about the room, some half-filled and others waiting to do their job.

      She sighed dramatically. “I can’t believe you don’t want to stay and live in this house in lovely Granger, Iowa.”

      She gave me a crooked smile; she knew this small town held no allure for me. I had my life in Chicago. I was the owner of a million dollar corporation; I lived in an upscale apartment in downtown and had no attachments. I could party with whomever I wanted, wherever I wanted and whenever I wanted and that’s the way I liked it.

      Damn. I wished I was partying now; a nice shot of coke would feel good as hell at the moment. I didn’t bring any with me, didn’t expect to be here this long. Plus, I only allowed myself that special treat on the weekends.

      “You know I can’t do that. I have my life in Chicago.”

      “I know, sweetie, just yanking your chain. Anyone special there? Any girl who has ahold of your heart strings? I’m not getting any younger, I want to be a grand-aunt someday.”

      I rolled my eyes. “My job is my love and my lady.” I lied. I didn’t have the heart to tell her I preferred to be unattached, or the balls to tell her I preferred several ladies attached to me at the same time.

      I didn’t want to burst her bubble of me being a good guy, or maybe such a common guy. I didn’t like being viewed as ordinary. The average life wasn’t for me anymore and I didn’t want to be anyone’s knight in shining armor either. Truth was, when it came to matters of the heart, I was broken.

      Everything had happened so fast and life was so crazy when Mom died. I should have been having the kind of senior year in high school that made memories for the rest of my life. Instead, the girl I adored rejected me at the same time I lost my mother. I often wondered if it was the melding of those two emotionally jarring events that somehow left me damaged.

      She walked over to the window and threw back the dark curtains, letting in the sunlight of the day. “Well, I’m glad you finally came home to grace us with your presence, even if it took your father’s funeral to get you back here.”

      I tucked my chin to my chest. I almost hadn’t come. My first reaction on hearing the news was to say, “So what.” I wasn’t surprised by it; he had been drinking for years. “When you called, I almost told you to just have the state bury him. What’d he ever do for us?”

      “I know, Aedyn,” she said with a placating look.

      “She was your sister and he was mean to her in the end. Why do you even care?”

      “I guess drinking was his way of handling her cancer and everything that followed.”

      “He was a coward. He couldn’t handle Mom’s cancer diagnosis so he drank. He deserved to die alone.” I knew it sounded harsh, but I didn’t give a damn. He was a loser who brought nothing, but sadness and disappointment to my life. Some father-figure he turned out to be. “Why should I care about him?”

      “He was your father.”

      “He was a sperm donor.”

      “Bitter are we?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. Although I was close to my aunt and I could talk to her about anything, I didn’t feel like psychoanalyzing old wounds right now. I just wanted to get this over with and get back to Chicago.

      Aunt Melissa gave a sweeping look around the room and set her purse down on the couch. “I suppose.” She was quiet for a moment and then said, “Richard abandoned the house the last couple of years. No one knew where he was. He was behind on the property taxes and in the end… who knows if he even made all of the mortgage payments. It’s a shame.”

      I knew. And he hadn’t. I had, for some stupid reason. I walked over to one of the packing boxes and lifted a porcelain knick-knack out of the box. “Do you want this?” It was an elegant porcelain figurine of a beautiful woman in a flowing gown. The long skirt of her white dress billowed out to the side and a blue shawl draped over her arms blew in the same direction as the skirt, as if she were walking through a pleasant breeze. The statue’s hair swept with it and she was looking over her shoulder at a bird perched on the wind-swept scarf. I knew these statues were collector’s items among women my aunt’s age and thought she might like to keep it.

      She looked at it and a slow smile crossed her face. “Your mother collected those. I’m surprised you found it. I thought Richard got rid of all of her things after she died. I came over here once in a while and noticed her things would be gone piece by piece. Then, I just stopped coming by.”

      “Who took care of the yard? I expected it to be an overgrown jungle by the time I came.”

      Aunt Melissa shot a sheepish glance my way and said, “I confess. I came by once in a while to mow the yard and trim the hedges. I didn’t want the city to fine him for neglect of the property. I kind of always thought of the house as yours anyway, seeing that you’re the only child.”

      “Thank you for that. You’re very thoughtful, but…” I made a sweeping gesture around the room with my hand. “Take anything you want, furniture, dishes, anything that strikes your fancy. I’m getting rid of all of it.”

      “It looks like you have quite a job here, to pack up all of this.”

      “Yes, I do. The place was in disrepair when I came in, but I’m staying here just the same. Better than Motel 6.” There wasn’t much in the way of accommodations in this town; especially any that matched the caliber of what I’d grown used to. Since I had to clean this place up, I decided it was better to just stay here for the brief time I needed to finish the job. I’d considered hiring a company to pack it all up and haul it to the local thrift shop—or the dump—but had invited my aunt to come over and have first dibs on anything she wanted. I had no desire to make any money from what was in the house. In my eyes, it was all junk. I wasn’t looking to make a profit from it or the sale of the house either. I had plenty of money of my own. All I wanted was to sell low and be done with it. I had a momentary thought of hiring a wrecking ball to level the place, but that fantasy was just fueled by my resentment.

      The figurine landed in her big purse and we began the process of going through the house. I walked her into the kitchen and pointed out a matching teacup set she might be interested in keeping.

      Then we walked into the family room, where there was a desk in the corner with a very outdated looking computer sitting on top. The screen was covered in dust, along with most of the items in the house. I had only bothered to clean the sheets on the bed I was using since I was throwing everything out. There was a book sitting on the desk. I picked it up and casually flipped through the pages. It was one of my old French textbooks from Roosevelt High School. I remembered how my father had berated me because I couldn’t find it and he had to pay a fine to the school’s library for not returning it by graduation.

      Graduation. My jaw tightened at the memory. My mom had so wanted to watch me walk across that stage. She’s held on, but only barely. She was in the hospital dying that day and I was by her side, having turned down the position of Valedictorian so I could stay with her.

      I knew at the time she was in her last days and nothing else mattered but being close. Returning a fucking textbook was the last thing on my mind. I tossed the aged book aside. The last thing I wanted was a house filled with my father’s crap to remind me of the past.

      As Aunt Melissa examined an outdated lamp on the end table near the couch, she spoke. “I might take this,” she said, bending over with her back to me. “It’s still in good shape.”

      I knelt down to unplug the cord from under the computer desk and my hand hit an empty vodka bottle. I imagined my father kicking it across the wooden floor in a drunken stupor and it rolling there, staying for who knows how long. I knelt down on the edge of the dirty rug and pulled the plug, which seemed to be stuck. When it came out with a jolt I bumped my head on the underside of the computer desk.

      “Damn it.” I stood, rubbing my head and looking at the dinosaur of a computer. “Does this thing even work?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “I didn’t imagine my dad as having any tendencies toward technology.” If he knew how to use a computer, why hadn’t he contacted me? No emails, obviously no searching for me on the internet. Worthless piece of shit. Just more proof that I’d made the right decision to leave when I was eighteen and never look back.

      I pinched my forefinger and thumb on the bridge of my nose. “Aunt Melissa, I’m going to have a Scotch on the rocks. Would you like one?” My words came out sounding terse. I softened my tone and added, “Sorry, or maybe a beer?” I couldn’t remember ever seeing her drink hard liquor, although I’d seen her drink wine. The only food items in the house were beer and Scotch. I’d had my driver make sure the fridge was still in running condition and stock it with all the essentials… beer and ice.

      “Oh, I shouldn’t…” She straightened, but when she saw the look in my eyes she conceded, “But what the heck. I don’t have any other plans for today.”

      I went into the kitchen where the empty glass from the night before was still sitting on the counter next to the sink. I threw the water from the melted ice down the drain and gave it a pass under the stream of cold water, then filled it with more ice and Scotch. This town, this house—too many bad memories I didn’t want to face. Now, another memory to escape from… Lauren. I needed to get out of here fast.
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      When I entered the family room, Aunt Melissa was sitting on the couch, picking through the contents of an opened shoebox. Her once youthful hands held the old box by its tattered and frayed corners. I pushed the beer in her direction.

      “Would you like a glass?”

      “No, I’ll drink from the bottle.” That’s what I liked about my aunt; she was a real down to earth person, not an ounce of pretense in her.

      I tipped my glass and took a long drink before falling into the worn out springs of the couch. “You found them,” I said, nodding toward the box. “Now I have no more secrets.”

      She smiled as her eyes fondly soaked in the old photographs she was holding in her hands.

      “You’re not getting rid of these, are you?”

      Before I could answer, she laid them in her lap and adjusted her position, turning toward me slightly. “I didn’t tell you this before the funeral, but when I got the call about Richard’s passing, they said he died on the street, like a homeless person. They said it was due to his alcoholism.” We sat in silence for a moment and then her eyes shifted to the right as if remembering something. “I still can’t believe no one came to his funeral. He was one of ten children and not one of them attended. What a shame.”

      “You already said that.” I said flatly, staring straight ahead, slunk back into the couch.

      “What a shame,” she said again.

      “Well, I was there. Didn’t want to be, but I was there. I did my duty.” I spat the last word out with disgust and threw back the last of my Scotch. “A complete funeral for me and you and… who was that woman who came and stood in the back?”

      “I didn’t see anyone,” she said, giving me a quizzical look as she lifted the photographs from her lap and began sorting through them again, talking to me, but her eyes were fixed on the pictures.

      The ceiling held my attention as I finally felt the effects of the alcohol burning off the rough edges. “She was only there for a moment.”

      “I didn’t see anyone, dear. Someone probably there on other business, most likely had nothing to do with us. The mind plays funny tricks when you’re in mourning, you could have imagined it.”

      I wasn’t in mourning. I didn’t have sorrowful feelings about my father’s passing, but I didn’t think it wise to reveal that to Aunt Melissa. She was obviously more concerned about my father’s reputation in town than I was, no matter how misguided. “Maybe… but I swear I saw someone standing back there just the same… whatever.” I wasn’t going to waste any more time thinking about it. I had a ton of work to get done and my work schedule already had a huge hole in it thanks to this funeral. When I left Chicago, I told myself I would work from here, at least stay on top of priority projects. It hadn’t happened, too many ghosts were vying for my attention and right now the only thing I wanted to focus on was Scotch.

      I stood up to freshen my drink and Aunt Melissa looked at me, her eyes almost pleading. “You’re at least keeping this, aren’t you?”

      I shrugged and looked at the box. I took one of the photos out of her hand and glanced at it. “Doubt it.”

      “Aedyn Dell Cumberland,” she scolded. “This is your past, your childhood. Isn’t this one of you and your best friend, Garret, in high school?” She smiled, gazing at another photo. “Look at all that hair. What ever happened to that hairstyle? You don’t see that anymore. Wasn’t it called a mullet?”

      My aunt’s outdated fashion sense made me laugh out loud and it felt good to release that burst of air. She always had the ability to see my emotions, no matter how well I thought I hid them, and knew when to cheer me up. “Aunt Melissa, that hair style went out years ago.”

      “Well, look at this. Here’s a picture of you and Lauren Mitchell at the high school science fair. Didn’t you two date or something in high school?”

      She handed me the picture and I stared at it, Lauren’s youthful face beaming out brightly from its aged and faded surface. “Dated? No, not really.” Crushed my heart into a million pieces? Yes. Humiliated me in front of the entire French class when she turned me down for prom? Absolutely.

      Lauren had been a cheerleader, in with the “cool” kids. I wasn’t. Back then, Lauren was out of my league. “We worked on a project for the science fair together while I secretly dreamed about her being my girlfriend. But that’s all it was; she dated the captain of the football team.”

      “She looks pretty happy there standing next to you. Why didn’t she partner up with her boyfriend for the project?”

      I raised an eyebrow and tipped my head in her direction. “Are you kidding me? Football players aren’t the brightest. And back then, I was a geek—remember?”

      I tossed the picture back onto the coffee table, wishing my feelings were as easy to dismiss. I had wanted Lauren as my girlfriend more than anything in the world, but she wouldn’t give me the time of day except when she needed a good grade on her science project. Any serious consideration as boyfriend material—no way. It was best to leave those feelings buried.

      I headed to the kitchen to refill my usual choice of self-medication. I would need more numbing if I continued this trip down memory lane. Before I reached the threshold, I paused and turned back. “I saw Lauren; ran into her at the sandwich shop.”

      Aunt Melissa put the pictures back into the box, closed the lid and set it on the coffee table. Her eyes asked the question, “Oh really?”

      I didn’t want to open that old wound any deeper in front of my aunt so I tried to play it off as casually as possible. “Yea, right after the funeral home; the first day I got here.” I shrugged and said, “Whatever” and walked into the kitchen.

      I wished thoughts of her were as easy to walk away from, but they’d been poking at my mind from the very moment my limo drove into town. Unwelcome thoughts I swore to myself I was too disciplined to have. Yet, every time I came back here, I wondered if I might run into her, so I’d stay as briefly as possible.

      Now, it had finally happened and I’d acted like a nervous schoolboy. Shit. Who was I kidding? She was probably married with children by now. I didn’t talk to her long enough to find out. I didn’t want to take the chance that talking with her would trigger old feelings again.

      Fuck. I was still kidding myself. Seeing her had stirred up those feelings and it pissed me off. I wasn’t that love stricken schoolboy anymore. I was a successful businessman, sought out by the ladies and yet… yet… that woman could still turn me into a puddle on the floor.

      I needed to get her out from under my skin and running away obviously hadn’t prodded her out. Hell, I’d fucked dozens of women since those high school days and this was still the one I focused on. Was it because she was the one that got away?

      I stopped.

      Maybe that’s what I needed to exorcise her from my life. I needed to fuck her until my dick nearly fell off and then walk away and go back to my life.

      I smashed the bag of ice to loosen the cubes from the giant clump they’d become in the old fridge, liking the idea more and more. Man, she really looked good, still beautiful as ever, smiling and, hell, at least she remembered me.

      Was she still single? Where does she live? What does she do? I pounded the ice ball harder until shards and cubes flew in all directions. Aunt Melissa would know, but it would be stupid of me to ask. Did I really want to venture down that road?

      “Everything okay in there?” she called from the other room.

      I appeared in the family room, fresh drink in hand, noticing that my aunt was just finishing the last of her beer.

      “Lauren works in town as a secretary for an insurance company.” Damn. Aunt Melissa knows me too well. “It’s Chip Harrison’s company. Actually it’s his father’s business, but Chip pretty much handles everything when people call.”

      I bit the inside of my mouth, hoping to crush any excitement that might show on my face. I nodded, but before I could offer a response, I felt the vibration of my cell phone in my pocket.

      “Excuse me, I have a call.” I pulled it out and walked back into the kitchen to talk. I recognized the number; it was my assistant and I groaned, expecting another crisis at work. Sure enough it was, and this time it wasn’t something I could handle over the phone.

      When I ended the call, I went back to tell Aunt Melissa the words she didn’t want to hear.

      “I’m sorry. That was my assistant on the phone. It looks like I’m going to have to go back to Chicago.” I was relieved. It looked like destiny was making my decisions for me. It was best to get out of town before I had any other stupid ideas about staying.

      All she said was, “Oh” but I could see the disappointment in her eyes. She really was like my mother in the way she gave me that look.

      “Something urgent has come up and I need to go back to handle it immediately. I’ll have to leave tonight.”

      Aunt Melissa’s look of disappointment faded to one of knowing. She gave me a soft smile that said this was nothing new to her. As usual, just a brief visit and then… gone.

      “You can take whatever you want. In a day or two I’ll make arrangements to hire someone to come gut the house of its contents. The house is already on the market and…” Her eyes darted to the box of photographs then back to me, the question clear in her eyes.

      “You keep it,” I said and watched disappointment shift her features again. She took the shoebox and stood up, giving me a big hug. “Thanks for all of your help with the funeral and… um… let me carry that lamp out to your car for you.”

      I stood in the driveway, waving good-bye, my other hand on my phone ready to call my driver. He would need to pick me up, get me to the airport for the red-eye out of Hicksville and the disappointments that still lingered here.
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      “I can’t believe you’d do that!” I screamed, angrier than I’d been in my life. My heart was pounding and my blood pressure was probably through the roof. “You had no right looking at my cell phone. That’s private. You’re crazy.”

      “Why don’t you just admit your guilt then? Save me the trouble. Privacy equals secrets. What don’t you want me to see?” He voice was low, controlled, each word ground out in a staccato. “Is it the guy you talked to at the sandwich shop? Who is he, Lauren?”

      “I’m not guilty of anything. You take everything I say and twist it around and use it against me. You’ve got me so mixed up. I don’t know what to say or what to do anymore. I feel like I can’t do anything right in your eyes.”

      I’d gone over to Chip’s house after work for our usual night together. Things went downhill fast. We’d already been over this a minute ago when I came out of the bathroom and caught Chip with my cell phone in his hand, searching for something—evidence to fuel his jealousy of some imaginary guy I was seeing—and the argument just kept going in circles. I was drained.

      “I can’t do this anymore. All we do is argue, then you get angry and things spin out of control. I’m sick of it.”

      “If you love me, you wouldn’t have anything to hide. You wouldn’t care if I look at your phone. We’re in a committed relationship. Lauren, you should trust me. Obviously, I can’t trust you. What are you hiding?”

      “I can’t even talk to you anymore.” What an asshole. I wanted to pull my hair out. Here we go again—blame me; yell; punch something to show what a big man you are… hell no, I’m out of here before I let that happen again. Asshole. I snatched my phone and grabbed my purse.

      “I’m leaving.” I spat.

      With my hand on the doorknob, I took one last look back at him standing there by the sofa. His expression had changed. His entire demeanor was transformed. His anger had melted into resignation, and in a pathetic attempt to beg for forgiveness, he said, “Lauren, wait. I love you. I’m sorry.”

      He ran his hands through his hair and took a step forward, but I wasn’t about to wait for the pendulum to swing in the other direction. I slammed the door and tore off down the sidewalk, tears blurring my eyes. I cursed myself for not driving over earlier and, instead, allowing Chip to pick me up. Fine, I could walk. It wasn’t that far.

      My mind was exploding with explanations and it was a wonder I didn’t trip over the cracks in the sidewalk. Again, for what seemed like the millionth time, Chip’s anger led us into a heated argument. It wasn’t my imagination, it wasn’t his testosterone, and it wasn’t too much stress from his job. For him to get this crazy all the time, there had to be something else triggering his behavior. It had gotten to the point where even little things set him off. Hell, the string could have broken off his tea bag this morning and he’d go into a rage.

      But this time, I wasn’t sticking around. I would stop the damn argument before it escalated into something physical. He hadn’t hurt me… yet, but we seem to be headed in that direction, although a small part of my brain rationalized that if he wanted to hurt me, he would have done so by now. He didn’t work out at the gym, but he was strong and he could easily do damage if he’d wanted. Plus, every time his temper got out of control, he’d say he was sorry afterwards and promise it wouldn’t happen again.

      In any case, it was a good thing I’d left. If he’d looked at my text messages to Jules, he would have found the ones I sent her about Aedyn. We’d texted that day about the hot guy stepping out of the limo, my curiosity about his identity. Then we’d texted after I’d ran into him in the sandwich shop. Although they were innocent, Chip would have read them as dirty and wrong. I had no way of knowing how he’d react.

      I shuddered, realizing he probably really would have hit me then, and I wondered what I would have done if he had. I could call the police, but that would do no good. Chip was in with the local Sheriff’s department. He sat on the City Council and everyone knew that council scandal was quickly swept under the rug.

      Damn, I knew there were other reasons why I wouldn’t call for help. This was a small town after all. Gossip like this would spread faster than wildfire and it would be bad for his business, his father’s business and since I worked there too, it would be bad for me. I didn’t want to ruin Mr. Harrison’s business. Or lose my job and then what? Go back and live at home? No way. In my mind, to sponge off my parents would be a worse failure than staying with Chip.

      I stumbled farther down the sidewalk, not knowing where I was going, just needing time for my heart to stop racing, my stomach to stop flipping, my thoughts to stop swirling and the tears to stop falling.  I just kept walking, walking and walking, not knowing what the hell I was going to do now. I felt stuck, trapped between my dream and reality.

      I swallowed hard and wiped the tears with the back of my hand. I’d walked all the way into town and had finally stopped shaking. I stopped and looked around to get my bearings, which didn’t take long in this small town. I stood on the sidewalk in front of the drugstore. I dug into the massive interior of my purse, searching for the tissue I always kept in the bottom. I pulled it out, and wiped away the remainder of my tears. My chest expanded with a deep breath and I hung my head in shame.

      This was entirely my fault… again. I really was hiding something and Chip had sensed it. I sucked at lying and shouldn’t have been dishonest in the first place. Keeping secrets is not my forte. Even today, when Chip asked where I was going for lunch, I was evasive. I didn’t want him to know I was meeting his brother.

      I wanted to scream. I should be able to have lunch with anyone I wanted to, without having to look over my shoulder. Plus, Brandon was my doctor, not just Chip’s older brother. We were friends from way back, even before Chip and I got together.

      I’d asked Brandon to meet me, hoping he could shed some light on what was behind Chip’s angry outbursts, but that afforded me no help. It was quite obvious his loyalties lay with his brother, first and foremost.

      I balled up the tissue and threw it in a trashcan next to a lamppost. Already the main street in town was decorated with banners for the Fourth of July even though it was still weeks away. There would be a parade that day and fireworks and everything that made life pleasant and enjoyable. Families would bring their kids in the humid heat to sit on the curb and watch the parade go by, with melting popsicles in their hands. I’d dreamed of bringing my own family here one day, wearing matching red, white and blue. If I still wanted that to be my future, I would have to figure out a way to smooth things over with Chip.

      My hands jumped to cover my ears. The loud crack of a muffler backfiring startled me back from outer space. I let my hands flop to my sides and watched as a man with a gray beard rode by slowly on his old-guy motorcycle. He was dressed all in black, with a leather vest, jeans and black boots resting high on chrome foot pegs. His face looked weathered and lonely. As the old biker trailed off past the front window of the diner, the figure of a man sitting inside caught my eye. He sat alone in the booth and was dressed in a dark suit, which was unusual since most people didn’t get dressed up for a meal at the Hamburg Inn #2.

      The restaurant had made the list for the ‘best hamburger in town’ by the local newspaper, for ten years in a row. I didn’t know what happened to Hamburg Inn #1, there wasn’t one as far as I knew, nor did I know why the owners couldn’t spell the word hamburger right.

      I looked again and a flash of recognition sailed across my face. I’d know that profile anywhere. It was Aedyn.

      Before I knew it, my feet were carrying me in his direction, although I had no idea what I was going to do, or say, since the last time I’d seen him at the sandwich shop he was so dismissive.

      Where my sudden moxie had come from, I didn’t know. Especially considering I had just been laid into by Chip, under the suspicion of seeing another man. Anyone in their right mind would’ve turned tail and run. Who knows, maybe I had a death wish, but the mere sight of him and I instantly felt better. I tried not to look obvious as I glided across the street, watching him drinking his after-dinner coffee.

      I walked up to his booth and blurted out, “Hello, Aedyn.”

      He looked up in surprise from the coffee mug that was just drawing down from his gorgeous lips. “Lauren… hi. We meet again.”

      All my muscles were turning into wet noodles under his intense stare, which felt amazing and unnerving at the same time. It zapped the moisture from my mouth, even more than his smooth voice had. He seemed to have gotten more handsome than when I talked to him the first time.

      His hair was jet black and professionally groomed. His face harbored a strong jaw, full lips, blazing blue eyes and a magnificently dazzling smile. And once again, he was wearing a nicely cut dark suit, dressed to the T, like he was always going somewhere important.

      With a large hand wrapped around the cream-colored porcelain mug, he set it down gently. I shifted nervously, lifting up on my toes and setting my weight down into my heels.

      “So it does. I was just out for a walk and saw you here, through the window, all by yourself… well, I don’t mean to bother you…”

      He stood and gestured with an open palm. “Would you like to sit down? I have more time before I have to go.”

      My eyes darted to the seat and then to the window that might as well be a movie screen for anyone who passed outside. I felt exposed, just standing here like this.

      “I really shouldn’t,” I said. I’d be there on display, me with another man. Chip’s accusations becoming real.

      “We didn’t get a chance to talk for long the other day. You could keep me company while I wait. I only have another couple of hours in town and then I have to get back to Chicago… business calls.”

      Before I could answer, the dull buzzing of a pocketed cell phone interrupted us.

      Aedyn’s eyebrows shot up. “Apparently, in more than one way. Excuse me, Lauren.”

      He pulled the phone out of his inside jacket pocket and glanced at the screen, then pushed what I hoped was the ignore button. He took a step away and turned, looking out the picture window as he gave short answers to the person on the other end. I felt like an idiot, gawking while he handled the call, my eyes glued to his profile in amazement. Aedyn Cumberland. What a devastatingly handsome transformation, I thought again.
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      Aedyn ended the call and tucked his cell into his jacket. He turned back to me and smiled. “Sorry about that… so what do you say? Can you stay awhile? I haven’t seen you for years, well, except for the little dance we did in the back hallway of the sandwich shop.”

      I grinned and rolled my eyes. “Sure, I can stay for a little while. But no dancing this time.”

      One look in those piercing blue eyes and I found myself melting into the smooth plastic seat opposite Aedyn, agreeing to stay for a chat even if it meant Chip might find out.

      The same reaction I felt when I saw him step from the limo came rushing in, sending butterflies to fill my stomach. I suddenly didn’t care what Chip may or may not do. I had been blindly tearing around the streets of town after Chip’s psychotic attempt to search my phone and I was relieved to finally sit down. Plus, Aedyn said he only had a short time, so what harm could it do?

      Now, sitting across from him, drinking him in, old memories came flooding back. It was a welcome distraction from my problems at hand.

      He smiled back at me, drilling holes into me with his beautiful eyes. They were the same eyes I’d ignored as a teenager years ago. I remembered how I casually brushed aside a jewel that had been right in front of my face. I’d watched him back then, in moments when he thought I wasn’t paying attention. When we worked on our science project at his mother’s kitchen table. Now, however, there was an added depth and intensity in his eyes and though his exterior qualities had changed, dare I say improved, I could still see he was the same caring person I knew in high school.

      “What are you up to these days?” I tried to mask any salivating with perky quips. “You look… different than in high school.” I was not at all surprised that I’d missed the obvious when I saw him at a distance.

      A slow smile erupted and he pulled his lower lip between his teeth before he said, “Well, contact lenses help and I filled out after high school. Finally developed some muscle.”

      I smiled as I imagined sculpted abs to go with the powerful shoulders under that expensive tailored suit. I hoped my drooling wasn’t obvious. It was true that men didn’t finish maturing and growing until around age twenty, but he didn’t get that body from eating French fries on the couch.

      “I’ve been living in Chicago, working, the usual.” His eyes seemed to search my face and then landed on my bare arm. “Would you like something to eat, or drink? I can call the waitress over…”

      I pushed a loose lock of hair behind my ear and crossed my arms over my chest, trying to hide the bruises on my arm where Chip’s fingers had left marks from our heated argument. “Just coffee would be fine.” I slumped down a little in my seat.

      Aedyn tipped his head in the direction of my now purpling arm. “Is everything okay, Lauren?”

      “Yes, of course.” Aedyn stared blankly, waiting, his eyes demanding an explanation. “I was in one of those mud-run challenges for charity,” I lied, shocked at how quickly a cover up story came to me. “Besides running, it also involved an obstacle course, things like climbing a rope, scaling a wall made of railroad ties. Got a little banged up on the rock-climbing wall. It’s nothing.” I was babbling, so I stopped and plastered a fake smile on my face. “Anything for a good cause.”

      I thought I noticed his jaw tighten, but the expression on his face remained stoic. “You should be more careful. Next time you have a charity event, you’ll have to invite me to come. I can help. You don’t have to get hurt.”

      My puzzled look must have stumped him. I wasn’t at all sure if we were still talking about the charity mud run event or the bruises on my arm.

      Aedyn cocked his head to the side, his eyes glowing as if from a distant memory and then he continued, thankfully changing the subject. “It’s good to see you again. It’s been…”

      “Years.” I laughed as I realized I’d finished his sentence. My nervousness was making me antsy and every silence in the our conversation felt like hours, vacant minutes of time for Chip to walk by, or any one of Chip’s insurance customers who would report to him later that they saw me here with a strange man.

      Aedyn returned my smile and said, “I was going to say, it’s been a while since I talked to any of our classmates. I don’t manage to get back to Granger very often. My work consumes me. I’m what you call the classic overachiever.”

      “Well, that’s a notable quality. You were good in school. I remember that and you always made the honor roll.” I shook my head. “Man, those were the days. I was ambitious back then too.” I fell silent with the remembrance of my former self and the kind of life I’d wanted to live. Where had it gone? What had happened to my dreams? Suddenly my life seemed dull in comparison to Aedyn’s. He’d gone out into the world after graduation and became something grand while I settled for a life in this small town, hoping Chip would make it better.

      I studied him as he ran his finger over the smooth handle of his spoon as he waited for the waitress to serve my coffee.

      “Can I get you anything else?” She politely asked.

      “No, not for now. Just keep the coffee coming.”

      The waitress smiled and drifted back to her station behind the counter. Most of the other customers from the dinner rush had cleared out, leaving Aedyn and me alone to talk.

      “It’s strange that we’ve never run into each other before,” he said.

      It wasn’t strange to me. First of all, I remembered Aedyn Cumberland as—the truth was—just a science partner, someone always willing to help when I had a question about school. After graduation I hadn’t thought much, if anything, about him.

      “Yea, well… you know… that’s destiny for you. Life just goes on and people go in different directions.” I shrugged. “Speaking of which, you kind of disappeared after graduation. What happened?”

      “I went out and made my way in the world. Put my nose to the grindstone, took the bull by the horns, you know, all those metaphors for going to work.”

      “From the looks of it, you’ve done very well with your business. Nice clothes, a limo.” I stirred my coffee, although I’d already added the creamer minutes ago. “I have to confess, I saw you get out of your limo at the funeral home the other day.”

      “Ah, so you were spying on me?” He raised his brows and teased.

      “No, I just happened to be at the dry cleaners and….” I felt a blush rising to my cheeks.

      “It’s okay, I don’t mind being watched by my beautiful high school crush.”

      Now I was really blushing. “You had a crush on me?”

      “Oh come on Lauren, all the guys did.”

      “How sweet, Aedyn.” I bit my lip. I knew he liked me back then, he’d even asked me to prom, but I ran with a different crowd and already had a boyfriend. I was obsessed with trying to be somebody and scratch my way to the top of the popularity heap that seemed so incredibly important when I was a teenager. Had he really expected me to say yes? Looking at him now, I could see he did.

      I looked down at my coffee again, feeling like a snobby bitch. That must have been the way I appeared back then.

      “Well, that was eons ago.” He paused and took a drink of his coffee. “At least we have a chance to talk now. I’m glad you happened to catch me before I leave tonight.”

      “Me too. Sooo, Aedyn Cumberland, back to my question. Tell me everything. What did you do after graduation?”

      “The usual.” He leaned back in his seat. “First, I went to college, got a marketing degree, then I worked for a large company for a while. After that, I said, ‘why not do this for myself?’ Why work for someone else? So I started my own a marketing company. It’s a grueling business, but it challenges my mind and it’s nice to have a business that affords me a few luxuries, like the limo.”

      “That’s no surprise to me. You were always smart at business, smart at everything. I can see why you’re successful now. I remember when you and Garrett were in Junior Achievement and your business sold those emergency flashlights for people to use in their cars.”

      He shook his head and smiled. “The ones that plugged into the car’s cigarette lighter?”

      “Yes. Those. Garrett couldn’t sell one to save his life, but you… you could sell ice to an Eskimo. My dad bought three of them from you and he only owned two cars.” My shoulders relaxed and I let out a breath. “You never came to the high school reunion.”

      Aedyn shot a glance to the side and smirked. “I know.” He paused for a moment and stared at me. “I should’ve. But I was too busy building my empire, trying to rule the world. Anyway… those things aren’t my style.”

      “You know who was there?”  I didn’t wait for his answer. I pitched forward with excitement. “Miss Campbell, our French teacher.”

      His eyes lit up. “I remember Miss Campbell. I think I had a teacher-crush on her, or at least on her push-up bra.”

      “Aedyn. You’re terrible. I never would’ve thought that about you. You were so studious. And you were having perverted teenage thoughts about our teacher as I sat next to you in French class?” I swatted the air with my hand. If he had been close enough, it would’ve been a playful punch on the arm.

      His delightful chuckle floated across the booth and he said, “All the guys had a crush on Miss Campbell. And all the guys had perverted crushes in high school. That’s what being a teenage boy is all about. Anyway, enough about that.”

      “After our project together for the science fair, I don’t remember much about you. It was like you just dropped off the face of the earth.” My brows knitted in contemplation. “Did you even go to the graduation ceremony? I don’t remember seeing you there.”

      Aedyn stalled for a moment, as if stopped by the need to gather his emotions. His voice came out measured and restrained. “No. I didn’t make it. My mother was in the hospital.” He took a breath as if wanting to change the conversation. “But up until a couple of years ago, I used to come back every year. I stayed to myself, just visited my aunt and my mother’s grave and left.”

      I had to quell an overwhelming urge to reach for his hand to comfort him, although the thought of what his strong hand would feel like excited me. His thumb, which lazily coursed over the glossy white handle of the coffee mug, distracted me. I wondered what that thumb would feel like rubbing me, how it would feel for him to be touching me. I forced my stare to my lap. This was not what I should’ve been thinking about right now.

      I pulled my wayward thoughts back on track and before I knew it, the table was littered with torn sugar packets. Aedyn and I had been talking and reminiscing for so long, and I was so absorbed in our conversation, I hadn’t realized the time had gotten away from me.

      I’d completely forgotten about my worries over Chip or anyone seeing me with another man. Was I opening a door I wasn’t ready to walk through? All I knew was that talking with Aedyn, the simple act of having coffee with an old friend, made me feel a million times better than Chip had made me feel in a long time. Aedyn listened to me, he really listened and affirmed me. He reminded me of the goals and ambitions I used to have, which I’d forgotten. In school, I was actually good in subjects like science and math. I used to be in clubs and aspired to something greater than what life had dropped in my path.

      Then, as easily as it came, the sweet memory-filled bubble I’d been sitting in for this last while, burst. All my fears and the anxieties about reality came rushing in, surrounding me. I felt suffocated. “What time is it?” In a panic, I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was late and Chip would wonder where I was. “I have to go now, Aedyn.” I yanked on the strap of my purse and started scooting out of the long booth seat.

      “Oh, of course. I shouldn’t have taken up your time. I’m sure you must have somewhere to be.”

      Aedyn rose to say good-bye. He reached out and when his hand touched me, I felt the warmth of it around my wrist. It was electric. A bolt of energy shot up my arm and ran all the way to my toes, hi-jacking my heart along the way.

      “Wait…” He almost sounded desperate. He snatched his hand back, closed his eyes and then opened them. I thought he was going to say something else and held my breath. I wanted him to say we should get together again, or at least exchange phone numbers. Some word of hope that we’d see each other again. All I knew was that something happened inside of me. Feeling his touch, looking in his beautiful blue eyes, I felt a connection had been made, a clear reflection of the hope that was pushing against my doubts.

      “Um… it’s been good seeing you again, Lauren. Really great.” His eyes softened and a smile curled at the corners of his lips. My better judgment told me it was probably for the best that this was goodbye.

      I looked up and caught his piercing blue eyes, not sure if I should believe what I saw in them, or if it was all based on my own flights of fancy.

      “It was good to see you too, Aedyn… don’t be a stranger.” I tried to pull myself together, slung my purse over my shoulder and rushed out the diner door.
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      I checked my cell phone for any messages for the millionth time. It was late. Dark outside. My limo driver wasn’t due to pick me up and take me to the airport just yet. I’d hired a private jet, but it was over in the capital city at least half an hour away.

      I slid back into the booth after saying good-bye to Lauren, disgusted with myself. What the hell was I thinking? I shouldn’t have done that. I wanted to cut my hand off with a knife for reaching out to touch her when she said she had to go. I turned my head and stared out the window and into the dark summer night, drumming frustrated fingers on the table.

      I should be sitting in my BMW, getting another blowjob from Raquel in Chicago right now, not here in this po-dunk town. I’d tried to make it through another visit without any disasters and now this. I was weak. I reached out and grabbed her by the wrist. I almost begged her to stay. No one should act that stupid in front of the one who ripped his heart to shreds. All these years, I regretted letting her get away, not pursuing what I really wanted. I had just rolled over and ran away, not man enough to fight for her.

      And now, I’d allowed myself to lose control. Emotions resurfaced, the hurt and the love. It was all mixed up, flip flopping inside me, like someone was playing an evil trick, flipping a switch to one side and then the other, from feelings of hurt to feelings of hope. Back and forth, back and forth. My emotions wouldn’t settle because… damn, the moment I touched her hand, my resolve was uprooted. One touch and a flash of fire shot through me. Just like that and by the way… how the fuck had that happened? I thought I’d put her out of my mind. It’d been years, then one chance meeting and I regressed back to acting like a star struck teenager. Fuck me. I’d better get a grip on myself. It wasn’t beneficial for me to let down the walls. I’d done that once before and it brought nothing but heartache. Lauren was trouble back then and she’s probably still a tease now. People didn’t change. Maybe superficially, like getting rid of their glasses, but not their character. Why would I think it’d be any different now?

      I raked my hand through my hair, angry about my past and pissed at myself. I hated it. I spent years living in Chicago trying to erase it. Was it all for nothing? Small town people with small town minds. How had they helped me? A nice community to grow up in? Maybe, until high school, and those proverbial fuck-filled high school days. That may have been someone else’s fond memories, but for me it had been a bunch of bullshit. At least it’d been for geeky guys like me.

      Except for Aunt Melissa, I didn’t give a rat’s ass about these people and this place. If they could see me now in Chicago, with my successful job, my downtown apartment, the women I attracted, hell…. I didn’t need them, not even Lauren.

      She’d hurt me more than anyone else. She stomped on my heart like a bunch of grapes until it bled out every ounce of life I had in me. At a time in my life when I was incredibly vulnerable, she waltzed in like it was nothing and turned a young high school guy’s heart into mush.

      Damn, she was beautiful then and… fuck me, she was even more beautiful now. I remembered how she flipped her long blonde hair over her shoulder as she walked by me in the halls. Like a moron, I’d just stand there with my books in my arms and my back glued to my locker door, staring through my thick glasses. Then, when it came time for the annual science fair, Lauren asked me to be her partner on a project and I thought it meant something.

      She would come over to my house or I’d go to hers and we’d spent long hours working on it—probably more than a project of that caliber required—and I would sit close to her, close enough to smell her hair or brush against the smooth skin of her bare arm. She was a teenage boy’s dream. In those days, even an accidental touch like that would send tingles racing through my body and my inexperienced, teenage dick would get all twitchy. It was crazy—uncontrollable at that age. Something as simple as a bra advertisement in a magazine was all it took and I’d have to run to my bedroom to hide. And relieve myself.  Girls, and especially Lauren, didn’t know the power they had over me. She so casually ignored my approaches when I was aching for her on the inside. I thought those days were over, but here I was, dealing with a hard-on from the mere brushing of her soft skin on mine.

      I heaved out a deep breath, trying to gain control of my raging thoughts. Ten years of memories spilled through my head.

      Damn my father and damn this trip. Seeing the town, going back to Dad’s house, running into old friends, it was just a matter of time and eventually old emotions would get dredged up and crush me all over again. I thought I was better than this. Apparently, I wasn’t.

      The only thing to do now was to get out of here, go back to Chicago and start the process of blocking it out all over again. Because in the end, all you can do with that kind of pain is decide what you can do to make it right. Justice or revenge. What was the difference? It was like chocolate or peanut butter. People talk about closure, but I didn’t buy it. When someone blasts a hole in your heart, like Lauren did to me, it tends to stay open or, at the very least leave a huge scar. So I built walls to protect myself.

      A plan was beginning to form in my mind. I needed closure. I had to get her out of my mind for good. Maybe I was right before—all I needed was one good fuck. Bend her over a chair and fuck the shit out of her. Maybe then I could forget her and move on. I was sure my wallet was thick enough for her now. Put an end to all the “What if’s,” and then go back to fucking everything with two legs and a pussy in Chicago.

      I shoved my phone back in my pocket. Suddenly, I felt the need to get out of this diner. Old memories smelled up the very air in the place and I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. There was a bar just two doors down. If I was going to wait for my driver any longer, insulted by my own memories, then I was going to need a drink.

      I threw some bills on top of the check and strode to the door. I wanted to scream out into the night, “Fuck you Lauren Mitchell, and all the losers in this town. This place didn’t make me who I am. I made myself, in Chicago. Fuck you all.”

      I shoved my shoulder into it and barreled out the door. No sooner had my feet hit the pavement than I plowed straight into a young guy, clipping his shoulder and nearly knocking him off his feet.

      “What the fuck, man?” he barked out. He had just come out of the very bar I was headed toward. His eyes were swollen slits and his face was flush. He was wasted. We both did a kind of dance, and spun around each other. I beamed a harsh warning look at him and pushed him down the sidewalk. I wasn’t in the mood to take out my anger on some idiot drunk. He did the smart thing and kept on walking, not that he was really thinking logically right now, but at least he had the sense not to mess with me. He staggered off and went around the corner to where I knew there was a back parking lot for the main street businesses. It was right next to a little park on the corner where he’d probably go to sleep it off.

      Before I could get to the door of the bar, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I stood on the street under a lamppost reading the text that said my driver was delayed. Anger boiled in my stomach. What else could possibly get in the way of me getting out of this town tonight? This was fucking ridiculous. I clenched my teeth and pounded out a long and ranting response to the guy, reaming him for being a completely inept asshole at doing something as simple as driving a car to pick me up. Right before I hit the send button, I took a deep breath. Fuck it. He didn’t deserve that kind of response. I hit the backspace button and erased all of my vile words, writing a more rational reply.

      Calmer now, I was about to hit the send button when my attention was ripped from the screen of my phone. The high-pitched screeching of tires tore through my eardrums, followed by a dull thud and a cry. I looked up to see a small beater car stopped in the middle of the intersection and the crumpled body of a woman lying lifeless in the crosswalk. I clicked out of text messages, punched in 911 and took off running.

      It was only a short distance from where I stood and just at the corner of the little park. My mind was racing with questions. It couldn’t be. Please, don’t let it be. My feet were moving like the wind and as I approached, I recognized the guy I clipped on the shoulder just a few minutes ago. He kicked open the car door and left it standing wide. With his hands on his head, he paced back and forth wailing, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I didn’t see her. Oh my God, what have I done?”

      Fuck him. I was on a straight line to the woman on the ground. The closer I got, the more my stomach clenched. I didn’t want to look, but I had to. As I got even closer, I recognized the clothes first, then the beautiful face that my heart could never forget.

      It was Lauren.

    

  




    
      
        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        

    
    






          Lauren

        

      

    
    
      Was I dreaming? My eyes fluttered open. I turned my head to the side, ready to get out of bed, but my body felt like it weighed a million pounds. I gave in and stayed still, waiting for the brain fog to lift, closing my eyes to the bright lights surrounding me.

      I tried again, blinking rapidly to clear my eyes, my vision finally focusing on the IV tube attached to my hand like an ugly snake hanging from the bag of saline solution. Why was everything in hospitals the lifeless color of death? And why was I in a hospital?

      As my memory slowly faded in, I saw two men standing outside the glass window of my room, engrossed in conversation. One was Aedyn. What was he doing here? It appeared he was giving a statement to the police since the officer was scribbling something on a small notepad.

      I tried to rise and call out to him, but as soon as I moved, pain exploded in my head. I lay back down, as gently as I could manage, wincing as the rest of my body protested.

      Before I had time to even think about why Aedyn was here, Brandon burst into my room. He was my doctor, but also Chip’s brother and my friend; I hadn’t seen him since our lunch not long ago. His face was blank, but I sensed an urgency in his voice as he barked out commands to the nurse who had followed in behind him.

      “Brandon? Why…?”

      “Do you know where you are, Lauren,” he interrupted me, forcing a smile as he examined my face.

      I looked around, wondering why he was asking such an obvious questions. I tried to nod, but stopped myself, instead rasping out, “Hospital.”

      “Yes, that’s right. You’re in the hospital and I’m going to take care of you. Do you remember what happened?”

      I closed my eyes, trying to get my memory to cooperate. I’d had coffee with Aedyn and then was heading home. I remembered walking up the sidewalk, stepping into the street and then… the bright lights. The squeal of tires. Pain. Then nothing.

      “Car… hit… me,” I managed, flicking out my tongue to wet my dry lips.

      “Yes. Very good,” Brandon assured me. “You were crossing the street and were hit by a car. I came as soon as I was called. What’s the next thing you remember?”

      I closed my eyes again. Nothing.

      “Waking up… here. Thank you… for coming. Sorry. Didn’t mean… to bother you.” My words wouldn’t come out right, the pain exploding each time a syllable left my mouth.

      “Don’t be silly, Lauren. I’d come anytime for you. You’ve suffered a concussion, but by some miracle, nothing’s broken.” He placed his fingers gently on my head and began palpating. “Does this hurt?”

      When his fingers hit the sore spot, I winced and he pulled his hands back. In a soothing voice said, “Calm down, just relax...”

      He turned to the nurse who handed him a penlight, then he held open my eyelids one at a time, passing the light back and forth, checking the dilatation of my pupils. Still absorbed in the task at hand he asked, “How does your head feel?”

      “Like… five hundred pound gorilla… jumping up… down.” I was exhausted, those few words causing me to lose my breath. But I had to know more, had to find the strength to ask. “Why is Aedyn here? Police?”

      Brandon handed the pen light back to the nurse and turned to look at the two men talking in the hall. “The driver had been drinking. That guy… Aedyn, saw it and called it in. It’s a good think he was there.” He glanced at the cop again and said, “Damn cops in town aren’t doing their job. They should’ve taken that drunk off the streets long ago. Chip’s on the City Council. I’m going to have to talk to him about the police department and the shitty job they’re doing.”

      The nurse reached up and tweaked something attached to the IV tube. Seconds later, a wave of warmth washed over me and the room began to dim as pain began lifting away from me.  “Oooh… thaaas nice.”

      Brandon mumbled something to the nurse and she walked to the door. In my cozy cocoon of pain medication, I only heard the word “test”. Then he pulled out his cell phone and announced, “I’m calling Chip. I’ll let him know what happened.”

      Anxiety ripped through my body, pushing past the calmness the medication induced. I wanted to claw at his arm and scream, “No.” Instead, I just stared at him through the glassy lenses of my eyes, willing him to stop. What could I say? This was Chip’s brother after all. How could I tell him his sibling was the last person I wanted to see?

      Brandon paused, sensing my panic and his eyes dropped to the purple bruises on my upper arm. His eyes darted to my other arm, to the matching set of bruises, then locked on my glassy eyed gaze again.

      I turned my head away, hoping Brandon would think I got the bruises in the accident. He knew what Chip was like, but I doubted he really knew the kind of beast his brother could be. I took a deep breath and turned my face back to Brandon, keeping my voice level when I said, “Please… don’t call. Just...”

      Brandon tilted his head and touched his fingers gently to the bruises on my upper arm. “Lauren, how did you get these?”

      I lifted a shoulder, tears burning my eyes. “Car hit me, silly,” I lied, hating myself for being unable to say the truth.

      “I’m a doctor, Lauren. Cars don’t leave thumb and finger marks.”

      I held my breath, not responding, shame washing over me again.

      “Did Chip do this to you?”

      I exhaled and dropped my chin to my chest. Long moments passed before I felt brave enough to nod.

      Brandon took a deep breath, tipping his head back to look at the ceiling. “Damn, him,” he muttered under his breath.

      Hot tears rolled down my cheeks. I felt so ashamed. “You must think… I’m a real idiot.”

      The mattress moved as he sat on the edge of my bed. He bent his head down and tried to look in my eyes, but I didn’t have the courage to look back.

      “Lauren, look at me. You’re not an idiot. This isn’t your fault.” He reached out a hand and lifted my chin, looking at me with understanding eyes. “You tried to tell me, didn’t you? At lunch the other day. I’m sorry I didn’t listen.”

      In response, all I could do was cry harder.

      “Lauren, you’re wonderful. Chip’s the idiot, no, he’s an asshole. I don’t know what’s gotten into him lately, but I’m going to find out.”

      He leaned back and wiped my tear with his thumb. I nodded, wiping the remainder of tears with the back of my hand.

      “Look Lauren, I’m on your side, you know I care about you and I thought you’d be my sister-in-law one of these days, but you can’t let Chip get away with this kind of behavior. You need to stand up to him.”  Brandon’s voice was soft and caring as he spoke. “Or break up with him. You’ll have to decide that for yourself. But I have to tell you, this kind of behavior almost always escalates.”

      Once, not long ago, he’d hinted that I should leave his brother, but he didn’t know how difficult that would be. I’d spent four years in a relationship with Chip. Could I throw it all away? At least not without trying harder to make it better.

      He stood and took out his phone again, ready to push the send button, then in a calm voice said, “Chip needs to know you’re in the hospital. If you decide you want to tell him, let me know, okay.”

      My stomach clenched. My real concern was that Chip would come and see Aedyn and… oh, my stomach twisted with a million knots, my fears so strong even the pain medication didn’t help.

      “I know, Brandon, but…” I pleaded, my voice growing stronger in my despair. “I don’t feel strong enough to face him right now. He’ll blame me,” I laughed, then winced as the pain blossomed. “You don’t know your brother anymore. He’s always so… so stressed and angry.”

      “Lauren, relax. It’ll be okay. You stay here and rest, don’t worry about anything. We can call him later if you’re feeling better.” He returned his phone to his pocket, and I breathed out a gasp of relief. “Listen Lauren, I told you this before. Things happen for a reason. Sometimes life comes and taps you on the shoulder, or in your case, knocks you on the head, and you have to take a serious look at what’s happening and ask yourself… is this what you really want?”

      “You’re a strong woman, even if you don’t know it. Don’t let anyone or anything keep you from getting what you want.” Brandon turned and shot a glance at the window. Aedyn was still out there, waiting. “Life is too short to waste on regrets.”

      Brandon didn’t understand. He was a man. Standing up to Chip was like trying to remove a mountain of dirt with a teaspoon. Chip had worn me down over the years and feelings of worthlessness had crept up on me, burying my self-respect, until I became merely a ghost of my former self.

      Brandon laid a hand on my arm. “You rest now. You’re a lucky girl. Your injuries are mild. Thank god someone was there to call the ambulance. I’ll come back to check on you in a minute.” He took a step toward the door, pausing as if to think for a second and then offered, “Aedyn rode with you in the ambulance. He didn’t leave your side.”

      I looked at Brandon with amazement. He did? I watched as Brandon turned and headed toward the door.
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      “Thank you, Aedyn. It’s a good thing you were nearby. That crazy drunk came out of nowhere.” After Brandon had left, Aedyn entered the room and was now standing next to my hospital bed.

      “It was no problem. You’re my friend, Lauren. I had to make sure you were okay.”

      “I thought you were leaving town? Wasn’t someone coming to pick you up?”

      “That can wait. When I saw it was you out there, lying in the intersection, I had to stay and make sure you were okay.” He smiled a warm, charming smile that brought a slight blush to my cheeks.

      I was flattered that Aedyn had changed his plans for me. His admiration cheered me, and having him in my room, right next to my bed, staring at me with those eyes and that smile, made me ever happier that I’d convinced Brandon not to call his brother.

      God, I didn’t have the strength to face Chip right now. All I wanted to do was roll over, bury my face in the pillow and sleep. My life was a mess and in the midst of the storm, here was Aedyn. I focused on his beautiful eyes beaming down on me with concern. They were like a soothing balm to my soul and all troubles turned to wisps of air.

      “What about your work? Did you miss your flight? Oh, I feel awful. I’ve caused you so much trouble.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You’re what’s important, Lauren. I made a call and got one of my junior guys to handle work. At least that’s what I think I pay them for.” His eyes studied me intently. “Coming back to Granger for my father’s funeral and seeing my aunt again, well it’s made me realize I spend entirely too much time at work. I need to learn to delegate more and take time for other things, like family… friends.”

      Talking with Aedyn felt good. It helped me relax and forget the pain in my head. Unfortunately, my respite didn’t last long. It’d hardly seemed like Aedyn had been there a minute when the man I feared came bursting into the room. In a small town like this, I shouldn’t have been surprised. I should’ve known someone would’ve let Chip know I was here.

      The minute Chip stepped up next to my bed, my composure was ripped apart and a wave of apprehension swept through me. Chip’s expression was blank at first, but the minute he saw a man standing next to my bed, someone who wasn’t a doctor or nurse, his face contorted with ugly jealousy. In an instant, panic rioted within me, spiking my adrenaline to the max. This was the reality of being oppressed. The never-ending roller-coaster ride of fear, anxiety, then calm, then gut wrenching fear again. Its acrid edges cut through everything.

      “Chip!” My eyes darted to Chip’s face to gauge his mood. Based on my past experience, I shouldn’t have bothered. I already knew what it would be. Aedyn must have sensed the alarm in my voice and took a step back from my bedside.

      Instead of asking if I was all right, Chip’s first response was to regard Aedyn with a speculative glare then blurt out, “Who’s this?”

      “This is Aedyn Cumberland. Do you remember him from high school?”

      Chip’s eyes darted from Aedyn and then to me. His jaw was set tightly.  “Aedyn.” He nodded a terse greeting.

      I closed my eyes, took a breath, opened them and said, “Aedyn, this is Chip—my boyfriend.”

      Aedyn raised his eyebrows and then brushed the back of his hand across his nose. I had failed to mention this to Aedyn in our long conversation at the diner. Whether subconsciously, or purposely, who knew anymore, I said nothing about a boyfriend—of four years—who I wanted to marry.

      “Of course, Chip Harrison. I remember,” Aedyn said graciously.

      I watched as the two of them shook hands, though I surmised the handshake was not a sincere gesture, at least not from Chip’s perspective. They exchanged a few stilted pleasantries, an unwelcome tension growing between them.  Chip sounded sarcastic and on the verge of being downright rude and my nerves tensed even further. He was annoyed that Aedyn was here. That was no great revelation.

      Chip suddenly paused and asked, “So, Aedyn, why are you here?”

      “I saw the accident and called the ambulance,” he replied. “I’m really sorry, Lauren. I saw the guy coming out of the bar. I knew he was drunk and I should’ve stopped him. He was walking so I didn’t know he had parked behind the bar. I thought he was hoofing it home or heading to the park. I’m really sorry.”

      Chip’s jaw shifted like he was grinding his teeth and his eyes narrowed while Aedyn fumbled with the button on his jacket.

      “It’s fine. Aedyn. You couldn’t have known. It was just my unlucky day.”

      I expected Aedyn to excuse himself and say he needed to go, but he just stood there. He had no idea what he was mixed up in here. If he knew what was good for him he should just go. The tension in the room was increasing with frightening intensity and the presence of Chip and Aedyn in front of me at the same time wasn’t helping the knot in my stomach or the pounding in my head.

      Aedyn looked to the ceiling and then his blue eyes pierced me with a look I’ll never forget. He ran his tongue over his upper lip and said, “Lauren, you didn’t mention you were in a relationship.” He looked so betrayed; you would’ve thought I stabbed him in the back with a knife. Not only was my head pounding out of my skull now, but I couldn’t breathe either. What did he care? He was just in town for his father’s funeral, not for me.

      Without waiting for a reply Chip, pinned him with a hard look. “Well, she does. And I’m the one. So you can leave now, Aedyn. Thank you for your help, but goodbye.” He definitely saw Aedyn as a threat.

      Aedyn stepped back and walked to the foot of my bed and turned. I thought he was going to say good-bye, but he just stood there for a moment. I thought for sure this would be when Chip exploded into a rage, but he didn’t. Instead, a smirk appeared on his face and he moved closer to me, sitting on the edge of my bed as he spoke with a cool authority. “Lauren, sweetheart, I came as fast as I could. Rob called me, told me he’d just worked an accident you’d been in. I was frantic, rushed over here and find you with another man?” I bit down hard on my lip and lowered my eyes under his glaring disapproval.

      “You look white as a sheet, dear.” Chip said, and reached out to touch my face. “You hit your head pretty hard. I’m here now though and everything’s going to be better. I’m sorry about how I behaved before. I just get crazy at the thought of not having you. When Rob told me you had been in an accident, well, the thought of losing you… I…”

      Before he could finish his sentence, Chip whipped out a small black velvet box. My eyes turned to saucers and my mouth went bone dry. I glanced at the box, then at Aedyn and then at Chip. There was only one thing that came in a box like that.

      My emotions rolled through me like a runaway train. Why did I look at Aedyn? This was it! The moment I’d been waiting for my whole life. I should have been all eyes on Chip and the little black velvet box hovering in the air in front of me. I was sure Chip had noticed. He must have. He was right in my face, he couldn’t have missed seeing me glance in Aedyn’s direction, as if checking for—what?

      I sat up straight in the bed and put on a show worthy of an Oscar, acting surprised and elated. Overjoyed.

      Chip was very intense. He opened the box dramatically, took out a beautiful engagement ring with an exquisite halo setting and a huge sparkling diamond in the center. Then he proposed to me. Right there in the hospital bed.

      I held my breath while Chip held the ring up, waiting for my answer, poised to slip it on my finger. He was confident I would say yes.

      He had played me well.

      Chip’s eyes darted up and to the right, as if he were waiting for something other than my answer and then it came. The door clicked shut behind Aedyn as he left and Chip focused his eyes back on me and the ring.

      “That’s right.” He said with a cool tone in his voice. “Now say what you’ve always wanted, Lauren. Tell me you want to be Mrs. Chip Harrison.”

      My throat was dry, my tongue frozen in place. Then he said it, the words I needed to hear. “I’ll always take care of you. I’ll always cherish you. I’ll make you the happiest woman in the world if you say yes.”

      My heart stuttered in my chest, wanting to believe those words so badly. Desperate for the life I’d always imagined.

      “Yes.” It was a simple word that managed its way from my lips. I said it again, almost like a test. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      I smiled. This was what I had wanted. It was finally coming true. With this I’d get what I had longed for, had convinced myself was the perfect life. With this ring, things would be better, we’d trust each other and create a secure future. I could quit work, make a home… become a mother. At least one girl and one boy.

      I had decided I’d do whatever it took, better to fake it than to risk losing the dream.

      “I’ll take good care of you, Lauren.” Chip said. He slipped the ring on my finger and kissed me softly on the lips.
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      A shower of brilliant purple-blue rainbow of colors sparkled across my lap as the light from the sun shining through my window hit the center diamond on my ring. I held my left hand strategically into the sunlight, twisting it to make the colors dance across my hand. I hadn’t stopped admiring the torrents of fiery colors since Chip slipped it on my finger, hoping that if I stared at it long enough my heart would feel the beautiful love it represented. An engagement ring was supposed to symbolize the radiant love that went with it. But now, after the initial excitement of accepting the ring wore off, deep down, I wasn’t sure that was ever going to happen.

      I had hoped Chip’s proposal would have been a more romantic one. I had envisioned him getting down on one knee while on a picnic at the park, or have the words “Marry Me,” written in the sand on some exotic beach. Not a proposal in a hospital bed. Not with his bruises on my arms and Aedyn hovering nearby. I hadn’t wanted a proposal spurred by jealousy.

      Was it too coincidental that Chip just happened to have a ring in his pocket? That’s not usually the kind of thing one carries on their person at all times. Had he been told a mystery man had assisted me and was at my bedside? That he had insisted he ride with me in the ambulance? But still, he must have already purchased the ring sometime.

      Now, here I was with a ring on my finger and doubts in my heart. Aedyn had turned my head, but more than that, I realized I really did deserve more than I was getting. Yes, I was scared. Yes, I wasn’t sure what to do. But there was a tiny spark building inside me wanting more.

      I hadn’t anticipated the emotions Aedyn had stirred in me and I was just as confused as to where those feeling had even come from. A person in love shouldn’t be feeling desire for another. I thought I was happily in love with Chip until Aedyn stepped out of that limo and into my life.

      I shifted restlessly on the couch. The memory of how Aedyn looked at me as I lay in the hospital, his sexy blue eyes connected with mine made me shove my hand back into the shadows. I was sure that my own eyes had betrayed me in front of both Brandon and Chip. I felt like he could see what was going on between Aedyn and me.

      Stop it, I nearly scream to myself. Stop all this crazy talk right now.

      Fuck! I’d seen the man three times in the last ten years and here I am imagining him as my knight in shining armor, sweeping in to save me from a fucked up life. True, there had been a spark, an absolute connection when we touched, but we hardly knew each other anymore. I didn’t even know his hopes and dreams.

      I sighed, my anger fading into sadness and guilt. I know it’s wrong to want Aedyn. Wanting him now is breaking all the rules. He filled a space in my heart that Chip couldn’t reach, or maybe it was a hole that Chip had created by taking away a part of me with his abusive behavior.

      I was so confused, torn between the two. Part of me said, forget Aedyn. It’s a gamble with him. He might not even feel the same way about me anyway. I should just stick with Chip and try to work out our problems. I had accepted the ring, but that was for two very different reasons. One, I was caught off guard, hurt and in the hospital; the pain and medication ensured I could barely think straight. Two, I had been wanting Chip to propose for so long, it was what I’d been dreaming of. So when it finally happened, I automatically said yes.

      Then there was the other side of me that wanted to run into Aedyn’s arms while I told Chip to take his ring and stuff it up his ass. But that side was the long shot, the bet I was sure to lose. The way Aedyn looked at me when I’d confessed to having a boyfriend told me that.

      I sighed with a deep groan and tossed the bride’s magazine aside. I’d been sitting there staring at the same page for so long I didn’t even know what I was reading anymore. I was supposed to be resting from the accident, but if truth be told, I didn’t need to recuperate any longer. My head stopped hurting and I seemed to be fine, only some aches and pains from the experience. The car had barely touched me. I could remember it now. It had hit my leg and scared the shit out of me. I freaked out, jumped back and fell. Maybe I had a little of my old cheerleader spring left in my leg muscles. I don’t know how I did it. It’s crazy how the human body works. It must have been some kind of survival mode driven by all the adrenaline shooting through my system. I don’t remember having a conscious thought about jumping out of the way; I just did it, like a reflex and then hit my head when I landed.

      The next thing I knew, I was down on the asphalt, still holding my purse at my side, like I was out for a stroll. Or maybe I was hit by the car and the explanation that I must have jumped out of the way was my brain trying to make logical sense of the event. Sometimes I block out information I don’t want to acknowledge.

      The doorknob jiggled with the sound of metal scraping against metal, pulling me out of my reverie. I wasn’t alarmed. I knew it would be Chip coming to check on me during his lunch break from work. He’d had a key to my apartment for over a year. He said it was to check on me, but I wondered if it was really just another way to gain control. He was still keeping a close eye on me and seeing Aedyn at my bedside at the hospital probably increased his need for vigilance.

      “Hey honey. How are you feeling?” Chip tossed my apartment key onto the coffee table.

      “I’m feeling pretty good actually.”

      Chip sat down on the couch, glanced at the magazine and chucked it onto the coffee table. “That’s good to hear.”

      “It was just a little bump on my head, really. Why is everyone making such a big deal about it?”

      “Head injuries are serious stuff. You need to take it easy.”

      I smiled as he stroked his hand through my hair, looking into my eyes. It was nice to see the old Chip again.

      “What’ve you been doing all morning? Looking at wedding dresses?” He tipped his chin toward the magazine.

      “Yea, there’s one I like… the one on the page the magazine was opened to is my favorite so far, but I’m still looking. I think I want something with lots of beadwork on the bodice. Or I could go with a retro look, like from the 1950’s. I don’t know.” Actually, I couldn’t make a decision about a dress because my heart wasn’t in it.

      “You’ll look beautiful in any of them.” He touched the back of my head lightly and said, “How’s the head?”

      I pushed his hand away, wincing. Truth be told, it was still sore to the touch and I wouldn’t mind a few more days off from work. I decided to play on his sympathy. I didn’t relish the idea of lying on this couch with nothing to do, but I’d take that over going into the office.

      “Still a little sore, but I suppose I should go back to work tomorrow.”

      He titled his head and peered into my face. “No, I think you should take an extra day, what the hell, take two.” He smiled. “I’m sure the boss won’t mind. You can spend the time making wedding plans. There’s a lot to prepare. We’ll have to sit down and talk about the specifics when you feel better. Right now, just do the fun girl stuff you women like to do, flowers and the bride’s maid dresses, you know, the stuff guys don’t care about. I’ll tell you the details of my plans for the wedding when you’re up to it.”

      “You’re the boss.” I plastered on a smile.

      Maybe a couple more days of sympathy would also ease his fly-off-the-handle temper. It seemed to have a positive effect on him so far. He was being really tender.

      He moved closer and trailed his fingertip down my face, down my jaw and all the way to the center of my breastbone. I knew what he wanted. I saw it in his eyes, his look was dark and hungry and suddenly, surprisingly I wanted him too. Chip could be charming and sexy when he wasn’t consumed by anger. If he could be this way all the time, maybe I’d forget about anyone but him.

      I sucked in a breath and gave in to fate, leaning into his kiss. His lips crushed onto mine and his tongue thrust into my mouth. I was swept up in a wave of sensual heat as my body reacted instinctively to years of his familiar touch. I barely realized it when he pulled me up off the couch. My body was so filled with excitement I barely noticed the pang of apprehension in my heart. His kiss, the touch of his hands gliding over my body. I didn’t want to fight with my emotions right now. It was easier to just brush them aside and believe that Chip would be like this forever.

      When the kiss finally ended, I found myself standing at the foot of the bed. He pulled my top over my head, then wiggled my shorts down over my hips, panties and all. Our eyes locked as he placed his hands on my waist and lowered me until I was sitting, with my legs hanging over the edge. I removed my bra and watched him unbutton his shirt and remove all of his clothes.

      This was the man of my dreams, I reminded myself. Maybe my accident had been the turning point in our relationship, after all.

      With that thought, I smiled as he eased my knees apart and stepped closer, wedging his hips between my thighs. His cock was already hard and standing high; I wondered what Aedyn’s would look like. Oh shit. A flood of warmth rushed to my core. What was I doing thinking about Aedyn’s cock, wondering what it would be like with him. Stop it. I was with Chip. He was my future. I forced myself to erase that thought from my mind and focus on the present situation. I repeated, “I love you Chip” over and over in my mind.

      He caught my wrists, gathering them into one hand and pinned them behind my back, with his hard cock grinding against my hot spot. My body responded whether I liked it or not, partially from the grinding and partially from the image I let slip back into my mind. I seemed to be on a path to self-destruction.

      First, I have dreams about him while sleeping next to Chip and now, a burning image of Aedyn’s body rubbing against me instead of Chip’s, came to mind. Damn it. I had to stop this. Every time I closed my eyes I had to fight my unfaithful imagination. It was wrong to do this, but once I’d allowed the thought the first time, just that one tiny peek, it was like Pandora’s Box had been opened and I couldn’t stop it. And even worse, I didn’t want to.

      He cupped my breast with his free hand, then ran it up my neck, and grasped my jaw. My head tipped back and he crushed his lips on mine. It was a hard kiss, untamed, like he was claiming me as his own. My head was spinning and my face heated, but not because of him. I prayed that he couldn’t possibly know what I’d been thinking.

      He released my wrists and pulled back, the hot male hunger in his eyes deeper than before. He licked his lips and said, “Now suck me and then I’m going to fuck you, my little bride-to-be.” He put his hand on the back of my neck and pulled me toward him. I opened my mouth and closed my eyes, feeling the bulk of his manhood enter my mouth. He was rock hard and fiercely erect. I wrapped my fingers around the base of his cock, but he protested. “No hands. Just your mouth.”

      He used his hands to guide my head, being careful not to touch the sore area. I curled my lips around his shaft. He moved his hips and I moved up and down his length until held my head stilled and I heard him sucking in air between his teeth. He pulled out and put a hand on my shoulder, pushing me back onto the bed. At the same time his hand passed down over my breast, then stomach, all the way down until he slid his finger into my fold. “You’re wet,” he growled.

      My inner muscles clenched at his first touch. We had a routine, and my body knew it. I couldn’t stop myself from responding if I’d wanted. And I should want to enjoy sexual pleasure with Chip. He was my fiancé, but my mind was too flooded with pleasure impulses to have a debate now.

      I closed my eyes again and wiggled my hips as he worked his finger over my clit, circling and rubbing then thrusting it inside me to stroke my other pleasure spot, moaning in response to his touch. Chip was good in bed. He knew how to please me. He knew all the right places and the right amount of pressure. In my estimation, our love life was fairly hot and steamy, the best I’d had although I didn’t have a lot to compare it to. Then my devious mind started to imagine Aedyn on top of me, kissing me and pleasuring me… stop it.

      Chip’s fingers had done their job and I was wound up to the top of my orgasm. It had been days without a release and I was ripe for a big one. I pulled his hand away and grabbed his hips. “Fuck me, Chip. Now.” Maybe that would knock the images of Aedyn out of my mind. I knew this would send me over the edge and I wanted this to be over before my wayward thoughts did me in.

      With one swift move, he hooked his hands under both of my legs and pulled my ass to the very edge of the bed. With my knees bend up practically to my ears, he drove his cock into me, sliding through my dripping wetness with ease. He hunched forward over me with a deep groan and I grabbed a fist full of bedspread to keep my place. We rocked together, and he slammed into me, each stroke going deeper. My orgasm peaked in no time. I let out a long grunting exhale as I let myself go, and everything crashed into one big delicious sensation. It flowed out over my entire body, washing away any thoughts about my previous dilemma. One last deep thrust and Chip climaxed with a hard gasp.

      After a moment, he pulled out of me and leaned over me, placing both hand on the bed next to my head. I felt his cock rub against my inner thigh as he moved his body up to kiss me. It was wet and still semi-hard. Chip’s appetite was such that I knew he’d want to go again. The traitorous part of my mind was hoping there wouldn’t be time since he’d stopped by on his lunch break.

      His lips found mine and he gave me a quick kiss. He rolled off of me and to the side to lay on his back and pushed both hands through his hair. “I have to get going.”

      “Okay,” I answered flatly as I laid there on my back, staring at the ceiling, knowing my heart wasn’t in what I’d just done. Having sex with Chip should have helped me settle my feelings toward him, but in reality I found myself more confused than ever.

      Chip rose up on his elbows and turned to say, “To be continued tonight,” with a smile and then jumped up out of the bed to get dressed.

      I got up and pulled on my top and shorts and walked him to the door.  He leaned over and gave me a kiss then said, “I’m glad you felt good enough to pleasure me, babe. At least your accident didn’t hurt that part of your body.” He laughed and I plastered on a smile.

      When the door to my apartment clicked shut, I noticed he’d left the key on my coffee table where he’d dropped it on his arrival. I was relieved that he no longer had a copy and couldn’t burst in unexpectedly. I walked over and picked it up, suddenly feeling dejected, wondering if he had left it on purpose.

      He seemed rushed and I wondered if the real reason he’d come by on his lunch was to have a quickie. Like his real concern about my injuries was to make sure it didn’t interfere with him getting what he wanted. He’d barely glanced at my ideas about a wedding dress and didn’t seem interested in hearing my thoughts on the wedding plans.

      I glanced at the engagement ring on my finger. It was only seconds ago that I was in Chip’s arms, yet thoughts of being with Aedyn had flooded my mind the entire time. And why was that? Maybe because Aedyn seemed to really listen to me when I talked with him at the diner. Staring at his deep blue eyes, and looking at his handsome face over coffee had ignited something inside of me and it shouldn’t have. A chance meeting of an old friend? How could that spark something so quickly? It seemed too sudden, but it was like a door had been opened and something beckoned for me to follow a new path. Something magical and enticing, sparkling with the promise of… what? A better tomorrow? Possibly. But at what risk?

      I picked up the key and shoved it in the pocket of my purse then scooped up the magazine I had been reading. I dropped it into the trash on my way to the bathroom and a hot shower. Twenty minutes later, I was out the door.

      I was devising a plan, an excuse to go into town and look for Aedyn. If I couldn’t get him out of my mind even while in the arms of my fiancé, then I’d go face him. Maybe seeing him would quell the confusion in my mind, or at least allow me to explain why I hadn’t told him I was in a relationship. At least I owed him that much.

      I texted Jules to see if she was available to meet me for lunch. That would be my cover to go to town. I figured I’d look first and then tell Jules what time to meet me so it wouldn’t be a total lie when I had to explain to Chip where I was. Aedyn still had to settle his father’s estate matters so he might be stopping by the realtor’s office, or maybe the bank to close his father’s accounts. Either way, I was hoping to find him at one of the businesses on Main Street.
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      Once in town, I parked in the lot behind the stores so as not to be so conspicuous. After all, Chip’s insurance office was in town also. Then I made the rounds to the bank, the realtor’s office, the diner and the local thrift shop, all the places I anticipated Aedyn might need to go. I even passed by the dry cleaners and the funeral home. No luck. There was no sign of Aedyn’s gorgeous face in any of these places.

      Standing in front of Red’s Place with my cell phone in hand, I resigned myself to text Jules to meet me for lunch. Although Red’s Place was a bar, it was also known for its fantastic Italian sausage sandwiches made with a super fatty sausage from a local Italian meat market. If nothing else, I could drown my sorrows in animal fat. I shook my head as I entered. Searching for Aedyn had been a foolish idea anyway. At least it kept me busy and not brooding.

      Just minutes after my eyes adjusted to the darkness inside, I spotted Aedyn sitting at the bar eating lunch and having a beer. The mere sight of him warmed me from across the room and my face brightened. I walked over to where he was.

      “Lauren, what are you doing here?” Aedyn sputtered, gaping at me over the rim of his beer glass. “You just got hit by a car yesterday, shouldn’t you be taking it easy? You’re out and about so soon?”

      “Didn’t you know I was Wonder Woman?” I said, smirking at his reaction. “I’m sure I hurt the car worse than it hurt me.”

      “Sorry, I mean how are you feeling? I just… didn’t expect to see you again seeing that you’re engaged now.” His words were edged in sarcasm and I wasn’t sure how to take his remark.

      “Yea, about that…”

      “Funny you didn’t mention a boyfriend at the diner… when we talked… for over an hour. That’s the kind of thing most people would bring up in a conversation when they hadn’t seen each other in years.”

      I dripped my chin to my chest and picked at the trim on my cell phone case.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I’m glad I ran into you because I want to explain.”

      Aedyn placed his beer on the counter and the expression on his face softened.

      “Lauren, I’m sorry. You’ve been through a lot and I’m acting like a jealous schoolboy. I have no right to act this way. Would you care to join me for lunch or a drink? I’m buying.”

      I shot a glance toward the door, then glanced at my watch knowing that Chip would be tied up most of the afternoon with work. Aedyn smiled at me, waiting for my answer, his eyes, blue and inviting. I moistened my lips as I felt the flesh on my arms rising into goose bumps. “Okay, sure. That would be great,” I said and slid onto the bar stool next to him.

      “Can I order some lunch for you?”

      “No thanks. But I’ll have a beer.” I didn’t think I could make it through sitting so close to Aedyn without something to distract my hands.

      “So what’s all the mystery about the boyfriend?”

      “Fiancé.” I corrected him and wiggled my ring finger, admiring the beautiful stone. I dropped my hand when I saw his jaw tighten.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      I was quiet for a moment, not sure if I should go on. Technically, he was an old friend and I felt so relaxed around him, like I could tell him all my inner thoughts. But revealing my feelings would also make me vulnerable. Bottom line, I was scared and had lost confidence in myself. I had come to expect that all my actions would be wrong.

      He peered into my face with a searching look. “Yes, go on…”

      “Well…” I took a breath. “It’s everything I thought I wanted, Aedyn. All those years we dated, I was dying for Chip to put a ring on my finger and now…”

      Suddenly I felt self-conscious. I shoved my hand back in my lap, thinking I’d said too much and somehow Aedyn knew I had been thinking about him—fantasizing about us being together.

      “It kind of sounds like you regret accepting it.”

      I didn’t know how to answer.

      “It’s not too late. You don’t have to marry the guy. You can give the ring back,” he said with a slow smile as if he understood. On the surface he was trying to be a friend and help me work through my problem, but underneath his remarks, his body language, and tone were flirting and luring me in.

      The smell of his fresh cologne drifted past my nose and I chastised myself. I shouldn’t be doing this. I shouldn’t have come to look for him and sit so temptingly close, staring at his lips and wondering what it’d be like to kiss them. How was I to answer when my pulse was jumping with excitement? I couldn’t speak; I didn’t have the answer myself. It was overwhelming. The magnetism was so intense with Aedyn right there in front of me, his blue eyes piercing me with every glance he threw my way, making me want to do things I shouldn’t. His very presence disarmed me, pulling every ounce of logic right out of my brain and leaving me with my heart pounding. If there was a shortcut on the path to hell, I had just found it.

      “I think we should talk about something else,” I said, then reached out and stole a French fry from his plate with the hope that, if I shoved some food in my mouth, I wouldn’t say something stupid.

      Aedyn paused from taking another draught of beer and I felt the heat of his gaze. His eyes darted to my lips and he looked at me sideways for a long time with half-hooded eyes. His killer looks were making me flush as his gaze slid slowly and seductively over my body. He watched, never taking his eyes off me the entire time I chewed that damn fry. The heat was building between us, or at least I was on fire, although I couldn’t determine if he was feeling the sparks. As usual, he remained cool and calm, noticeably unaffected. I was bewildered, seemingly powerless and under his control. All I could do was nervously glance at the door, worried that I’d be found out, as if anyone who walked in right now could see the fire building inside me.

      I must have been crazy, or tipsy, and I concluded I really did have a death wish because another beer later, I was leaning into his arm, blabbering about old times, talking about my life and when I moved to Granger. I could easily blame this reaction as a side effect of the concussion, but in my heart I knew better.

      “How old were you then?” Aedyn asked.

      “Um… it was about a year after I moved here, so close to seventeen I think.”

      I sat, pitched forward on my bar stool, holding onto his arm for stability, feeling relaxed both from the beers and his warm personality. For the time being, my engagement was just an alcohol-induced lost memory and it was a relief to put it out of my mind for a while. It shouldn’t have been, but it was.

      “If you think about it, we’ve known each other a long time. We were friends in high school and now, after all these years, we’re still friends. I feel just as close now as I did back then, maybe even closer.”

      “I guess you’re right.” He made a good point and now I knew he felt something too. I’d known Chip for just as many years and I’d been with him every day. Why didn’t I feel all fluttery in my stomach and excited to see him anymore?

      Oh yeah, I remembered, because Chip was a dick! I laughed at my internal joke while Aedyn just stared at me, a curious tilt to his head.

      I had to pull myself together, people were turning to look my way. My emotions were getting the better of me and I felt a warm flush rise to my cheeks. “You know what, Aedyn?” We’d been talking for quite a while and I felt safe in saying, “I’m not sure if Chip makes me happy anymore.” I rubbed the moisture from my beer glass into the surface of the bar. “I’ve had all the plans laid out for years. I bought one of those wedding planner books years ago, not long after Chip and I started dating, just waiting for the time to use it. I was so excited, I couldn’t wait for the day when I’d start filling out the pages of the book. Now that the time has come… I just don’t know... maybe I’m not as sure as I thought I was.”

      I reached for my upper arm, rubbing where the purple bruises from Chip’s angry hands had faded to a pale yellow. Maybe, just like those bruises had faded, my sadness would fade once we were finally married. I could only hope. Tears stung at my eyes, but I didn’t want Aedyn to see. I pinched my finger and thumb to the bridge of my nose to squeeze the tears away.

      “Hey now,” Aedyn said in a gentle voice. He reached over to wipe my tears. Feeling like a fool, I tried to bury my chin in my chest, but he lifted my face, forcing my gaze to his. My hands were trembling and all I wanted was for his lips to consume mine and for me to melt into his arms. He looked into my eyes, then down at my ring and said, “Maybe you need a break.”

      I blinked. A break from lunch? I laughed and the emotional diversion felt good.

      “I think you need a time-out from all this. You should get away from here, this town, and all the pressures. Go somewhere you can have some time to yourself to think things over.”

      I pulled away from his gaze and grabbed a cocktail napkin off the bar to dab at my eyes. I could’ve easily let myself go, given in to my raging emotions right now and have a total breakdown. But instead, I pulled myself together, wondering how he understood me so well… and how I hadn’t noticed such an amazing guy years ago?

      “What you need is a relaxing get away. Why don’t you come with me to Chicago for a weekend? It’ll be my treat.”

      I perked up, brought back by the hope that he was right, but then I immediately thought of all the reasons I shouldn’t and followed with, “But I can’t…”

      “Strictly as friends,” he interrupted, hands in the air. “I’ll show you around Chicago, we can go out for a nice steak dinner and just relax and have fun… as friends. I promise.” His whole face spread into a dazzling smile. It was a tempting invitation.

      “Fun? Um… define fun.”

      “Seriously. I won’t touch you. I would never take advantage of you like that.”

      It was difficult to say no; Aedyn was so handsome and charming. I swore he was confusing me with those piercing blue eyes on purpose.

      I wanted to scream, “Yes, yes! That’s exactly what I need right now.” Instead, I said, “That’s very sweet of you Aedyn, but I’m afraid I’ll have to say no. What would I tell Chip?”

      “Say you went to visit friends. That wouldn’t be completely wrong; I am a friend.”

      I bit my lip, pondering the tempting possibility. “I don’t know…”

      “Or say you need a couple days rest after the accident, after all, you did just have a head injury.”

      “I wish I could, Aedyn. You don’t know how badly I want to come, but I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “Are you sure? I’d love to have you come see my place in Chicago. My driver will be at my dad’s house at six in the morning to take us to the plane. By the time we get there, we’ll still have the rest of the day.”

      Although my tears had stopped, I still felt deeply disappointed. If I were brave, I’d go. But I’m not. “I’m sorry, I just can’t right now.”

      “Look, if you change your mind, let me know. I’ll give you my number.” He tilted his head to the side, peering into my face for confirmation, then pulled a business card out of the pocket of his suit jacket. “If you can’t come tomorrow, maybe another time. Just give me a call. My offer will still hold.”

      I took the card, knowing it was a way to stay connected with him. If I’d given his phone number back, it would’ve ended right then and we’d say good-bye. Instead, I tucked his card into my purse, shoving it deep inside, along with my guilt for accepting it. Aedyn reached a strong arm around my shoulder and pulled me into a sideways hug and said, “Come here.”

      It was an awkward hug at first, with me leaning into him while still perched on my bar stool, but what made it even stranger was, I could have sworn he was about to kiss me as he leaned in. It was as if he changed his mind and pulled away at the last minute, giving me a hug instead. The whole thing rocketed my mind into a realm of possibility, wondering what his kisses would feel like, wondering if I’d made a mistake by telling him I couldn’t go. Once more, my blood rushed through my body and the combination of my lust-filled thoughts and the warmth from his arm around my shoulder resulted in an explosive blast of energy, making our hug feel a million times more dangerous than an “old friends from high school” embrace.

      I wasn’t sure what it meant to Aedyn, maybe this was all me, but it felt like the rug had been pulled out from beneath my feet. Something in the foundation of my belief system had shifted and my life was about to go crashing, full speed ahead, in a different direction. My gut wrenched and I had a feeling I’d have to take the ride, bumps and all, before I would find solid ground again. I was so screwed.
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      I felt so torn walking out of the bar, the indecision spiraling through my mind and weighing me down. On one hand, I felt like practically skipping… remembering Aedyn’s invitation; talking to him again; the way my skin felt when we touched. The connection between us nearly rattled my brain, setting my soul on fire.

      On the other hand, I felt horrible. I’m engaged for goodness sake and seriously thought about running away with another man. Chip asked and I said yes. That was supposed to mean for better or worse, until the day I died. Amen.

      I sighed, realizing my dilemma was bigger than two men and which one I should choose. My real problem was with myself, the scared little girl inside me just wanting to be loved. I was afraid. Afraid to go and afraid to stay, which kept me stuck in the comfort zone I was beginning to hate.

      Was I really willing to settle for a ‘good enough’ life? Willing to forever justify Chip and his actions for the sake of a picket fence? My heart squeezed as I realized how close I’d come to doing just that. Then Aedyn showed up out of the blue, and turned my comfort zone on its head.

      Aedyn. Just thinking about him curled my toes. Sitting so close to him and feeling his arm around me felt crazy good and I nearly changed my mind about going to Chicago.

      I could use some time away from here to think things through, but I also knew that it would be nearly impossible with him so close. How the hell would I be able to go? What would I tell Chip? I couldn’t believe I was even giving this another thought.

      Fear twisted in the pit of my stomach and a wild thought raced through my mind. What if I left and never came back? What if I simply disappeared? I could escape to the ocean, live in a tiny loft, walk on the beach every day.

      No! I couldn’t run away just to avoid my problems. I had to make a decision about Chip and my engagement… and soon.

      I dropped my phone into my purse. After leaving Red’s Place, I called Jules, asking her to meet me at the coffee shop where I was waiting for her. Jules would know what to do.

      No sooner had Jules sat down when the waitress came with my order. Jules looked up at her and said, “I’ll have a hot chocolate.”

      “Jules,” I sputtered, “it’s the middle of summer. It’s too hot for hot chocolate.”

      “I know, call me crazy. I think I’m having a chocolate craving.”

      “You really are… unique, my friend.” I laughed.

      “But don’t you just love me for it?” She laughed too and pulled her ever-present cell phone out to check messages. “Hey, shouldn’t you be home resting?” Jules asked, her forehead wrinkling, as she tapped her finger on the screen.

      I waved my hand in the air. “I’m fine. I’m so sick of everyone thinking I’m debilitated.” I leaned forward. “Really, I’m fine.” Her finger paused its texting. “I hit my head when I fell; just a bump. I’m milking it for all it’s worth though; I don’t want to go back to work yet. I’m sure I’ll be quitting as soon as I’m married anyway. Chip’s not the kind of guy who wants his wife to have a job.”

      Jules nodded, eyeing me carefully and said, “I can’t stay long.”

      “Oh? The kids?”

      “No, girl. The gardener comes today.” A big smile stretched across her face as she took a sip of her hot chocolate.

      “You’re not…”

      “I am. I’m so bad.”

      From the looks of it, anyone would think Jules and Jack were the perfect couple. But this wasn’t the first time I’d learned of her indiscretions, or his. I loved her too much to judge her or Jack; I’m just not sure I could handle having an open relationship.

      “Jules, I need your help.”

      “Anything. What is it? Or should I say who is he?”

      “Jules.” Damn, she’s good. “Okay, look, keep this between me and you… I’ve been asked to go with a certain someone to a certain place…”

      “Oh geez, Lauren just say it. Who is he?” she said, her eyes dancing with delight. Although I hadn’t planned on spilling every detail, the floodgates opened and the words just gushed out.

      “Aedyn Cumberland.”

      Before I could explain further she cut me off and said, “Aedyn Cumberland? The geek turned sexy hot mystery man?”

      “Yes. He invited me to go to Chicago with him for a visit, but I can’t go.”

      “What the fuck, Lauren? That’s amazing. You should totally go. Wait, how the hell did that happen?” Jules wasn’t so much shocked as intrigued. “I thought he was only in town for a day or two for the funeral. He should’ve been long gone by now.”

      “He stayed to deal with his dad’s estate, but I can’t take him up on his offer. That would be crazy. What would I tell Chip? He’ll kill me if he knew.”

      “Wait, how did this invite come up? Did he call you, did you see him? What?”

      I grimaced. “Well, I sort of ran into him.”

      She looked at me incredulously. “Ran into him? Seriously? What’s going on? I hate to tell you this, but you’re not very good at keeping secrets.”

      I hadn’t told Jules all the details, how I went looking for Aedyn this last time, wanting to see him again. Hoping he’d stayed in town longer than planned, testing the waters to determine if seeing him again would help me sort out my jumbled up mess of emotions.

      She leaned in and practically whispered, “Are you thinking about fooling around? Oh, you’re a wicked one, though I wouldn’t blame you, he’s drop dead gorgeous. You should definitely go.”

      “I, no, no. I wouldn’t be going with the intention of hooking up… he invited me as friends only and…” I pulled my hand across my brow. “Jules, I don’t know what to do.”

      “Just go. It’s only a couple days and you were just in an accident. You need time to recuperate. It would be good for you.”

      “You really think so?” Those were the words I wanted to hear because in my heart I really did want to go. Something inside of me was pulling me in Aedyn’s direction. I’d felt it every time I was near him. Like a drug, the feeling was euphoric and drove me to want more. And just like a drug, chasing the high made me want to do things against my better judgment.

      “I don’t know, I really could use some time to get away from here, get away from Chip’s overbearing surveillance of my every move, his mood swings. He’s freaking me out about it. I really could use the time to...” I pressed my hand flat on the table. “Jules, I have to tell you something. I think I might be having some doubts about marrying Chip.” I relaxed my shoulders. I’d finally put it into words and it was a relief to finally say it out loud.

      “Hallelujah. Seriously? I mean I don’t blame you. From what you’ve told me, he’s been acting like a jerk. But he finally gave you a ring and I thought that’s what you wanted. What’s going on?”

      “That’s exactly it. I thought I wanted that too. I thought the formality of being engaged would make our relationship better, like he’d calm down and stop being so jealous about every guy I talked to. If he’d proposed years ago, even weeks ago, everything would be different, but now… things have changed and I’m so screwed up, I can’t even think clearly.”

      I knew what’d changed. It all started when Aedyn arrived, but I didn’t want to give voice to my thoughts about that until I knew for sure how I felt. So I began to rationalize my growing decision.

      I sighed. “Maybe I do need to get away. Sometimes getting out of the usual daily routine helps broaden your perspective on things, you know what I mean?”

      “Yea, I get you. Sometimes this small town feels like it’s crushing me, everybody knows everything about you. I think you should go and just do what you feel you have to do. Have one last hoorah before you get married… if you get married. Hell, guys do it at bachelor parties, why can’t women? Otherwise you’ll always wonder, what would’ve happened and all the “what if’s” will haunt your marriage.” Her eyes brightened. “I’m telling you, an out-of-town get away, and one good fuck from a super-hot guy… that should clear your mind for sure.” She tapped her finger on the table top. “You know, it’d be like comparison shopping before you settle down.” She laughed. Jules could see I was upset and this was her effort to try to pick up my mood. She raised her brows waiting for my answer. “Well?”

      “Geez, you have a one track mind. So in your book, sex cures all?”

      She shrugged. “I’m just saying…”

      “Well, I’m not going there with the intentions of a ‘hook up’,” I argued, but Jules just rolled her eyes. In the back of my mind, I knew it would be difficult to resist. Jules was right about being out of town. It did have an otherworldly effect on reality, making it easier to forget your daily life and all your commitments. But getting away from the usual routine also allowed a kind of opening for things to surface that had been pushed down and I was sorely in need of that. I needed to look inside myself, and sort through my feelings. I’d already been playing a dangerous game in my head. I was comparing Aedyn to Chip and I realized it was the first step in giving credence to my doubts about the man I was supposed to marry.

      “Soo, it sounds like you’ve made up your mind.”

      I took a deep breath. “Okay, but I’m not going there for sex. I’m going there to figure things out. That’s all.”

      “Okay, girl. Whatever you say. Do what you need to do, you know I won’t tell.”

      “Oh god, this makes me so nervous. I have to come up with a lie to tell Chip. I’m going to hell for sure now.”

      “Don’t worry, hon, I’ll be there with you.”

      She laughed, but I groaned. “Yea, you, me and your gardener. Just tell me what I should say to Chip.”

      “Okay, let’s see…” I waited impatiently as her eyes darted to the right and then back as if struck with an idea. “Say that you went with me to Chicago.”

      “And…”

      “And we went to look at wedding dresses.”

      “That’s brilliant, but we have bridal shops here with dresses. Why would I need to go Chicago for a dress?”

      “Tell him that you saw a particular dress in an ad in one of those bridal magazines you bought and it’s only sold in a store in Chicago. Plus, you have to try it on. These kinds of dresses can’t be ordered online from a picture in a magazine. It’s a special day and you want the perfect fit for your wedding day.” Jules finished with a smile and slapped her palm on the tabletop, quite pleased with herself.

      “You think he’ll buy it? Chicago is pretty far.”

      “Sarah Dorchester went all the way to the Mall of Minnesota to find her wedding dress. It was gorgeous. So it’s not so strange that you’d go as far as Chicago.”

      “Okay, I guess that sounds good.” I pushed my hands over my face and into my hair, letting out a breath. “This is all so nerve wracking. I hope you won’t think poorly of me for this. It’s just that… I really need this. I need to get away from this place.”

      Jules wasn’t the type of friend to judge me no matter what stupid things I’d done. I never told her what she should or shouldn’t do with the pool guy, or now the gardener. I needed to work through this myself, even if it turned out to be a mistake. Life was meant to be experienced. The good and the bad. If a person doesn’t experience the bad, they won’t know how good the good is when they find it.

      She reached over and patted my hand. “I’d never think poorly of you, hon. Besides, how many men have you slept with in your life? Two?”

      I nodded.

      She groaned.

      “I was always kinda proud of myself for that. You know, after the first time was so… so bad.” I shook off the memories. “I met Chip and thought he was the one. It was almost as if I could make up for my past mistakes, be the good girl I wasn’t before. Now look at me, set on a path of destruction again.”

      Jules looked at me with sympathy and patted my hand. “Getting married doesn’t make you a good girl, Lauren. It doesn’t make the past go away and it doesn’t promise a happy future. You have this fairytale picture of what a relationship needs to look like in your head. It isn’t like that in real life.”

      I knew she was right, but had always thought that if I wished on something hard enough, it would come true. I guess I needed to be more careful what I wished for.

      “Jules, don’t you love Jack? I mean aren’t you afraid of losing it all? The house, the nice things, the money, the security?” Jules shrugged with a confidence I envied. She was willing to take a risk and that took guts.

      “Sure, I love him, but I think it’s because we have given each other permission to see other people. We don’t long for anyone else in our bed. We don’t fantasize about someone else. We go out and come back sated. It actually helps us be closer.”

      I stare at her, for the first time really understanding where she was coming from. “Maybe that makes me selfish,” she continued. “It’s hard to say… anyway, you only live once. He does his thing. I do my thing. And in the end, if nothing else works, I can always get another husband,” she replied flippantly and with a laugh, but I could see hint of pain in her eyes.

      “What? You seem sad suddenly,” I probed gently.

      She shrugged. “You know, I had the fairytale in my head too. I thought I knew what love would be like. It isn’t that way, not for me at least. So…” she shrugged again.

      My best friend in the world had tears in her eyes, the first ones I’d seen in years. She had a husband, children and security, in addition to an open marriage where she could grab all the strangers she every wanted. And yet… she wasn’t happy either. Not deep down.

      “A ring doesn’t guarantee anything, does it?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      I pursed my lips, trying to find a way to approach this, and then said, “I’m a terrible person, Jules. I have a confession. When Aedyn came into town for his father’s funeral and I saw him for the first time, I got all hot and excited. He stepped out of the limousine and I saw how handsome he was, gorgeously handsome, built like a Greek god. I just thought he was a stranger. I had no idea I knew him, but that doesn’t matter. My point was, the moment I saw him, something sparked inside of me. Then, when we talked… we talked for what seemed like hours, and I don’t know what happened, but something came over me… like whoosh. Now, I can’t stop thinking about him. I know it’s crazy, but I feel alive again when I’m around him. My heart pounds, my palms sweat… I feel inspired again about life. Is that wrong of me to feel that way?”

      She smiled at me, her eyes still shining but I could see the fun witty Jules coming back to life. “Ah, you’re in trouble now, sounds like you’ve got it bad for him. Do you like him or are you just hot for his ass? I’m telling you, boom, boom boom, get it on with him. Hot guy, big city, yea. You should totally go for it.”

      “Jules!” I exclaimed.

      “Let him pound that shit right out of you” She tossed her head back in laughter and the serious moments between us was broken.

      “You’re not helping. I’m not you. I can’t just give in to my lust like you do. That’s all it is… lust. Right?”

      “You’re preaching to the choir sister. I know exactly what you mean.” She tossed her napkin on the table, next to her empty cup and leaned back in her chair.

      “God, I don’t know what I’m getting myself into.”

      “When my gardener, Christian, comes on Wednesdays…”

      “Oh Jules, doing the gardener, that’s so… cliché.”

      “Who gives a fuck about cliché? The guy’s hung like a horse.”

      I put my head in my hands and shook my head. “Oh please, don’t tell me.” Despite my efforts to stop her, she continued.

      “Once, when he came to the house, Jack was gone out of town on a business trip and we did it right there in the Jacuzzi in the back yard.”

      “God Jules. What about your children?”

      “Oh, please, they were visiting Jack’s parents. Give me a little credit, won’t you. We did it in practically every room in the house, in the greenhouse, in the yard and the tool shed. Oh, the tool shed… that was hot.”

      “The yard? Right there out in the open?” I was aghast. “What if the neighbors saw you guys… you know… going at it?”

      “I have needs.” She flatly retorted.

      I closed my eyes and opened them. “Jules, can we get back to my problem? I don’t need any more visuals of you and… Christian? That doesn’t even sound like a gardener’s name.”

      “Sweetie, I’m sure it’s not his real name. That’s part of the game.”

      I groaned and rolled my eyes. Jules was a good friend and always had good advice, but sometimes that advice was only good for Jules. Still, the possibility of breaking my engagement with Chip, like Aedyn suggested, had crept further into my mind. Was I like Jules; bored and looking for some excitement? Or were my feelings for Aedyn real? Getting it out in the open and talking to Jules hadn’t brought a decisive conclusion. She was pushing for me to make my own decision, but I was deathly afraid of making the wrong one. I’d done that in the past. Maybe I should leave this one up to destiny and it would make the decision for me.

      “If you go, when would you leave?” Jules leaned forward. “Because I gotta get my story straight in case Chip asks questions afterward.”

      “I still don’t know if I should…”

      “And don’t worry, I’ll stay clear of him while you’re gone,” she added.

      I bit my lip and said, “Tomorrow… if I go.”

      “Damn, girl.” Her eyebrows shot up when her phone buzzed. “Hey, I gotta go…”

      “I know, I know. The gardener.”

      “Let me know what you decide about Chicago. It’ll be okay, just do what your heart tells you to do.” She stood and gave me a quick hug and walked off with her eyes glued to her cell phone screen.

      Before I returned to my apartment, I decided to stop in the insurance office and say hello to Chip. My pulse picked up when I walked through the door, knowing I was about to tell him a huge lie—well, maybe—if it felt like the time was right. I needed to see him in person, look at his face to get an accurate reading before I could gauge his mood. I was going with my gut on this one, but wanted to feel out the situation before dropping the idea on him of going out of town. If he appeared agreeable and in a good mood, I might be able to do it.  I took a deep breath as I walked past my empty desk. I could hear him shuffling papers and banging drawers in his office in the back. He must not have heard me come in, because when he finally looked up from stuffing folders into a brief case, he looked startled.

      “Lauren, what are you doing here?” He froze with one last folder in his hand, then quickly shoved it in the briefcase and slammed the lid shut.

      “Hey. Just thought I’d drop in and surprise you.” And that’s exactly what it appeared I’d done. He nearly jumped out of his skin when he saw me. “Surprise!” I tried for levity, but couldn’t stop my curiosity. “What are you doing?” He shot a glance at the briefcase and set it down on the floor behind his desk. “It looks like I’ve caught you on your way out. Do you have somewhere to go?”

      I took a step forward and he clicked off the computer screen on his desk without shutting it down properly, making it go black. Then he walked around to greet me with a light kiss. “Oh, not right now, but yes, I do have somewhere to go tonight.” He took me by the arm and began steering me out of his office while saying, “Let’s go out front, I’ll tell you all about it.”

      This was strange. I could see the nerves dancing inside Chip’s eyes as he rushed me into the other room. He was clearly absorbed in something urgent related to his work, but that was good, it might soften the blow.

      He stopped me at my desk and leaned on the edge of it, folding his arms across his chest. “I’m actually glad you dropped by. I was going to call you and let you know that something’s come up and I won’t be able to have you over tonight.”

      Now it was my turn to look surprised. “Oh. I hope everything’s okay. That’s kind of strange for a Friday night.”

      He unfolded his arms and rubbed the back of his neck. “Sort of…well, you see I’m afraid I have to go to the city. I need to put in an appearance at this fund raiser event and…”

      I furrowed my brow, playing along, when inside I was jumping for joy. He said, “I” not “We”. I wasn’t expected to go with him. I had the perfect opening now to make my suggestion. Thank you, Lady Luck!

      “Tonight? I can’t be ready that fast. I don’t know if I have anything to wear—”

      “No, no, actually I’m going alone,” he interrupted. “I didn’t think you wanted to tag along to another boring fund raiser. You won’t be missing anything. Plus, you still need to rest.”

      Ha, he beat me to the punch. Now I was in the clear. I shrugged and said, “It’s okay, I hope you don’t find it too boring.” I waited a beat before adding, “Wait, this is actually perfect. I could use this weekend to take Jules up on her suggestion to go shopping for wedding dresses. I have my eye on one from an ad in a magazine, but it’s only available in the Chicago store.” I watched his face as I let the words fall out as naturally as possible.

      I wondered if what I’d said even registered. He seemed to be more interested in watching the clock on the wall, as if getting to his fundraiser was more important than what I’d said.

      “So what do you think?” I asked when it became clear he wasn’t going to respond.

      He stood up and patted my arms. “That’s wonderful. You and Jules go do your girl thing. Have a shopping spree.”

      I peered into his eyes. “I wouldn’t be back until Sunday evening.”

      “What time Sunday?” He paused and I held my breath. I had no idea what time Aedyn’s private plane flew into the Des Moines airport. “Never mind, just text me when you figure it out. You deserve to have some fun.”

      I smiled at him, trying to hide my relief. What a twist of fate for me. Chip’s schedule and distraction was working in my favor. I didn’t even mind that he rushed me out of the office, cutting our conversation short. I figured it was best to just get the hell out of there as fast as possible before he had a chance to ask any questions.

      I dashed back to my apartment, filled with apprehension about going behind Chips’ back. Once inside my door, I had second thoughts—for the seventeenth time—and my confidence drained away. Chip was leaving town. I didn’t need to go to Chicago to get away from him and think. I could do that at home.

      It was time to face reality. The real reason I wanted to go was to be with Aedyn. There! I said it!

      I pulled my small suitcase out of the closet and set it on the chair next to my bed. I zipped open the lid and propped it against the back of the chair, staring at it, knowing if I was really going, I should pack. Then I began to worry about all the implications of what I was about to do and my doubts grew larger. Time was running out. I knew I should call Aedyn and tell him I was free to come this weekend, but instead I left the suitcase empty, walked into the kitchen and uncorked a bottle of wine.

      I had some soul searching to do.
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      I was in shock. Pleasantly shocked. I’d managed to convince Lauren to come to Chicago with me. “I still can’t believe you were sitting in my driver’s limo this morning.”

      A big grin crossed Lauren’s face and she waved both hands, mimicking the moment I saw her. “Surprise,” she said, repeating her exact word.

      “Jesus, it was a surprise.” I shook my head and laughed. “I thought that when I left Granger, I’d never hear from you again.” I pulled my apartment key out of my pocket and turned the lock.

      “Aw, no way, Aedyn. It’s been wonderful getting to know you again, now that we’re all grown up. I’m glad my schedule opened up and we could spend some extra time together.”

      “Perfect.” I smiled and held the door as she walked in. “Do you like it?” I asked, setting our bags down inside the door of my apartment. I felt like the Big Bad Wolf luring Red Riding Hood in. The very moment she stepped over the threshold, my dirty mind was already scheming and hearing the click of her heels on the polished cement floor didn’t help. It inspired an immediate visual of long legs, short skirt and tits popping out everywhere. Did girls realize how sexy that sound was to guys?

      “It’s gorgeous. So elegant and upscale.” Lauren said as she perused the living room. She tilted her head toward the large, sweeping floor to ceiling window and exclaimed with delight, “Oh, look at that view.” She stepped over to the glass and peered out with amazement.

      “That’s Lake Michigan.”

      “A view of the lake. This is fantastic. It’s so… opposite of my apartment.” She turned and smiled at me. “My place is small and the only view I have out my front window is the crazy neighbor in 2B. I swear he must be stalking me. He’s always out there, smoking a cigarette and pacing back and forth. Completely different than this.”

      Lauren looked radiant standing in my apartment, like she belonged here, surrounded by nice things. This was the lifestyle meant for Lauren Mitchell and I was the one who could give it to her, if she would only let me. I bit the inside of my mouth to keep from giving in to that idea. Fuck that. That was a pipe dream, a teenage fantasy come to life.

      I was feeling a little guilty about luring her here under the pretense of a “friends only” visit, but I couldn’t help myself. I really wanted to just get in her pants so I could end my torturous obsession with her, otherwise, I’d become the crazy stalker in her life. I had to get her out of my mind, and out of my heart for good. One way to do that would be to fuck the shit out of her, or at least that was my first plan.

      I glanced down at her hands. She was fidgeting with her engagement ring, twisting it back and forth, probably unaware she was even doing it.

      “How exactly did you convince Chip to let you come here with me?”

      She looked down, stopped the twisting and then let her hands fall to her sides. “I told him I was coming to check out wedding dresses… with Jules.”

      Lauren shrugged and then her eyes fixed on mine and in that moment of silence, I thought I saw a spark in them, a fire. Maybe she’d changed her mind about him. The room suddenly felt very warm and Lauren looked very tempting. She was so beautiful, her hair falling around her shoulders in loose curls, her lips so plump and inviting. When she opened her mouth and darted her tongue out to wet them, my dick twitched. Was she giving me a signal? A visual crashed into my mind of me ripping her clothes off right here, right now. I’d take her in my arms and make her forget all about Chip and that cheap ring he gave her. I knew she was struggling with her feelings and she came here to get some clarity, but maybe she was begging for someone to make the decision for her.

      Then again, maybe I should get it over with now, then stick her on a plane and send her packing. Why did she have so much fucking control over my emotions? I was her puppet and she held the strings. My hands balled into nervous fists and then relaxed. Then, before I had the chance to say something stupid, I spun and strode into the kitchen. “Would you like something to drink?” I needed it to settle my nerves and think of a way to get my vacillating emotions under control.

      “Sure,” she called in to the kitchen then came over to the kitchen island. I poured us both a drink and shoved a glass of wine across the black granite counter toward her and I had a Scotch on the rocks.

      “Thanks. White is my favorite. How’d you know?” She leaned forward heavily, resting her elbows on the counter and lifting her glass to touch mine.

      I smiled and said, “Um, lucky guess.” I’d figured Lauren was the type to like white wine, like most of my dates. I was such a player. I always kept a couple bottles chilling in the fridge.

      I leaned forward too, our glasses meeting in the middle, our gaze bridging over them in a tantalizing stare. Oh, she was good at this, such a tease, tempting me with those eyes, but this was too close for comfort. Her heady perfume filled my nostrils and the tips of her long curls tickled the sparkling surface of the black counter top. It was intoxicating to be this close to the girl of my dreams, but every second she was here alone with me was torture because she wasn’t mine. The silence and seclusion pressed in on me, urging me to take action. No one would know if I kissed her right now. Or fucked her. No one would see. Chip was miles away. She could be my secret love. Could I resist? Should I resist?

      I narrowed my eyes and inquired. “Lauren, what are you doing here?”

      She didn’t ask for clarification. She knew what I meant. She took a sip of wine, then rolled her eyes to the ceiling and shrugged. “I don’t know, to be honest.”

      I pushed further. “Why did you really come to Chicago with me?”

      She sighed and stared at the rim of her wine glass and said, “I… I don’t know how to explain it… it’s complicated.”

      I straightened and threw back the last swig of my drink, then set the glass on the counter, the ice cubes tinkling as it landed. She wasn’t ready to talk. Hell, we’d practically just walked in the door and I didn’t want to rush her. That was okay. I could wait.

      “I have an idea. I think you should go shopping. Spend the rest of the day out while I catch up on work, I’m way behind. I didn’t plan on spending so much time in Granger. I try to make my trips there as short as possible, but this time... let’s just say, I got distracted. Then we can go out for a late dinner and then I’ll take you to the place I like to go on Saturday nights. It’s fun. Would you like that?”

      Lauren mirrored my action and straightened before sliding onto a counter stool. “Yes. I’d love to go shopping. That way I’ll stay out of your way. I don’t want to keep you from anything important.” She smiled and stood up. “Where do you want me to put my bag?”

      “In the spare bedroom. I’ll get it.” I walked over to the door where I had dropped her small rolling suitcase. As I laid my hand on the plastic handle, I said, “You need all this for a short visit?” I rolled her bag into the bedroom with Lauren at my heels. “I hope you brought more than jeans for tonight.”

      “Oh sorry,” she said, worrying her lip. “I didn’t know what to expect and I was in a hurry. I just threw some clothes in a bag. I wanted to get to your father’s house fast… before I changed my mind.”

      So she’d thought about bailing on me. That’s what I’d anticipated she’d do from her past behavior, but something must be different now. A glimmer of hope sparked my excitement. “Well, I’m glad you came.” I dug into my pocket and fished out my wallet. “Here,” I shoved a hundred dollar bill at her. “Good thing you’re going shopping. Get something to wear tonight, maybe a dress, like the kind for a club.”

      She nodded, but it was only to agree that she needed a dress. “You don’t have to do that. I have money.”

      “No, I insist. Let this weekend be my treat. No worries while you’re here. Remember, this get away is supposed to be for you to relax and clear your mind. I don’t want you to worry about anything.” I smiled at her, holding the money out in my hand, knowing how hot she was going to look in one of those little club dresses and how difficult it was going to be for me to keep my hands off of her. Or keep my dick out of her… shit, I was just asking for trouble now.

      “That’s very sweet of you. Thank you, Aedyn, but I feel weird taking money from you.”

      “Nonsense. From one old friend to another.” Her face brightened at the suggestion that we were “friends”, flattered by the insinuation that I cared about her to some degree. In my mind, however, the label of friendship would be put to the test in a matter of hours.

      “All right then.” She dropped her head and bit her lip. Mmm, what I could do with that lip… I think she noticed the look on my face because her cheeks got pink. She walked over to the bed to put the money in her purse and my body temperature began to rise. I shouldn’t be in here with her. I’d better leave before my uncontrollable cock starts doing the thinking for me. Damn, not only was Lauren in my apartment, now we were alone, together, in a bedroom. It’d be so easy to just lay her back on the bed and…

      “Oh shit.”

      Her head popped up. “What?”

      Did I say that out loud? “Just remembered something... gotta work… wait.” I opened my wallet again. “Here’s another hundred for shoes.” Now I was just acting ridiculous. She probably thought I was trying to impress her with my money, but being so close to her was getting me flustered as hell.

      Lauren looked down at her feet and a wide smile broke out across her face. “I already have shoes. These heels should be good for tonight.” We both laughed. She pushed the bill back at me and said, “Don’t worry, and if I need a different pair, I can cover it.”

      I shoved my wallet back into my pocket and ran my hand through my hair. “I have to go work now; have fun shopping.” My mouth felt dry and I rushed out of the room before my hard-on could get the better of me.
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* * *

      The doorbell rang and I clicked “Close” on my computer file. It would be Lauren returning from her shopping trip. As I stood to go answer the door, a visual of her excited face jumped into my mind. I imagined that when the door swung open, she’d be all bubbly and filled with stories about how fantastic the stores are here in Chicago.

      Although I was supposed to be working on business while she was out, in reality, I spent the majority of the time drifting off into lusty daydreams about the two of us. I wasted the entire time and didn’t get a lick of work done.

      I flipped the lock and the door swung open. “Hey, you.” Lauren looked radiant. Her face was flush with excitement and her arms were loaded down with shopping bags, just as I’d imagined. I was pleased. Reaching out to unburden her arms, I offered, “Let me take those for you.”

      “Oh, Aedyn, you were so right. Chicago is the Mecca of shopping.” She threw a light laugh on top of her words as she brushed past me. The smell of her perfume lingered in the air and my stomach twisted. Damn it. I wanted to jump her ass right now, but instead I trailed along after her like a lost puppy as she went to the couch. She threw her arms out and landed with a flop on the leather, and even the couch moaned when it felt her body against it.

      “That was so much fun. You should’ve come with me… but I know you had to get some work done and guys don’t like shopping anyway. It’s really a girl thing.” She suddenly pitched forward, eager to recount every detail of her day. “Come here, let me show you what I got. You have to see this. These shoes are fabulous.”

      She’d dumped the bags on the floor next to her feet and was patting the spot next to her on the couch. I eagerly joined her, her enthusiasm contagious. Once I sat down, she angled her body to face mine, setting me straight in the line of her beautiful eyes. They were deep and alluring, and drove me crazy with desire.  For a silent moment—what seemed like one long silent moment—we just sat there, gazing into each other’s eyes.  I felt the heat radiating off her body and then something else, a different kind of hot vibration crackled between us. This was a signal for sure. I wasn’t wrong in bringing her here. Maybe there was hope for us after all.

      Finally, she broke our moment with a smile and bent over, reaching for one of the shopping bags at her feet. She retrieved a sleek white one, tastefully designed with the store logo in silver cursive scrolled writing. “Look at these.” Her face brightened. She lifted a pair of shoes out of the box, like she was lifting a precious jewel on a velvet pillow. “Aren’t they gorgeous?”

      I blinked. “They’re… white.” And obviously meant to wear with a wedding gown. I pulled back, not realizing I’d been slowly leaning closer as we spoke.

      “Well of course, silly. They’re for my wedding.” She continued ripping open boxes and talking about her wedding plans, but I didn’t hear most of it.  Her words faded into a blur.

      “Oh. Of course,” I mumbled. My jaw clenched. I tried to cover my disappointment and asked as casually as I could, “Did you get something for tonight?”

      I couldn’t believe it. She hadn’t been thinking of me while shopping. She wasn’t picturing the two of us entwined in passionate kisses, tearing at each other with wanton desire. She had been thinking about the wedding and that fucked up, creep of a fiancé Chip. What kind of name was that anyway? Chip! She was going to go through with it and marry that prick.

      I stood up, trying to act casual while pretending to rearrange the magazines laying on the coffee table under her shoe purchases—let me correct myself—her wedding purchases. Probably everything in the other bags was something for her wedding also. I was so glad I could provide her with a chance to get her fucking wedding shopping done. I wanted to kick something. I was hurt and bitter.

      “Oh, yes I did get something for tonight,” she chirped in a cheery voice. She let the shoe in her hand drop to her lap. An expression of concern crossed her face for a brief moment and I thought she had a moment of self-realization, but then it vanished. She turned her attention back to her lap and returned the shoe to its box, her excitement picking up again.

      “I actually got two pairs for the wedding,” she rambled on, “One to wear with my gown and the other for the reception. You know, I can’t dance in this high of a heel…” Lauren stopped herself from digging out the second pair when she saw the glazed over look on my face. “Well, never mind. Do you want to see the ones I got for tonight?”

      I was already backing away from the living area, trying to get out of her sight before she saw my disappointment. “That’s okay, I’ll see them in a few minutes. We should probably start getting ready. You can surprise me.” Like she hadn’t already.

      What a dick I am, I thought. I actually believed she came here to be with me and then make a fucking decision. I thought I had a chance to convince her to leave Dip, but it seemed like the true reason she’d come to Chicago was to use me for a damn shopping spree. It just kept happening. It seemed like every time I was with Lauren, she used me. How could she go through with her plans to marry that man? He didn’t love her. Not like I could. I was a million times better than that son of a bitch, soon to be wife-beater.

      I made it to the kitchen before pounding my fist on the hard surface of the counter, feeling dejected, then pulled open a drawer, looking for the last bit of blow I had tucked away.

      No! I slammed it back shut. I needed every brain cell in my head right now. Tonight would be my last chance. Either she’ll go back as a single woman, or still engaged. If she decided to go through with the wedding, then I’ll give up and get over it. Whatever happens tonight, will tell. If we end up in bed together, so be it.

      Maybe it’ll help me put this whole thing to rest. And then, if she really goes through with the marriage and Chip ever found out? Well now, wouldn’t that be a shame. A blissful marriage—ruined. Was that what it was going to take to make her finally realize they weren’t meant to be together? I went to my bedroom to get dressed thinking that destiny’s a fickle mistress. She leads you by the nose down one path and then, just when you think you have it all figured out, she throws you a sharp curve, and you’re left wondering and unprepared for what’s around the next corner.

    

  




    
      
        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

        

    
    






          Lauren

        

      

    
    
      A hot, sexy twenty-something woman with long brown hair pushed a shoulder through the pulsing crowd at the club Aedyn brought me to. The music was pounding so loud I could feel the deep bass vibrating in my core. The shoulder she led with came attached to a long, slender bare arm, which held a martini glass high in the air.

      She was dark-skinned, beautiful and sexy as hell, just like all the women at this Chicago nightspot. Her focus seemed to be aimed directly at Aedyn, who was standing next to me, but looking in the opposite direction. That just annoyed Miss Sexy Cat enough to make her shove harder and raise her voice louder, as she launched herself toward us through the sea of elbows and drinks. No sooner did I take a sip of my mixed drink when I saw another girl right behind her, a blonde this time. Miss Sex Kitten, I named her. I pursed my lips into crooked smile. She was one cough away from falling out of that dress and, although it was difficult to see below anyone’s waist in this tightly packed crowd, she also had legs that just wouldn’t quit.

      Damn, the competition was tough around here. Not that I should even care. Aedyn wasn’t my boyfriend, we were ‘friends’. Who was I kidding? I felt a pang of jealously rip through me as I saw the look on his face when he spotted them. The two girls were friends, obviously very close ones. I could tell by the way the girls constantly touched each other, laying a delicate hand on each other’s bare shoulder or forearm. How cute; bookends. Dark chocolate and white. I snorted to myself and pulled another long draught from my cocktail, emptying my glass.

      When they finally managed to part the Red Seas and anchored themselves in front of Aedyn, he stood there beaming and greeted them with a huge smile plastered across his face. The look of recognition in his eyes and the size of the smile on his face said it all. Suddenly, I felt like a ground out cigarette butt.

      “Raquel!”

      Ugh. He practically gushed all over her. Obviously, she’s a… friend. He had the right to date whoever he wanted. Or pay for whoever he wanted. I had no claim on him and until recently, I hadn’t even thought of him in years. There was no reason for me to be so territorial.

      The other one, Miss Sex Kitten, was practically bouncing up and down with delight at seeing him. “And Lisa. Don’t forget me.” She was so soft, blonde, and effervescent. I prided myself for naming her “Kitten” and the other one “Cat.” The amusing game inside my head didn’t matter, these two were on a mission to capture Aedyn’s full attention. So far, they were doing a damn good job of it and in the process, managed to turn me invisible.

      After they all said their hellos, Raquel’s eyes zoomed in on my left hand and she stopped stroking Aedyn’s arm long enough to reach for my hand. “Wow, what a beautiful ring. Engagement?” The last word landed on Aedyn as Raquel shot him a questioning glance. “Are you two engaged?” It came out too cheery, the words dripping with such sweetness, I thought I’d go into a sugar coma.

      Aedyn answered flatly, “Raquel, Lisa, this is Lauren… a friend visiting from out of town.” But his eyes betrayed him as he spoke; blazing holes in Raquel’s perfectly smooth, caramel colored skin. He was clearly flustered, perhaps because Raquel gave him a ‘yeah, right’ look. I was caught off guard too. I had fought my desires, trying to mask them and pretend we really were just friends from high school.

      I even bought those stupid wedding shoes, forcing myself to stay on track and keep my feelings for Aedyn at bay. But now that I saw Aedyn with other women, something was stirred up inside of me. It was as if I’d entered a competition, one I shouldn’t be involved in, and he was the prize.

      “Oh, I get it. Well, guys do like a little danger.” Raquel replied. She then poked a well-manicured finger at his chest and winked. “You’re such a bad boy, Aedyn.”

      No sooner had she spoken than Lisa cut in, leaning in close to whisper in his ear, her hands reaching into his pockets. He laughed and grabbed her wrists, shaking his head. She pouted, and perked up again, pleading, “Let’s dance.”

      My eyes followed Raquel’s hand as she laid it on Aedyn’s shoulder and let it trail down the length of his arm, stopping to hold his wrist. God, they couldn’t keep their hands off of him. I shifted my weight and glanced away, biting my lip. I shouldn’t blame them; Aedyn was exciting, well-built and just plain gorgeous. He was every girl’s dream and these two were spiking my competitive nature. A raging jealousy was simmering under the edge of my emotions, and I knew why. I wanted Aedyn for myself.

      Suddenly, the two girls were pulling on Aedyn, one on each arm, bouncing up and down to the beat of the music, begging for a dance. Lisa must have noticed me standing there, one arm folded across my chest and the other one a perch for my empty drink glass. “You too, Lauren. Come dance,” she insisted. Her plea was sincere and entirely too bubbly for words. I wanted to gag. A sandwich dance involving those two with Aedyn in the middle jumped into my mind. Not only, “No” but “Hell no.”

      I politely declined and said, “You guys go ahead.” I gave a push on Aedyn’s shoulder to go and his feet started moving as the two girls drug him through the crowd. He turned to look back at me and shrugged, giving me a ‘what am I supposed to do’ look. He continued staring at me as the two girls pulled him to the dance floor and began moving to the music.

      Although the place was packed, I could still see them as they danced. They didn’t need to go far, the line between the dance floor and the crowd had been lost in a mass of rhythmic bodies. People were dancing pretty much wherever they stood.

      I watched as the girls moved closer and Aedyn pulled Raquel into his hips, smiling down and grinding on her. Damn it, he looked so sexy, his hands moving up and down her thighs. Then his expression changed and he looked at me, shooting his gaze through the crowd. It was as if an arrow launched straight into my soul. He was sending me a message, grinding on Raquel, but teasing me, inviting me. My heart jumped and I gasped. Oh god, I would love to feel his hands on me, his hips grinding into me. I spun on my heels and went to order another drink.

      I leaned my elbows on the bar and shouted out my drink order, waiting for the song to end. The problem was, in this type of club the music never ended. It was one long seamless barrage of pounding rhythms, pulsing in a way that suggested free sex could be found at every turn. And it was working. How long would I have to endure the torture of Aedyn and Raquel grinding it out with Lisa coming at him from behind?

      I tried to put it out of my mind, but my lubricated imagination was running circles in my brain. What if Aedyn was getting turned on by all the grinding? I was struck with an image of his cock expanding in his pants right there on the dance floor. Oh great. Now I was fixating on Aedyn’s cock. I began to wonder what it would be like to touch it, to taste it… oh my. Was it the hypnotic music or the drinks, or both?  Whatever it was, I didn’t want it to stop. I grabbed a fresh drink from the bartender and told him to charge it to Aedyn’s tab.

      A large hand landed on my shoulder and I whipped around to see Aedyn’s smiling face. “I’ll have another one too,” he said. As he talked over my head to the bartender, his body was so close behind me I nearly gasped, afraid that if he pressed up against me, I’d feel the very thing I had imagined.

      I calmed myself and swallowed hard. His dancing was so hot, even if it was with another woman. Was he really sending me a message? Or just goofing off, trying to make me laugh? Either way, it’d sent my pulse racing, again, for the millionth time tonight, reminding me that I didn’t like losing Aedyn’s attention to the two sex kittens. And with that thought, I was left feeling even more conflicted than ever. Coming to Chicago and being with Aedyn was quickly making my real life seem further away. Not just in miles, but in loyalty as well.

      I turned, standing with my back to the bar with Aedyn in front of me. His reach landed his sexy body against mine, face to face, as he leaned over to pay the bartender. I froze, pinned by those deep blue eyes. His look penetrated through me, as if it could reach into every inch of my being. He pulled back slightly after handing the man a tip. His gaze trailed down to where my breasts pushed out of my low cut club dress and then up again, lingering on my lips. I kept steady, not even aware I was holding my breath, not wanting to tear my eyes from his face. He licked his lips. I wanted those lips. He leaned in. My heart stopped. I desperately wanted him to kiss me, but instead, he brushed past and said in my ear, “Let’s dance.”

      I blinked, feeling the edge of the bar digging into my back. I didn’t want him to move. I wanted to feel him pressed against me like this. “We’re not on the dance floor.” The words dribbled out of my mouth in a feeble attempt to resist his offer.

      “Over here.” He took my arm and motioned in the direction of a small clearing to the side of the bar, near a back wall. After his seduction of me at the bar, I was definitely going to need some extra air to breathe normally again.

      As he guided me through the crowd, I felt his hand pressing on the small of my back. The pulsing of the music was like an aphrodisiac and my already racing pulse threatened to hit overdrive as I realized he was maneuvering us into a dark, secluded corner.

      He stopped and leaned close, pausing for a sip of his drink. The tension between us was running high. I swore that if I put my hand in what little space was left between our bodies, I’d feel a jolt of electricity. I knew I should resist. I knew I wouldn’t.

      I could break the spell with just a word. I could have lashed out, told him he was rude for abandoning me to dance with those girls. I could have said Chip’s name, or mentioned anything about the wedding. I could have simply said no. I didn’t.

      All I cared about right now was Aedyn and the question that hung between us. Was he going to kiss me, or not? The mixture of his cologne, the music, the drinks, was swirling inside of me, making me easily susceptible to the erotic pleasure of his lips falling on mine. I was open to anything that could happen next.

      He threw back the rest of his Scotch like he was taking a shot, and set it aside. He placed a hand over the one holding my drink. Our eyes locked. He pushed my glass gently up to my mouth until it touched my lips. With his hand still on mine, holding it there, tipping it until I swallowed a large gulp of sweet cranberry and vodka. When the glass was empty, he released his hand and set my glass aside also. I exhaled, giddy with anticipation. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and waited for his next move. Slowly, he took my right hand and positioned his other arm around me, poised in the classic slow dance position as if we were about to waltz, but this was the wrong music.

      I pulled my lower lip in as the pounding club mix continued its endless drumming around us. His touch was electrifying and his gaze was searing into me. Breathlessly, barely able to speak in an audible voice I said, “Um…this isn’t a slow dance.”

      His answer was to pull me closer, appearing to be oblivious to the pounding techno beat. I surrendered, too weak to resist, my heart pounding and my knees turning to water at a record pace. All that was left for me to do was to follow along as we became lost in a world of each other, gently swaying to our own imaginary music.

      I didn’t hear anything but his words when he looked down and said, “I used to think about you all the time… years ago.” His voice was smooth and sweet. As we continued to move, my head was swimming with delirious thoughts of the two of us meshed together, feeling all dreamy and wonderful. All I wanted was to be closer to him, not an arm’s length away, so I could drink him in, and fulfill my lustful desire.

      I slipped my arms around his neck and moved closer, taking a sharp breath in when I felt his solid chest, and imagined the well-defined muscles that must me under the fine linen of his shirt. I was jealous again of those two girls. I bet Raquel had a taste of him… all of him. One single visual of Aedyn’s rock hard body, naked in bed, fucking, was all it took and my blood was rushing from my head to my toes.

      “Don’t tell me that.” I whispered with my eyes closed and breathing heavier. Hearing that he’d longed for me all these years cast me more fully under his spell.

      He tipped his forehead against mine. “I used to dream about you at night, wrestling with thoughts of kissing your lips and then I’d wake up kissing my pillow instead. But now… here you are. And there they are… the lips I dreamed about, right in front of me, luscious and full, waiting for me.”

      My lips parted and I sucked in a quick breath. The blood drained from my face and raced to the center of my body. He was torturing me. My arms were snaked around his neck with my hands behind his head. Aedyn’s hands were clamped on my waist as he’s slowly guided me in the dance, swaying ever so slightly. He slid them up and down my sides, teasing me with his touch, making it unbearable for me to resist as he lured me farther down the slippery slope of the path I was already on.

      With my hands still locked at the back of his neck, I twisted off my engagement ring. I had my small evening purse slung diagonally across my body. It had a small outside pouch in which I dropped the ring, and then I returned my hand, lacing my fingers behind his head.

      Not sure if he saw what I did, Aedyn continued in a low voice, describing in further detail what he wanted to do with my lips.

      “I could put my tongue in your mouth and tease you. Make you wish you’d kissed me years ago. Then you’d know what it feels like and you wouldn’t be wondering right now.”

      Every intimate word drove me crazy with desire. It felt so right, so natural. All I cared about was this incredible feeling charging through my body. It was like time had stood still and in this moment no one else existed. There was no outside world, only our world, with the two of us drowning in this hot fiery lust that felt so deliciously good. I resigned myself to the fact that I wasn’t going to fight it. Even if I willed myself to ignore it, it was futile. My body was in control now, pulsing and vibrating, heaving and salivating, leaving me a limp pile of emotional want. And for the first time in a long while, I felt wanted.  No, I felt adored. Adored and worshiped by this hot as hell temptation known as Aedyn Cumberland.

      It was a powerful feeling, a confirming feeling that I had worth. That’s what was missing in my relationship with Chip. With him I felt far from perfect. The way he’d been treating me lately was all part of his manipulation.

      “Do you want to know, Lauren? What I want to do to you?”

      I didn’t say a word, I already knew. My answer was delivered by pressing my hips closer to his.

      His lips were almost touching mine, hovering close enough to feel the warm puff of his breath. I felt his muscular chest rise and fall with not an inch of air between our bodies. “Kiss me.” I begged him in my mind.  Just when I thought he was about to, he veered away and then his breath was in my ear. I practically whimpered, dying to feel his kiss. He pushed a hand up my back, twisting his fingers into the hair at the back of my head, then whispered, “I’m going to take those lips of yours and fill my mouth with them. Then you’ll feel my tongue thrusting into you.” I let out a moan as he sucked my earlobe into his mouth and then pulled back with a little flick of his tongue.

      “Would you like that?” I couldn’t answer, my throat was so dry. My head was spinning and all I wanted to do was melt into his strong chest and let him do what he really wanted to do—fuck me.

      “I don’t think Chip would mind, do you? What’s one little kiss between old friends?” My thoughts were lost in the fog in my head. I couldn’t pull away. All I could do was press against him again, encouraging him to continue. Even hearing Chip’s name didn’t break the spell.

      His hand traced down my neck and to my collarbone, sparking a trail of tingles as it scratched my skin, all the way down to the low cut neck of my dress. He hooked a finger under its edge and pulled out the fabric for a clear view of my breasts.

      “Then I’ll run my hands over your breasts and watch your nipples get hard and ready for me to suck. Would you like that too, Lauren?” He released his finger and when the fabric snapped back in place, my knees nearly buckled.

      It was difficult to remain standing as his words sparked images in my mind. He was clever with his choice of words, deliciously clever. Our barely visible movement and the tingles of adrenaline racing through my body made it difficult to continue our mockery of the slow dance. We were locked tightly together, body against body, hardly swaying at all. No one in the club cared, or noticed. In their estimation, we were just another drunken couple in the corner, groping each other, needing to get a room.

      He ran his hand farther down my side and down for a quick swirl over my butt. As it roamed the lower half of my body, my breath hitched in anticipation of which part of my body he’d touch next.

      I chastised myself for wanting this now. I should’ve gone for Aedyn years ago and then I wouldn’t have to make this decision now, with thoughts of cheating stabbing at my mind. I saw the way he looked at me earlier when he was grinding on Raquel. It was sinfully tempting. I shut my eyes briefly, knowing that when I opened them, I’d be facing the choice I was about to make.

      With his hands all over me, and my heart pounding out of my chest I knew that if I gave in to my desires, our status would change forever. We wouldn’t be friends anymore. We’d be lovers and I’d be a whore.

      I pulled back breathlessly, “Aedyn…” It was more of a warning than anything else. His eyes searched mine. “I don’t know if I can be held accountable…”

      He puts a finger to my lips “Shhh.” He pulled me to the side, to a place even further removed from the crowd and pushed me back against the wall.

      “I’m not finished,” he growled. “I want to fuck you, Lauren. I’ve wanted to fuck you since high school. I haven’t finished telling you how badly that teenage boy wanted to put his cock inside your young little pussy. How much the grown man wants to now.”

      He covered my body with his. His hand darted under my short skirt and he grabbed my wet panties. He hissed, “I’m going to put my finger in you and then my cock and make you scream my name.” He snatched his hand away and trailed his wet finger over my lip. “Would you like that?” He then placed that finger in his mouth.

      With my eyes still locked on his all I could do was blink and nod, captivated by his words; his movements. His eyes were dark and hungry; he was hot for me, I could feel it. Or was he angry? I wasn’t sure. Was this his unique brand of fiery hot foreplay? Or was this payback for when I turned him down in high school? Whatever it was, I was completely at his mercy now, helpless against his alluring advances. The raging hormones burning through my brain cells were making it too difficult for rational decisions and my scruples had turned to dust. He had teased me to my limit.

      I wanted him now. I’d deal with regrets later.

      I grabbed his head with both of my hands and crushed his lips to mine. He devoured me. Twisting into the kiss and deepening it, thrusting his tongue hard and fast, pressing the length of his body against mine. He thrust his hands into my hair and pulled until my head fell back and my mouth was free of his. My arms dropped and rested on his shoulders. I was panting freely, as I opened my eyes and looked into his, dark with desire. His lips were parted, his breath was heavy and all he said was, “Not here.”

      When Aedyn let go, I fell limply against the wall, trembling, and aching for more. He smoothed his hair and glanced around, like anyone in here would even care. I straightened and cleared my throat, peeling my back off the wall and tugged down the skirt of my dress. It wasn’t really pushed up, but the mere remembrance of his hand being up there was what made me blush and feel exposed.

      “Let’s go.” He commanded and grabbed my wrist, pulling me toward the exit.

      We practically ran out the door and when the cool night air hit my red cheeks, I had a moment of reprieve and the thought struck me. I could still back out. It was just a kiss. Nothing irreversible had happened.

      He hustled us to his BMW, determination stamped on his face. He drove the short distance to his downtown apartment in silence and before I knew it, we were there. I pressed my hand over the lump in my small leather purse where my ring created a bulge. Then I pressed my hand to my breast to still my racing heart, but all was in vain. By the time we were standing in front of his apartment door, my heart was exploding against my ribcage.
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          Lauren

        

      

    
    
      The minute my new black high heels hit the floor in Aedyn’s modern downtown apartment, my little evening purse went flying. I tossed it—and my engagement ring—as far into a corner as possible, not wanting any reminder that I was about to cross the line with a man who was not my fiancé.

      The door had barely clicked shut when Aedyn pulled me into his arms. There was no time for small talk or the opportunity for me to say no. His mouth was on mine, crushing any remote ideas of faithfulness attached to my now hidden ring. I closed my eyes and gave into it. He kissed me hard and deep, dragging his teeth across my lower lip then pulled back to catch his breath. I raked my fingers through his soft hair, my body unable to control my desperate need for him. I’d wanted this the minute I laid eyes on him stepping out of his limo that day. I’d been dreaming—hot sex dreams—of the day I’d feel his luscious kisses on every part of my body. Now, I was so wet and turned on from his seduction, my mind was a euphoric blur.

      “I need you, Lauren. Now.” His voice was husky and commanding, sending rivulets of excitement chasing their way down to my core. I wanted him desperately too. There wasn’t an ounce of self-control to be found in my trembling body.

      With both hands, he took the thin straps of my red club dress and yanked them down. In one fluid motion, the top was at my waist. My breasts bounced freely, no bra containing them.

      His eyes grew darker and he licked his lips at the sight before him, hungry for the taste of my already hardened nipples. In a flash, his hands were on me, pressing and kneading my flesh. The instant his tongue grazed the first nipple, my head fell back and I moaned. His tongue was exact and precise, making me even wetter, sending more electric tingles shooting between my legs.

      His actions were demanding and short, his hands all over my body as if he didn’t know what part of me to touch next. With my head spinning from desire, I wasn’t sure if I even cared. I liked it hard and fast sometimes.

      He growled as his hand found my sex again. “Let’s make both our fantasies come true. I’m going to fuck you like I’ve always wanted and you deserve.”

      He pushed me in the direction of the couch, which was designed with high arms and plenty of pillows. I started to sit down, but he stopped me and spun me around so my back was to him. His hand pushed on my shoulder. His foot kicked open my legs open. When I tried to look at him over my shoulder, he just growled and pushed again, until I was bent over the high arm of the couch. I fell forward, my face finding one of the soft pillows and I heard him unbuckle his dress belt and then a fast zip. I knew he was already hard. I’d felt it as he ground against me when we kissed.

      I put my hands out, palms flat on the seat of the couch, in order to raise my torso and steady myself for what I knew was coming next. And I wanted it; at least I thought I did. I was wound up so tight by his fiery kisses that my body was aching. Yet, when he bent me over, a little pang of hurt ricocheted through me at the same time. The push of his hand had been a little too hard and everything was happening too fast. I didn’t mind rough, but there was a fine line between sexy rough and downright mean. Something in his actions told me this wasn’t entirely playful. It was a payback.

      “Aedyn…” I tried to rise up in protest, but there was that terse push again.

      “Hold still.”

      In a fast and frantic motion, his hand pulled what was left of my little club dress over my ass, and I felt his warm hard shaft pressing against the skin on the back of my upper leg.

      “But I…”

      “Just hold still.” His voice was deep, filled with a wildness that was unfamiliar to me. He yanked my panties down hard, their thin fabric stretching to its limit, and then pushed my legs farther apart with his knee.

      Suddenly, I felt foolish. This wasn’t how I’d pictured it at all. This felt like punishment sex and although I probably deserved a little revenge for turning him down years ago, I didn’t deserve this kind of treatment. I braced myself and buried my face in the pillow. I could hear him breathing hard behind me and then he stopped. He slumped forward and gently laid his head on my back.

      “Wait,” he said between breaths. “Not like this.”

      He gently straightened and turned my body to face his. He cupped my now, tear-stained face in his hands and looked into my eyes. The tears were a combination of hurt and rejection. I could take being used for some kind of one-time buddy fuck, I’d wanted it too. But like the rest of my life, my reality was so far apart from my dreams.

      I didn’t even know how to express the pain I was feeling. I came here knowing there were no strings attached, but I didn’t realize how desperately I wanted him to care about me. I knew he wanted to fuck me. I secretly wanted him to love me. The way he’d manhandled me just moments ago made it clear that he didn’t.

      “Lauren…” His lips brushed each cheek, kissing away my tears. “Oh, Lauren, this isn’t what I wanted. I’m sorry for my selfish behavior. I thought that if I… well, I thought that bringing you here and spending time together… I’d get over the bitterness of your rejection years ago.”

      I couldn’t stop the tears from falling even faster. The concern in his eyes was my undoing. I sobbed, great gasping heaves that left me unable to breathe. He pulled me to his chest and let me get through it.

      Finally, when I calmed, he stroked my hair and said, “I thought I’d put all that behind me. I’d moved away, created a successful business, life was perfect. Then, I saw you in the sandwich shop and I realized I never really got over you. In fact, seeing you again made me want you more. I thought if I fucked you, just one time… you know, catch the one that got away… that I’d be fine and we both could go on with our lives.”

      I sniffed, my tears drying as I listened to his confession. I cleared my throat, trying to make my voice work. “And now?”

      He blew out a warm breath. “Now that you’re here, all I want to do is take you to my bed and make love to you, slowly and softly, more than ever, but…”

      His lips pressed to mine and he kissed me in a long sweet kiss that quelled the trembling in me. He pulled back from the kiss and rested his forehead against mine. His voice was low when he said, “We don’t have to do this. I shouldn’t have asked you to come. I… I…”

      A wave of warmth washed over my body. I pulled back, looked him straight in the eyes and said, “I want you too, Aedyn. I want to make love to you.”

      “But what about…” This time, I was the one silencing him before he said the name I didn’t want to hear right now and ruin it with the reality of what I was doing. When I removed my finger from his lips he said, “No regrets?”

      “No regrets.”

      I smiled as he wrapped his arms around me, then swept me up and carried me into the bedroom. My heart jerked in my chest as my feet left the floor. I buried my head in his neck and he cradled me in his strong arms. The smell of his cologne, added to the heat from his body, making an intoxicating mixture. I was limp in his arms, rendered defenseless against my desire for him.

      Aedyn laid me gently on his bed and then stood back, watching me wiggle out of my half-removed club dress while he undressed. His eyes raked over my body, drinking in every inch of my bare flesh as more of it became exposed. He tossed his clothes aside and stood at the edge of the bed, piercing me with laser blue eyes… eyes brimming with desire.

      “You’re beautiful, Lauren. You always were, but now, even more so.”

      Already, his erection was massive as I gazed at the sheer bulk of it. I parted my lips and took in a sharp breath of air. I wanted that inside of me, in my mouth to taste its long glorious length, inside my body in every possible way. My eyes jumped to his abs, perfectly tight, where every hollow of skin rose and dipped perfectly. The sight of him thrilled my every sense and I felt as though I would burst apart. Even my clit was throbbing with anticipation.

      He walked over to the light switch near the door and lowered the dimmer switch until the lights were nearly out. “I want to see your lovely body squirm and twist as I pleasure you. I want to watch your beautiful face as I make you come.” He walked back to the bed and crawled over me, pinning my arms over my head, his hard body hovering over mine. “I still want you, Lauren, and I don’t mean just for sex. You’re mine tonight. I’ve never stopped thinking about you. All those years… I’ve never forgotten. How could I forget this?”

      Before I could speak, he pressed his lips down on mine and his tongue plunged into my mouth, filling it with its sinful flavor. Instantly, my body ignited. I was beyond holding back now. Aedyn was superior in every way, making me hotter than I’d ever known possible. With every kiss from his lips and every touch of his hand, I was propelled to a more intense euphoria. A drug-like haze of need enveloped me, and the last shred of reticence I’d had about cheating were finally washed away in a tidal wave of desire.

      Aedyn let go of my arms and I slipped them around his neck, tangling my fingers into the hair at the back of his head. I pushed and twisted into his kisses, matching his every advance with equal need, wanting to taste him like this forever.

      He broke the kiss, then used his tongue, licking and kissing a trail down to my breasts. As his mouth found my nipple, a flood of warmth pulsed through my body. With each strategic flick, he teased my nipples into hardened peaks of dark flesh. This was carnal bliss and I thought I might even come from him licking my nipples alone. He was virile male perfection at its best.

      I grabbed his head with both hands and pulled him to my mouth, kissing him hard. This time I was the aggressor, pummeling his mouth with my tongue, and sucking on it the way I wanted to suck his cock.

      His hand grazed over my heated flesh and found its way to my folds. His fingers twirled and rubbed me as we kissed. I could barely breathe and I had to snatch a breath just to survive between each fiery kiss. His raging hard-on was weeping at the tip, crying for more, raging against my thigh where I felt its wetness. It was pulsing. He needed to be in me and I was just short of begging him to do it.

      He pulled back enough to position the tip at my opening. “You’re not getting away from me again,” he said as he thrust his thick cock into me. The air whooshed out of my lungs in a satisfied groan and he pushed deeper, filling me, until I could feel his balls smacking against my skin. Oh God, it felt so good, so right. In that instant he turned my thoughts. I could have this. Aedyn could be mine… if I wanted.

      He rose up on his knees and his cock slid out. Then he leaned back, and entered me again from another angle, positioning his cock inside of me to hit my g-spot. I was trembling, aching for release and he was masterfully winding me up to the top. He stroked me this way until I was writhing and twisting the sheets in my fists. I cried out, “Make me come, Aedyn. Make me come.”

      Just when I thought I was about to come, he pulled out again. I whimpered as my orgasm stalled, but he didn’t leave me hanging long enough to lose it. No, he knew exactly what he was doing, taking me to the edge and then pulling me back. He pinned me again with his body and plunged into my wet folds. The mere pull from his cock as he drove it in was all it took. A mere puff of wind would have done the trick, but I was catapulted over the edge as soon as his body touched mine.

      I screamed his name as the spasms wracked my body, quaking with pleasure sensations as they rolled over me. A fierce groan bellowed out of his throat as he slammed into me, stroking fast and hard, until he found his satisfaction and climaxed while inside me. It was then that I realized we hadn’t used a condom.

      He rolled off me and pulled me into his arms. We rested, then he got up and got us a drink. When he climbed back into bed, we talked for a while, cuddling and whispering sweet things in each other’s ear. Then we made love again, and he made me come over and over. I was astounded. He was so hot and virile; like there was some mysterious power he had over me. And me over him.

      I’d never experienced this kind of desire from a man, or within myself. I never knew I was capable of more than one orgasm, or anything like this.

      Aedyn was indeed a god, and as the night turned into the wee hours of the morning, we made love in nearly every position possible, off and on, until my skin was red and raw, and I was spent and exhausted.

    

  




    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

        

    
    






          Aedyn

        

      

    
    
      “I thought you would have gotten rid of all this furniture by now,” Aunt Melissa said as she stepped into the living room. She looked around my father’s house and wrinkled her nose. “It smells musty in here.”

      It contained the same furniture, minus the one lamp I had given Aunt Melissa. It was gone, but the end table, couch and matching coffee table were still there, along with the box of photographs sitting where my aunt had left them. I ushered her in and motioned for her to have a seat, but she remained standing on the grey carpet.

      “I’ve changed my mind. I’m considering fixing up the place. Who knows, maybe I won’t even sell it… just yet.” Logic told me that keeping the house would probably be a mistake.

      After our weekend together in Chicago, Lauren had put her engagement ring back on. I saw it on her finger on the plane ride back to Iowa and pretended not to notice. I knew what she was doing when she took it off at the club. She was either toying with the idea of what it would feel like to leave him, or she just wanted to relieve her own guilt. Whichever, Lauren had a mind of her own and no matter how much I cared for her, she had to make her own choices.

      Although our night together had been special to me, and had been filled with crazy wild sex, I was afraid I’d been a fool for her all over again. At least I was happy to have the memory of holding her in my arms and having my dream come true, if even only for a while.

      Aunt Melissa smirked. “What would be the point of that? You won’t come back often enough to use the place.”

      I raised an eyebrow in reply. “Oh ye of little faith. What’s with all the disbelieving looks?”

      She responded with a big smile. “It’s a miracle you’re even here again this soon. It’s usually years between visits for you. What happened? Why the change of mind?”

      “I don’t kiss and tell.” I said with a sheepish grin.

      “Aedyn Dell Cumberland, you are a devil. You’re up to something. Remember Mister, I know you better than you know yourself.”

      “I just want to be happy for once in my life. Am I wrong to want that?”

      “I know, dear. I see the look on your face. The heart wants what the heart wants.”

      It was unbelievable, the way my aunt could read between the lines. I swear she knew I was referring to Lauren. Hell, she was spot on. Or maybe my aunt knew about Lauren. Information traveled fast down the gossip channels in this small town.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about Lauren. My plan had backfired on me. Big time. Instead of getting closure and shoving Lauren out of my mind, thoughts of her still reigned supreme.

      “Give it time, dear.”

      I smiled and shook my head, trying to shake away my doubts. “Well… at least I can dream.” I moved an empty packing box from a chair for her to have a seat. “Can you stay awhile?”

      “No, dear. I just dropped by to see how tall the weeds had grown in the front yard. When I saw a car in the driveway, I figured it was you.” She patted a plastic bag from the hardware store that she’d dropped on the coffee table when she came in. “I was going to plant these geraniums out front, but I’ll let you do that now. I’ve got to be going.”

      “Okay. I’ll try to get them in the ground before I leave. I’m not sure how long I can stay, my work has been suffering with me gone. Besides, you know me, I don’t have much of a green thumb.”

      I gave her a hug and watched as my aunt’s faded Oldsmobile backed out of the driveway. My thoughts turned back to the house as I shut the screen door. If I was going to fix up the house, I needed to get busy so I could get back to Chicago where the pile of work I’d ignored was growing to critical mass.

      I fell into the worn cushions of the couch, exasperated. If I truly wanted to keep this house, I should be making a list of supplies to start the many repair projects, but instead, thoughts of Lauren intervened. I leaned back and closed my eyes, going over in my head the miserable plane ride back from Chicago and the significance of her wearing the ring again.

      I was probably grasping at straws, but I knew how she felt when we were making love in my bedroom. That wasn’t just the effects of the alcohol or the thrill of someone different. The way she looked up at me when I held her in my arms, there was nothing false about that. So when I saw she’d put the ring back on, I hoped what she had told me was true. She said she put it on so, when Chip saw her, she wouldn’t have to tell him right away that she wanted to break up.

      “I’m scared,” she had said, twisting the ring round and round. “I know that sounds pathetic, but it will be better if I let him down easy.”

      “What are you afraid of?” I asked, although I already knew. What she told me next, proved my instincts to be true.

      She was practically in tears when she talked about it, how controlling he was and how easily he could fly off the handle over little things. She spoke of how he undermined the things she said, leaving her to feel stupid and uncertain.

      “If you leave, he can’t hurt you anymore.” My argument sounded reasonable in my own ears. But I’d never been a woman, had never been terrified of another person. I was a long way from walking in her shoes.

      I changed my plans for her and brought her back on my private plane myself, not wanting our night together to be tainted as a quick, wham bam, thank you ma’am. Spending any more time in Granger, away from my work was putting a tremendous strain on my company, but I did it for her. I didn’t tell her that though. I tried to give her an out. I went into asshole mode, told her I’d over-stepped my boundaries and that I hadn’t meant to tempt her away from Chip, or get her all turned around. Then, I called my driver to take us to the plane.

      Yes, I realized this could be a repeat of high school all over again. Hell, it probably would be, and end the same way… me with a broken heart and Lauren skipping off with the brass ring she’d always wanted. But at least this time, I hadn’t kept my feelings secret.

      My hope, no matter how feeble, was that she needed time to sort through her feelings and then she’d find a way to break off the engagement. That’s what I told myself anyway, to appease my heartache. I had money; a nice apartment in downtown Chicago and I wanted to give her the world. I’d just have to be patient.

      Hell, I’d waited this long, I could wait longer and then, if she didn’t come around, at least I gave it a chance. If I’d learned one thing from this whole experience it was to stop being a wimp, say what you feel and let destiny take its course.

      Oh Jesus, look what she’s done to me. My thoughts rocketed back and forth to opposite extremes, changing by the minute. It felt like the game played by pulling the petals off a Daisy; she loves me, she loves me not, she loves me, she loves me not... I was so fucked.

      I opened my eyes and blew out a breath. Get yourself under control, man. I pushed myself off the couch and ran my hand through my hair. There was nothing else I could do now, except bury myself in working on this house until the slow sands of times passed and my future would be revealed. It was in Lauren’s hands now.

      I grabbed my car keys and decided to go to the hardware store to buy the lumber I needed to rebuild the deck on the back of the house.

      I parked in the back then walked around to the front, headed to the diner for a bite before picking up the supplies. As soon as I came around the corner of the building, I saw them. There was Lauren and Chip, standing on the sidewalk in front of his insurance office. I should’ve walked away, but the heat in their conversation roused my suspicions. Chip was talking loudly and pointing a finger in Lauren’s face. As I picked up my pace and walked closer, I knew this wasn’t going to be good.

      Chip’s voice cut through the air as he yelled, “You fucking bitch. You lied to me.”

      “No Chip, I was wedding shopping. I…”

      “Shut up,” he interrupted her and grabbed her by the upper arms, shaking her hard. “Everything that comes out of your mouth is a lie. Did you fuck him? Tell me the truth.”

      I was close enough now that I’d clearly heard what he was saying. Chip’s face was contorted and red with anger.

      “What’s going on here?” I interrupted and pulled Lauren out of Chips line of fire, blocking his verbal assaults with my body. “Don’t talk to her that way.”

      “This is none of your business, asshole. I know how to deal with my woman. Get the fuck out of my face.”

      Chip pushed past me so he could yell into Lauren’s face when he spat, “You slept with him, didn’t you… you whore.” Without warning, Chip’s open hand made contact with Lauren’s face, sending a sharp crack sailing through the air. She reeled back, stumbling into the brick wall of the building, her hand to her face and her mouth open and gasping.

      I grabbed Chip by the shoulder, spun him around and caught him with a good right hook straight to the jaw, punctuated with one word, “Motherfucker.”

      Chip staggered and fell backwards. His hand flew to his jaw, holding it in place.

      “This is all your fault you freaking loser. I found out she was with you…” He sprang forward, both hands shoving at my chest. But his weak muscles didn’t match mine. Thousands of bench presses at the gym afforded me the ability to stay my ground. I was like a brick wall in comparison and Chip’s feeble shove didn’t budge me. I threw up both of my hands in a blocking stance, swatting the fucker’s hands off of my chest. He teetered, thrown off balance, and went backward again.

      A short, “whirt –whirt,” sounded from an approaching patrol car, demanding my attention. I hadn’t noticed it pull to the curb until I saw the door fly open and an officer rushing at us.

      “Hold it right there!” The cop’s hand jumped to his baton, prepared to beat us down. Chip began ranting and the cop turned to listen.

      “Rob, he hit me! That fucker punched me. I want him arrested for assault.” Chip raged.

      “Sir! Down on your knees.” The cop barked the order at me. Me!

      Fucking Chip. He called the guy by his first name. That figured. He probably owned half the cops in this town.

      I shot a glance to Lauren, hoping for her support. She’d tell the officer that it was Chip who started this, that he slapped her and I defended her, but when I turned to look, the sidewalk where she’d been standing was empty.

      The officer cuffed my hands behind my back and read me my rights. Chip continued ranting as he stood on the sidewalk next to the patrol car. I gritted my teeth and glared at the bastard. What a pussy. My suspicions were now confirmed. Not only was Chip a whining little bitch, he was a goddamn coward too.

      I knew why Lauren was afraid of him. She should dump his ass for sure. He was nothing but a small town loser—a big fish in a little pond. But I understood the dynamics of intimidation and fear. How fear kept people from doing what they should, like standing up for themselves. I used to be that way when I was bullied in high school for being a geek, when Lauren’s football boyfriend shoved me against my locker in the hall. I didn’t fault her for her actions. I just wanted her to be safe.

      I was placed in the dirty back of the patrol car, on a seat riddled with black stains, smelling of anger and defeat. The door slammed shut. The last thing I saw was Chip standing on the sidewalk, a smug look on his face as he turned and walked away. Then, I focused my stare on the wire mesh of the cage inside the patrol car that separated me from the outside world. My jaw was set tight as the car pulled away.

      I shot one last hopeful glance out of the patrol car as it passed the diner, checking the window seats, then the front tables in the coffee shop window as we cruised by. Finally, my eyes searched for her familiar figure in the park at the end of the main street. My chin dropped to my chest. Lauren was nowhere to be seen.
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       I’d been burned.

      I stood in front of the desk at the police station with my jacket draped over my arm. As I waited to collect my personal belongings, the flames continued to flicker at my soul.

      At first, it was the waiting that nearly destroyed me. Seventeen hours. Twenty-four minutes. Forty-eight seconds. The total amount of my life wasted while I sat in a third rate hell hole with nothing to do but list my regrets, and wonder when, and then later if, Lauren would come forward as my witness

      Righteous indignation fueled me through the booking process. I was certain I’d be released within the first hour. I was so sure that I hadn’t even used my one phone call to contact my attorney. I was in denial—the truth deliriously obscured from view. Then, as the clock continued to tick and hope dimmed with each passing hour, a restless night passed, with no sleep for my mind to escape.

      Morning came. No Lauren. Arraignment came and went and still, no Lauren. Finally, admitting defeat, I placed the call that should’ve been made in the first place to my lawyer and long-time friend, Mario Zenti.

      Granger, Iowa was the town I’d grown up in, but had renounced after high school. The following years had been spent, purposely and deliberately, avoiding it, except for an occasional visit to my mother’s grave. Now, after returning to fulfill my duties as a good son, everything had gone to hell.

      My father, a no good drunk who’d deserted me and my mother when we needed him the most, left a financial mess for me to clean up in the wake of his death. And Lauren Mitchel, well let’s just say she screwed me over again, lured me in, played with my heart and ran off without a word. Why was I even surprised?

      The officer in charge tipped a large manila envelope and my keys, wallet, watch and cell phone slid out, hitting the desk with a clatter.

      “Your cell’s probably dead.” Mario didn’t look up as he scrawled his signature across the release forms. He hadn’t been pleased with my request to come from Chicago to Iowa to bail me out, but I knew I could count on him. “Feel free to use mine if you need to make a call.”

      “Thanks, I probably will. And thanks for coming so quickly.” One night in the can was enough, even if this was a small jailhouse. At least there was only one other guy in there, a drunk sleeping off his escape from this reality. Living in this god-awful town would drive me to drink too, but then, his life couldn’t possibly be as fucked up as mine.

      Mario straightened, tucking his elegant ink pen into the pocket of his suit jacket.

      “I hear ya, buddy. Your problems are my problems. Someone’s got to cover your sorry ass. You’re grandma’s certainly not going to do it.” His wise crack remarks and his crooked smile were a reflection of his attempt to bring a little levity to the situation. Nice to know, but I wasn’t laughing. I didn’t pay Mario for witty sarcasm. I appreciated his service, but I’d just as soon he dispensed with the bad jokes. I’d suffered through a sleepless night on a crappy metal cot and my back muscles were screaming at me.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I snapped.

      I finished buckling my belt, after the officer at the desk returned it to me. It’d been confiscated, along with other potentially dangerous belongings when I was booked, after Chip Harrison, AKA limp-dick asshole at large, assaulted me on the sidewalk. Not that I’d given any thought to using my belt to hang myself in that jail cell and end the shit-storm that seemed to be raining down on me lately. Fuck no. Despite everything that had transpired, I was still worried about Lauren. Was she hurt? Was she safe? She’d run away after Chip’s hissy fit on the sidewalk––pussy––he fought like a girl and I hadn’t heard a word from her.

      “Did you have any luck contacting her?” I dared to ask as Mario ushered me through the door to the sidewalk. In my one phone call to my lawyer, I’d insisted he try to find Lauren. Actually, I’d begged like a whiney little bitch, but that’s beside the point.

      The last time I saw her, she was standing right behind me, right after shit-for-brains slapped her across the face. After that, I was left with my own thoughts in a jail cell. I was tortured with exaggerated scenarios of where she had gone and what she was doing—hiding was my best guess. It gnawed at me all night. After I’d exhausted all the crazy possibilities my mind could construe—all the dramatic scenes of her lying dead in some remote cornfield, after Chip found her and sought his revenge on her—I’d given up hope.

      “Sorry, Aedyn. Nothing.” His face was solemn as Mario reached to open the limo door. I wanted to criticize his efforts and needle him for details of exactly how he’d tried to locate her. “Did you try her apartment? Her friend Jules? Did you check every corner of this crappy little town?” No, if I gave into that kind of anxiety, I’d just be going down a useless path. A path that would get me no closer to Lauren’s heart than our weekend together had. She’d used me. Lauren had fucked me as a last hooray before her big wedding, and like a fool, I thought it meant something.

      I was going to have to deal with this fucking shit all over again. I’d promised myself, never, never let my guard down when it came to matters of the heart, especially in regards to Lauren Mitchell.

      I slid into the back seat of the limo that awaited for the two of us, parked outside the police station, fearing that I may never see her again, cursing myself for even wanting to. I poured two inches of Scotch and belted it back, then poured a second. Mario slid in beside me with a look, but wisely said nothing. As an invitation, I tipped the glass in his direction, but he declined. The alcohol went to my head quickly. The sludge the jail called food had stayed on its tray, as useless to me as everything in this town.

      My driver had brought Mario straight to the police station and now he had orders to take us directly to the plane for Chicago. As the engine turned over, Mario spoke up. “Did it ever occur to you, that avoiding Lauren might have been a good idea, Romeo?” His brows shot up with the question.

      “I tried, believe me, I did try for years, but once I saw her…”

      He interrupted, “I know. I get it. You’re just misunderstood, like me. Let me see if I can guess, it went something like this. You had a thing for her in high school, she broke your heart, you carried a torch for her all those years, then you see her again, look in her eyes, and badda-boom, something happens. Your heart races, your palms get all sweaty, your dick gets all happy… next thing you know, you’re neck deep in that shit, all over again. Am I right, or am I right?”

      I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes, feeling foolish. Fuck me. I lowered my hands and answered him, staring straight ahead. “Yep, that pretty much sums it up.”

      He nodded and said, “I’m telling you, pussy’ll do that to you.”

      I shot a glance in his direction. That was bumper sticker worthy.

      Mario leaned in to further pontificate, “Look, Aedyn, I’m speaking as your friend now, not your lawyer. Let me give you a little advice. It’s not your job to solve all of her problems. You should’ve just walked away, not only when her boyfriend tried to deck you, but the moment you saw her. I mean, seriously, what were you thinking, man? You’re probably better off without her.”

      “Yea, whatever.” I was in no mood for a lecture. I was pissed at myself. Lauren’s rejection was like some kind of poison that never dissipated. It’s just sat in my cells and grew.

      “And it’ll save you a shit load of money too, because I’m charging you overtime fees, by the way, for this little unscheduled trip, all the way to…” He glanced out the window of the limo. There was nothing but fields of mid-July corn growing along either side of the highway. “…Whatever fucking field of dreams we’re driving through right now, just to unscrew what you screwed up. You owe me, big time, for this one.”

      Money wasn’t a concern. I had plenty of that. What I didn’t have was the one woman I’d always loved to fill the gaping hole in my heart. I turned and looked out the window, as if the answer lay in those fields whizzing past. The driver couldn’t put the miles between the painful brew of memories in Granger and my home in Chicago fast enough. I should’ve let Aunt Melissa handle the funeral. I never should’ve returned to that toxic place.

      My fists clenched and unclenched. My teeth ground together, then loosened.

      “Stop beating yourself up. Your head’s all fucked up now. And isn’t there some research that says, what happened to you when you’re a teenager can mess you up for life?”

      I turned back, throwing him a ‘fuck you’ glance. It didn’t stop him; he doled out the remainder of his advice, which he seemed to have a surplus of today. “What you need to do is put that hot slice of crazy in the rear view mirror.” He smirked. “Or not. Then you can beat yourself up about it later… I’ll help.”

      I tried to laugh, but it came out a short snort. It was nothing I hadn’t told myself a hundred times before. Mario was a good one for seeing a situation for its true merits and right now, he was quite accurate in his bristling evaluation of my love life.

      I’d fucked up all right, but I just I didn’t get it. My gut, or maybe my heart, couldn’t be that wrong. I’d sworn Lauren felt something for me when we were entwined in each other’s arms, her head pressed to my chest, wallowing in the blissful afterglow of our lovemaking. It was there. I saw it in her eyes, in the longing glances. I’d heard it in the softness of her voice as we talked. Maybe what I thought I saw in her eyes wasn’t enough for her to leave Chip.

      I reflected back on our night together and it struck me. What I should’ve done was pour out my heart to her, begged her to stay. Instead, I rationalized. I didn’t want to pressure her, so I told myself, “Give her time.” I was stupidly convinced she’d come around, that she wanted me too. I placated myself with the idea that maybe it’d take a week or two. After all, she’d already started planning the wedding. She’d even bought wedding shoes on the Chicago trip. I couldn’t just expect her to make a 360-degree turn after one night together. She just needed a little time to synthesize everything that’d happened and sort through her feelings Then she’d realize there was no other choice than to break the engagement.

      It tore me apart. My chest expanded with a deep breath. A sense of hopelessness pervaded my spirit. I’d have to let her go, put her out of my mind all over again. Go through the torturous pain of ripping her out of my heart. The best thing for me to do now was to go back to Chicago, score a bag of cocaine from my dealer, go wild, and fuck two of everything. Then get back to my seriously neglected workload, and move on with my life.

      Fuck. This was going to suck.

      Mario and I fell into a silence as the driver steered us onto Interstate 80, taking us to the airport and the private jet I’d reserved. He pulled out his phone to work on business matters. I should’ve been doing the same, instead of sulking like a goddamn wuss.

      I felt bad that my fucked up pussy chase had set Mario off his usual work schedule. He’d have to work over-time to get back what he’d lost thanks to me. I would have to work triple time. This entire Lauren bullshit had caused my business to suffer also, but now it was time to get my head out of my ass, stop causing problems for everyone involved and salvage my business. Back at the office, my junior partner had been crapping his pants without me there. The last time we’d spoken, he’d screamed at me over the phone that everything was going to hell. Fuck it. He was right. It was time to get my priorities straight.

      “Mario, can I borrow your phone, man?” He’d just clicked off his call and lowered the phone to his lap.

      “Yea, sure. Go ahead,” he replied and handed it over. “Anything you need, old friend.” His expression had softened and his tone was warm again.

      I thanked him and took the phone. I could’ve called Lauren. I had her phone number memorized. I could’ve called her friend, Jules. That number was committed to memory also. Instead, I pulled a business card out of my wallet and punched in the number to the realtor’s office in Granger.

      “Ron? Put my dad’s house back on the market.” Mario shifted in his seat next to me. He nodded an approval as I listened to Ron’s reply.

      “Yes, that’s right. I won’t be returning to Granger in the future… I’m sure everything can be handled through emails and phone calls. If there’s anything that needs to be taken care of in person, my aunt is available… that’s correct… Melissa King. You have her number. I’ll be in touch with more details once I’m back in Chicago… thanks, Ron.”

      When I clicked off the call, Mario said, “I’m sure it sucks right now, but it’s the smart thing to do.”

      Yes, it was best to leave, to forget the house, the town, and Lauren. I was bound and determined to put it behind me, to straighten out this mess my life had gotten into, even if I’d have to impose iron control of myself.

      I responded with resolve, “It’s what I have to do.” I handed him his phone. “That… or stay drunk all the time.”

    

  




    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

        

    
    






          Aedyn

        

      

    
    
      A wave of relief washed over me. Home at last. I threw my weight against the glass doors and headed into the lobby after being dropped off at the front of my apartment building.

      I felt beaten down, and my legs confirmed my exhaustion. They felt like two bags of cement I had to drag with me every step of the way to the elevator. I punched the button to my floor and waited. When the doors finally slid open, I darted around the tenant from 3-C. She was a stunning, dark brunette who’d flirted with me in the past, but who held no interest for me now. She greeted me in her usual teasing tone. “Hey Aedyn.” She paused briefly, waiting for a reply as I stepped through the open doors. “Haven’t seen you for a while.”

      Not wanting to make small talk, I simply replied, “Hi, Carlie.” I tapped my wristwatch as the doors began to close and said, “Sorry, gotta get to a meeting.” That was stupid. I was headed to my apartment. Who has meetings in their home?

      Inside the polished steel walls of the elevator, I was grateful for the silence. It gave me time to filter through my tangled thoughts. My life had been one big free-fall since reconnecting with Lauren. I cringed at my inability to make logical sense of this whole fiasco and my inability to purge her from my mind.

      As soon as my foot crossed the threshold of my heavy, gray door, I flung my bags to the side. Grateful to be back, and to put some space between Lauren and me, I exhaled. Then my chest tightened as I took in my familiar furnishings.

      Her ghost lingered here.

      That was where she sat, on the sofa, drinking a glass of wine and smiling up at me, her empty glass still on the coffee table, just as she’d left it.

      That was where she stood, taking in the enormity of Chicago through the glass of my windows.

      Fuck.

      She was everywhere and I hadn’t taken three steps inside yet. How do I step into my bedroom? My shower?

      How do I sleep in my bed? The place where I’d had her last. Where I got lost in the warmth of her arms as her lips caressed every inch of my skin. I glanced to the floor where something white caught my eye, a store receipt. It must have fallen out of the packages of shoes she bought for the wedding.

      It trickled into my consciousness now, the day she went shopping. When she’d come back, I’d imagined I’d open the door and she’d rush in, throw her arms around me and tell me that she realized she’d made a horrible mistake getting engaged to Chip. I thought she’d pour her heart out and say that it was me she really loved, but destiny’s promises held no weight for me now. I should’ve known. You can’t stare down fate without being prepared to burn your life to the ground. What I needed now was a little damage control.

      I settled on the couch with cell phone in hand. I swiped my finger across the screen, sorting through my contacts, with names of girls I’d kept in my rotation. Despite a litany of choices, nothing tripped my trigger, so I played Russian roulette. I pushed my finger hard across the screen so the contact names scrolled by quickly, closed my eyes and plopped my finger down to pick one at random. Bingo! Mercedes. A nice name. I could barely recall the last time I’d seen Mercedes. What I did remember was that she lived up to her name—hot and fast like the car—and that’s all that mattered now. I propped my feet up on the coffee table and tapped on her number.

      “Mercedes, sweetheart, what’s up? Long time no see.”

      “Aedyn, you dog, it’s been a while… a long while.”

      “Did you miss me?”

      “Like a hockey player misses his teeth. Where’ve you been hiding your handsome self?”

      “Places. Here and there, jet-setting around the world.”

      “Oh really?”

      “As a matter of fact, I just got back from…” Iowa and my fucked up father’s funeral? No way was I going to pour my heart out to a one-night stand girl. “France, the French Riviera, to be exact.”

      “How very exciting. You’ll have to tell me all about it. I imagine you called for a reason, though, not just for some chit-chat.”

      “Indeed I did, baby. You up for some fun tonight? I need a bad girl and a mind blowing experience.”

      “Mmm, I’m down for that. As I recall, you know how to party.”

      She remembered me well. I could practically hear her smiling over the phone. “Damn straight, girlie. And as I recall, we fit together perfectly. I’m going to start at your toes and lick those long legs of yours all the way to the top.”

      She made a little humming noise in the back of her throat and I knew she was in.

      “Okay, baby. When and where?”

      “Meet me at the T-Bone Club tonight, around ten.”

      “I’ll be there with bells on. Look for me at the bar… and Aedyn, bring some nose-candy to spice things up.”

      Perfect. I needed a hit anyway. Besides, cocaine would make fucking the shit out of Mercedes even hotter and I really needed this right now. I’d found that the only way to lose myself and quell the self-criticism was through dancing, alcohol, drugs… or sex and in a matter of hours, I’d have all four options at my fingertips.

      “You know I will, sweetheart. See you later.”

      I ended the call and tossed my phone onto the cushion next to me. I was back in my groove, back to womanizing and the party life. I pushed off the couch and headed to my home office to attempt to put a dent in my neglected workload before meeting Mercedes.

      It was Saturday afternoon. Most of my buddies would be parked on a bar stool, pounding beers and yelling at whatever sports broadcast was on the big screen TV, but successful businesses aren’t made by warming bar stools.

      A burst of anxiety pulsed through me at the thought of the number of my work projects that were failing. Under the cool confident playboy persona, beat the heart of nerd. Yup, that was my secret. Deep down, the nerdy geek I used to be still dwelled inside. Building my business to greater heights was my passion. All the other stuff, the nice car, the parties, the hot girls, the sex—the orgasmically wild sex—was a front, a cover used as shield. When given free time like this, I’d delve into files on the computer, analyzing marketing trends, and reading industry articles for hours. Right now, though, before I could go out tonight and relax enough to enjoy the sweet taste of Mercedes, I needed to make an assessment of how badly the business had suffered while I was in Iowa, without my scrutiny and expertise to keep it afloat.
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* * *

      I tugged at the crisp white cuff protruding from my dark, sports jacket as I entered my favorite nightspot. The lights were dim, with various colors luminescing indigo blue and red, dappling the walls, casting azure and crimson halos on the patrons as their bodies passed in front of the colored lights. Before I could get to Mercedes at the bar, one of the angels, a tall blonde, saw me eyeing her and approached with a smile.

      “Hello there.”

      I nodded and returned the smile.

      “Don’t you look handsome? Do we know each other?”

      I locked eyes with hers then raked my gaze down her body. Slowly, I met her eyes and leaned in, lowered my voice and said, “If I’d fucked you, darling, I’m sure I would’ve remembered.”

      She tipped her head a bit and blushed. “All alone tonight?”

      I pulled back, tilted my head and pursed my lips. “Sorry, but I’m meeting someone.” She was smoking hot. And that dress. It was stretched so tightly across her blooming breasts that the fabric buckled between the two nipple points. I could practically hear her breasts screaming, “Release me!”

      She flicked her tongue across her plump lower lip, and her eyes darted to the side. She stepped closer and cooed, “Text her you’re running late… I want to get to know you better.” Her finger trailed down the front of my shirt, ending with a tug at my belt buckle. I reached out and ran a hand down her bare arm in response. It was a tempting offer, but even this angel couldn’t save me from myself. I noted that her hair had a familiar color, her height, and build too. Normally, right about now, my dick would be jumping for joy—literally—but fuck, she looked enough like Lauren to be her twin sister.

       “Damn, girl, you look delicious but…” I groaned and tipped my head back as if looking for divine intervention.

      She stepped closer and looked up from under her lashes. On tiptoes, she whispered into my ear, “I could just eat you up. I’m wet for you already, standing this close to you. I’m not wearing any panties under this dress.” She gave another tug with her fingers, still tucked into the waistband of my pants. “Come on, let’s go somewhere. I’ll make it worth your while.” She raked her teeth over her lower lip, a typical arousal signal, but it wasn’t happening for me.

      I grabbed her wrist, pulled her hand out of my pants and took a step back.

      “Sorry, sweetheart. Not tonight.” If we hadn’t met before, she must’ve heard about me, possibly from the many girls I’d picked up in this meat market. She seemed to know my MO.

      “You’re loss, handsome.” Her eyebrows shot up. “She’s that worth it? The one at the bar over there? You’ve been looking at her this entire time.”

      I glanced toward the bar area where I saw Mercedes perched on a wooden stool with her back toward me. She hadn’t seen me walk in, at least I didn’t think she had. Her posture was slightly hunched over as she was engrossed in the brightly lit screen of her cell phone.

      My gaze dropped back to the hot chick with the straining breasts. Moisture glistened in the red lights, where her tongue had grazed her lower lip. She tried one last time to sway me with an alluring smile.

      “Yea… well…” She’s worth it. Not the one at the bar, but another one. “I think I might be in love.”

      “That sucks,” she pouted. “Forgive me if I don’t pat you on the back. You waltz in here dressed like a player, eye balling my tits and all… like you enjoy playing the game. So you can’t blame me for trying.”

      I shrugged. It was a lame gesture for an apology.

      “So, how do you know that you’re in love?”

      “Well, the whole world goes crazy.”

      “That bad, huh?” She smoothed her palm down the short length of her dress.

      I nodded and said, “I wish I could give you a different answer.”

      “Okay then, lover boy. I’m outta here.” She flipped her long blonde hair over her shoulder as she turned. I shoved my hands in my pockets and looked down at the floor. The sparkles on her high heels caught my eye as I waited for her shoes to fade from my line of sight. Suddenly, the hunt, which used to thrill me, was now meaningless and empty.

      My front pant pocket vibrated with a low buzz. I could feel my phone with the hand I’d pushed in there. Even before I pulled it out for confirmation, I knew the text message would be from Mercedes, wondering what the hell was keeping me. With the push of a button the screen went black, hiding Mercedes’ words. I’d deal with her later, not too much later though. I wouldn’t leave the poor girl hanging. I wasn’t that much of an asshole. I knew it’d only be a matter of time anyway, and soon the young stallions of the night would be swarming her like bees on crack. Mercedes would be fine and all thoughts of me would disappear in short order.

      I turned on my heels and strode to the exit to call a cab. Barely a few paces out the door, I spotted one waiting near the curb. This must really be a sign that I need to go home.

      I slid onto the dingy gray seat and gave the driver my address. Finally, I opened my phone to respond to Mercedes. I had to break the news to her that I was, indeed, an asshole after all. The screen glowed to life, and the time and date popped up.

      Fuck! My birthday—in a couple of hours it’ll be my birthday. And I’d be alone in my apartment. Fuck that shit.

      I leaned forward and tapped on the glass that separated me from the driver. “Hey, buddy…” He reached back with one hand and slid it open. “Change of plans. You know of a good place where a guy can get a good stiff drink? I believe I may need to drown my sorrows.”

      The cabby nodded. “Sure, sure… but not this direction. It’ll cost you more.”

      “Lucky for me, I just happen to have a shit load of money. Turn the hell around and take me to my redemption.”

      Pleased to keep his meter running, the cabby circled the block and drove me to a dreary sports bar while I finished the text to Mercedes.

      Once inside, I made a beeline to the bar and planted my ass on a worn leather-covered barstool, riddled with numerous tears which flanked the edges of the old seat. With the first Scotch thrown down my gullet in one gulp, and the second one in waiting, I opened my phone to my contacts list. My finger lazily scrolled the list, as I contemplated my options. I decided to hit up my dealer for some coke and then go clubbing, celebrate my birthday the right way.

      Several empty drink glasses later, I leaned heavily on the bar, glad to have its wooden mass to support me. When midnight finally rolled around, and my birthday officially started, there I was with my butt still glued to the same seat.

      “Bartender…” I propped my elbow on the bar for support and waved a loose hand at the guy. It felt heavy and difficult to control. The bartender walked over, and began to clear the empty glasses. “Birthdays suck. Filler up, my friend.”

      “Look man, I think you’ve about had your limit.”

      “C’mon, just one more. It’s my birthday, my fucking birthday and I just celebrated it all by my lonesome, here in this crappy…” Leaning back, I turned slightly, to gesture with my hand around the room.

      To my surprise, a woman was standing next to me, wearing a black and gray club style dress. I just stopped short of hitting her with my arm. “Oh, excuse me, miss.” I wobbled as I twisted on my bar stool to face her. The drinks were well absorbed into my system by now. “My, you’re a lovely one, my dear.”

      She smiled over the rim of her martini glass and said, “Thank you. I hear it’s your birthday.”

      “Why, yes… yes, it is.” Why was I talking like a British butler? I leaned in, hoping it would bring her into focus. She looked a little blurry around the edges. As a matter of fact, so did the whole room. “Come ‘ere.” She obliged and leaned in also. “I have a secret.” I paused for effect. “It’s my birthday.”

      She giggled and said, “I know.”

      I sat up straight, in mock amazement. “Who told you? It’s supposed to be a secret.”

      She laughed again and moved closer. “You did, silly. Just a minute ago.”

      At least she was amused by my drunken behavior.

      “Hey listen, no one should celebrate their birthday alone. Especially, a guy like you.” She set her small red purse on the bar and pulled a stool so close it nearly touched mine. Then I felt the warmth of her hand as she placed it on my upper thigh.

      “I’m really good at birthday gigs. I can make it fun… I’ll blow out your candle for you.” Her hand slid all the way up my leg and squeezed. “As many times as you want, honey. One candle for each year. One blow for each candle.”

      My head lolled to the side. A deep, mischievous laugh rumbled from my throat. Maybe turning twenty-nine wasn’t so bad, after all.
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      “Jules, I’m gonna do it, today, right now, as soon as I get off the phone with you.”

      “What, Lauren? Do what? Get a tattoo?”

      “No…” I paced the carpet in the living room, wondering if I’d wear it threadbare by the time this whole thing was over.

      “A piercing? What?”

      “Jules, stop interrupting, let me talk. I’m gonna give the ring back and break my engagement with Chip. I’ve made up my mind. It’s time. I stayed up all night, psyching myself up and I’ve decided, I’m really going to do it. I’m ready for this.”

      Jules whooped in my ear. “Well good for you, girl. It’s about time. That asshole doesn’t deserve you. What took you so long?”

      I slumped down on the couch. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this out loud. But… I’ve been reading on the Internet about abuse, you know, not just physical abuse, but psychological abuse and stuff like that. Chip’s really been doing a number on me, and not just recently, but for years. I’ve been thinking about it, over and over in my mind, all through the night, and I can now see how he slowly and meticulously wore me down. He made me doubt myself. But it’s over now. I’m not going to take it anymore. I don’t care what the consequences are, I have to do this before I go crazy, or chicken out, or both.”

      “Oh Lauren…” Her voice faded to barely a whisper, then cracked.

      “Jules, are you there? Are you crying? Don’t cry. You’ll make me cry too.”

      She stuttered through her words, wet with compassion for me. “I… I’m so worried about you. You know what Chip is like, who knows what he’ll do. Let me come over and be there when you tell him. You shouldn’t face him alone.”

      “I’ve already called him and told him to come over. He’s on his way right now as we speak. There’s no time. Besides, I have to do this on my own. I have to stand up to him and show him I’m not going to take his abuse anymore.”

      “It’s not a good idea to be alone with him, hon. Just wait until I get there… or call the police.” Her voice was urgent. “You should call the police.”

      “I can’t do that. What would I tell them? I’m breaking up with my fiancé? That’s not a crime. They’d laugh in my face. Plus, Chip knows all the cops in town. Rob is his cousin. Remember? He’s the deputy who arrested Aedyn that day…”

      “Hey, maybe you should just leave town. Leave a note on your door with the ring attached saying, ‘Fuck off, Chip. Have a nice life. Hope you rot in hell, fucker.’”

      I laughed. The burst of air felt wonderful, but it didn’t last. Worry assaulted me again. “Where would I go? I don’t have enough money to pay for a hotel for weeks, or months…”

      “You could go to Chicago again. Aedyn would help you.”

      “I can’t,” I groaned, my stomach sinking with regret. “Aedyn probably curses the day he ever saw my face again. I’m such an idiot. It’s my fault he went to jail. I’m sure he thinks I’m a complete loser. I wish I could tell him how sorry I am that I got him involved in my freak show of a life. I never meant to cause trouble for him, but now look at what’s happened.”

      “Ah, you like him don’t you? He’s the reason you’re breaking this engagement, isn’t it?”

      “Um, well, yes… no… maybe.” I pushed my hair from my face and tried to gather my thoughts. “I’m breaking the engagement off for me. I try to imagine marrying Chip and it always ends up looking like a chapter from a horror story.” I bite my lip, remembering the rush of excitement I felt when Aedyn smiled at me that day I bumped into him at the sandwich shop. “I’d love to be with Aedyn, but… I highly doubt that’ll ever happen.”

      “Are you planning on going to him after this, to see him, or something?”

      “No… yes… I mean, I want to… Jesus, Jules… I can’t think about that right now.” I snapped, “Stop hounding me with questions. I’m already nervous enough. Just let me get through this first.”

      “Take a deep breath and listen. If you insist on facing him at least do this; have your phone in your hand. Stand at the door… don’t let him in yet… and tell him you’ve already dialed 911 and if he goes off on you, you’ll push the send button. Promise me, you’ll at least do that, and I am coming over there, no matter what you say. I’ll wait outside in my car in the parking lot in case you need me.”

      “Well…”

      “Promise me.”

      I jumped to my feet and replied, “Alright, I promise. Thanks Jules. You’re the best.” I took a deep breath. “I’ve got to get off the phone. He’ll be here any minute.”

      “I love you, girlfriend. Be careful, talk to him in a calm steady voice. That might help. Don’t let him take control of the conversation. You be the one in charge. Okay?”

      If my pulse wasn’t racing when I started this conversation, it was ramped up sky high now. Just talking about it brought the idea into reality, crystalizing it in my mind, and the danger involved.

      “I will… oh my god.” My heart leapt into my throat. “I think I just heard a car door slam. Later.”

      “I’m on my way. Let me tell Wanda to watch the kids…”

      I ended the call before Jules could finish. I ran my sweaty palms down the front of my jeans. As I passed by the front window, I caught the blur of a figure walking up the sidewalk to my building. No need to look. It was Chip. His anger practically cut through the heavy door like a chainsaw through a tree, because everyone knows, “We need to talk,” is code for, “You’re in deep shit now, asshole.”

      I almost laughed at the irony of that thought. When had Chip ever been in deep shit with me? It was usually the other way around.

      I positioned myself at my apartment door. With shaking fingers, I put Jules’ plan into action and pre-dialed the numbers, “911” on my cell phone. I’d outsmart Chip this time. I didn’t have any training in this kind of thing, however, thanks to Aedyn, I now had courage.

      Aedyn had brought elements of my old self to life, parts of me that had been forgotten, hidden deep inside… but not lost. Like digging through a mountain of dirt for hidden diamonds, he’d discovered the gems within my soul. I wasn’t going to hide anymore.
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* * *

      Was it Sunday? I was unaware of the exact time or day for sure. I sat slumped down on the floor with my back against the apartment door, my arms wrapped around my ribs, shaking, with black rivulets of mascara running down my face. I was alone, the only one available to hug and comfort myself. Jules hadn’t come. I didn’t see her car in the parking lot like she’d said. Chip had been here though.

      I raked the back of my hand across my wet cheek, branded with a black streak from the transference of Revlon’s best. The pain from my swollen cheek below my eye sent sharp signals racing to my brain, and warned me not to do that again. I reached up and flipped the deadbolt on the door above my head to lock it, suddenly afraid again. Another sniffle and the tears flooded my eye sockets, blurring my vision one more time.

      I took a minute to calm my breathing. I scanned the floor area all around the entryway and the carpeted area a few feet farther in for my cell phone. I didn’t see it anywhere on the floor. I shifted my weight onto my hands and knees and crawled further into the kitchen, hoping that if Chip threw it, it slid under the table. It was supposed to be my weapon, my leverage against Chip’s violence, but the minute he yanked the door open and saw it, he tore it out of my hand.

      I sat back on my heels to gather my thoughts. Everything had happened so fast. I remembered him tearing it out of my hand—I thought he tossed it aside. Now, I realize he must have kept it.

      I sat there for a moment and blew out a breath. I stretched the sleeve of my t-shirt up to my face and wiped the wetness from my other cheek, assessing the damage. Good. Only one cheek hurt. Nothing else. No broken bones or other pain that indicated bruises. I was thankful for that, but still, I felt like shit as I climbed to my feet. The adrenaline pumping through my body had left me weak and shaky.

      My mind flashed with resolve. Despite feeling exhausted, I had to call the police. Chip wasn’t going to get away with this, no matter who his cousin was, no matter how powerful I’d imagined he was with the Sherriff’s Department.

      When I’d opened the door, nothing had gone as I had planned. He’d been enraged, had grabbed my phone, even as I yelled, “I don’t love you anymore.” I told him I’d endured him for the sake of my dream, the perfect life with him, a house and kids. It was a dream that would have fulfilled all my desires. But now, it was an empty dream and I was a shell of the person I used to be.

      I’d shouted with every ounce of energy I had in me, “I don’t want to marry you.” I thought I could strike first with words, before he could hurt me with his fist.

      Words—like those did me any good. They only infuriated him. He shouted back, “It’s that fucker, Aedyn, isn’t it? You love him. Don’t you?” He threatened that he’d make Aedyn pay, and I wouldn’t be pretty enough for him, or any guy, after this. That’s when he hit me.

      Tears welled up again as I fumbled though the junk drawer in the kitchen. When I’d moved into my apartment, the cable company offered me a package deal, which included a phone line for the apartment, but I’d never used it since I had a cell phone. Somewhere in this bottomless pit of junk, I had an old fashioned phone. All I had to do was plug it in and I’d be able to call the police.

      I found it, but before I could finish connecting it to the phone jack, there was a loud and rapid pounding on my door. My heart nearly exploded out of my chest. My first thought was that Chip had returned. But then I heard the frantic, high pitched calling of my name. It was Jules!

      I flew to the door, unbolting it in one swift action. When it opened, Jules fell over the threshold screaming, “Oh my god, oh my god. Are you okay?” Her eyes jumped to my bruised cheek and her voice ramped up to a piercing screech. “Your eye!”

      She put her hands on my shoulders to steady herself, then pulled me into a hug, her words and sentences all running together, her mouth incapable of keeping stride with her catapulting thoughts. “I’m so sorry. I tried to come… got in the car… dead battery. Had to call a cab.” I looked out the door over her shoulder to see a taxicab pulling away.

      “It’s okay, Jules. I survived. I’m okay.” She hadn’t forgotten me. She was here now and everything would be okay.

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t get here sooner. Did he hurt you anywhere else?” Her hands were gingerly patting me down as she spoke, checking for injuries. “Have you called the police? Why aren’t they here?”

      I pointed with my chin to the phone lying on the kitchen counter. “I was about to call. Chip must’ve taken my cell phone. I can’t find it.”

      “Chip, you fucker.” She cursed his name. “I’m gonna kill him for this. I was so afraid for you.”

      I stared blankly into my friend’s eyes, as blessed numbness from the shock of the event slowly enveloped my soul.

      Jules closed and locked the door and with an arm around my shoulder, ushered me over to sit on the couch. I sank into the comfort of the cushions and my best friend’s arms. She gently tipped my head to rest on her shoulder, as she maneuvered her free hand to make the call to the police, deftly palming her phone and using her thumb to tap out the digits. I could relax now. I was safe. As she waited for the emergency operator to answer, she murmured, “Fucking men—nothing but a load of testosterone laden trouble.”

      I closed my eyes as she made the call, not having the strength to stop the tears from falling again. When she’d finished, I rolled into her, burying my face in her chest. I let out great sobs of shame, humiliation and relief against her body.

      I was free to be myself, at last. Free to follow my heart.
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      The ringing of a doorbell pierced my ears with an unusually annoying resonance, grating my nerve-endings like fingernails on a blackboard. The awareness of being in my bedroom faded in slowly, fighting to make its way through a murky, gray brain fog, and remnants of last nights drinking, snorting and —oh, yea, the best part—fucking. The details were irrelevant. I couldn’t exactly remember them in this instance; however, my judgment call was solely based on my previous behavior and how raw my dick felt.

      I lifted my head from the pillow just high enough to give a one-eyed squint at the bedside clock, as if opening only one eye would make this go away. Fuck. Who the hell could be ringing my doorbell at ten o’clock on a Sunday morning? And why did the doorman let them get this far?

      The shrill ringing raked over my eardrums a second time. Asshole, Lenny. Note to self: cut Lenny’s Christmas bonus from this year’s list.

      The woman beside me moaned as she rolled over, blonde hair spilling over her pillow, and perky breasts pointing to the ceiling. Her brown nipples, alert… and very tempting. All right, I won’t cut his bonus.

      When the doorbell rang again, I sat bolt upright, my head nearly exploding with the effort. As I climbed out of bed to find my pants, glimpses of the past twelve hours began to surface through the haze.

      I barely remembered meeting this blonde at the dive bar and after that, I drew a blank. The cab ride home must have been sucked into some black hole in outer space, because I couldn’t remember how we got here. Then a fragment appeared—ah, that’s right—I fucked her against the living room window. She was staring out at the view, just like Lauren had done and in my warped state of mind, I imagined that it was Lauren. I was a fool—a desperate, lovesick fool. I walked over to the window and said, “Lauren?” I’d actually said her name out loud. I remembered it, because she turned, and said, “I’m Olivia. But tonight, I can be whoever you want me to be.”

      Whether it was the coke, the Scotch, or the deep well of despair I’d been drowning in, I grabbed hold of the life raft she’d just tossed me. I turned her around, so I couldn’t see her face. I pressed her into the wall of glass and slipped her dress from her shoulders, ready to purge Lauren from my mind but then…

      Argh! I’m coming, already.

      I stepped into a pair of sweats and staggered from the bedroom to the front door. Someone in this building must have a death wish. If I open that door to another ne’er-do-well, asking me if I’ve found Jesus—Lenny’s name goes off the Christmas list again, for good.

      I yanked the fucking thing open, with a scowl on my face and a curse on my lips.

      Oh shit.

      “Aunt Melissa.” I sputtered. “What’re you doing here?”

      “Surprise!”

       I stood there looking from her face to a cake box she balanced in her hands and back again to her eyes, dancing with glee. I rubbed my palm across my face, stifling the urge to groan. “You shouldn’t have.” I probably looked like shit but despite the intrusion, I was touched. She’d brought a freakin’ birthday cake, all the way from Iowa. It surprised the hell out of me, but I loved it.

      In the next beat, I wondered if she’d driven her old car and if so, how the hell it’d made it. Before I could ask, she blurted out, “I had to say, ‘Happy Birthday’ to my favorite nephew.”

      “I… I…” I seemed to have a jackhammer pounding in my head.

      “I’m so happy to see you, Aunt Melissa. Is that what you’re trying to say?” She grinned, a huge smile across her face.

      “Of course. Please, come in and let me take that.”

      I took the cake box from her hands. The clear plastic on the top of the box, revealed a birthday wish with my name written in blue icing, just like the ones my mother used to order from the local bakery.

      She waltzed inside, chin out, inspecting her surroundings, and pulling a suitcase behind her. A suitcase? I was thrilled she’d come to visit. This was the first time anyone from my hometown had, but I’d planned on using the majority of the day to catch up on my work. It was desperately needed, however, it appeared those plans were shot to hell.

      The door clicked shut behind her and I did a visual sweep of the apartment. Fuck me. Glasses and a condom wrapper on the coffee table, a pair of kicked-off stilettos, a puddle of a red dress and—good god—red g-string panties. With the box still in my hands, I veered off to the kitchen, nearly pushing her in that direction, trying to divert her from the damning section of the living room. 

      “Let’s go to the kitchen.”

      Luckily, she followed suit, parking her rolling suitcase in the hallway, just around the corner. I set the cake on the counter, breathing a sigh of relief.

      “Would you mind putting on a pot of coffee?” I turned and casually leaned back against the counter, gripping the edge with my hands. How was I going to manage this with a girl still in my bed?

      “And after that, how about I take you out for breakfast… er, brunch… a birthday brunch. I’ll go change and we can get out… I mean, run out. I’m starving, aren’t you?”

      I was rambling. I launched myself off the granite counter and breezed past my aunt. She spun with me, turning to follow my gaze, giving a curious look.

      “Sure, Aedyn.” A smile pulled at the corner of her mouth. “Do what you need to do. Brunch sounds wonderful.” She stepped up to the counter, reaching for the glass carafe. “I’ll have that coffee ready in a jiffy.”

      I nearly bolted from the kitchen and was in the process of scooping up all the evidence of my sexscepades, when she called out, “Take a shower before we go, will you?” I froze in place, the red dress balled up in my arms. “You smell like cheap perfume and sex.”

      Shit.

      The blonde was splayed out, naked, tits to the sky, by the time I escaped back into the bedroom. My head still pounded and my stomach roiled in complaint every time I moved, but there was no time to think of that. I had a woman in my bed and an aunt with an inquiring mind. Like a loaded cannon, she was about to go off, poised to blast a million questions at me any moment now. I showered and hurried back to the bedroom to dress.

      Keeping my voice low, I said, “Hey, get up. I’ve got to go.” I shook her shoulder. “Sorry. Can you show yourself out?”

      She opened one eye and nodded. As I stood to walk out the door, she said, “Five-hundred. Remember?”

      I froze, then turned and stared. I’d picked up a hooker? Fucking birthday drinks. I couldn’t leave her in my apartment alone.

      I tossed her one of my white shirts to wear over her tiny dress and peeled five big ones out of my wallet. Then, it was “walk of shame” time. I dragged the girl from the bedroom, hoping beyond hope to sneak past the kitchen and old eagle eyes.

      “Well, hello there. I’m Aedyn’s aunt, Melissa.”

      “Hi, I’m Olivia.”

      I cringed as the two of them shook hands. I knew exactly where this girl’s hands had been last.

      “Would you like a cup of coffee before you go?”

      “Oh,” the blonde chirped. She was entirely too cheery for a morning after. Before she could answer, I shook my head at her. She pursed her lips and tipped her head down, stifling a grin. “Um… no, thanks. I need to get home. It’s been a really long night and…”

      I interrupted her with a jerk on her hand. It was embarrassing enough that my aunt had been greeted by a woman in my apartment with tousled “bed hair” and pink, swollen lips from sucking my cock all night. More specifics were not in order.

      The blonde giggled and actually said, “Oops.” I shot an apologetic glance at my aunt and quickly ushered Olivia to the front door. With my palm on her firm, round ass, I thanked her, gave a gentle push and sent her into the carpeted hall. She smiled and wiggled her fingers good-bye as I closed the door.
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* * *

      “Your little friend seems nice,” Aunt Melissa said, through a sticky bite of waffles. “What’s her name again?”

      Fuck if I know. Five-hundred dollars, was her name.

      “Kristine, and yes, she’s very sweet.”

      Aunt Melissa’s mouth twisted into a smile. “I thought I remembered her saying it was Olivia.”

      “Olivia is short for Kristine.” I chomped on my toast, wondering how I would ever survive the mortification of this past morning.

      “Don’t get smart with me just because you have a hangover.”

      “Sorry, I’m just… surprised that you’re here. Why didn’t you call first? Give a guy some warning.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t have been a surprise, then would it?” She set her fork down, very pleased with herself and then grew more serious. “Don’t you think it’s about time you settle down, Aedyn? You didn’t even know that poor girl’s name. You’re twenty-nine years old. Surely your wild oats are about to run out.”

      I took another sip of coffee and ruminated on the level of my oats. They sure as hell felt low, damn near scraping the bottom of the barrel, but I didn’t want to break it to my aunt. There’s no way in hell I’d be settling down, now that my heart had been crushed, again.

      “And what about Lauren? It’s no secret as to why you went to jail. Rumors were flying all around town. I had such high hopes for you and her.”

      I’d had high hopes for us too. Now all those hopes lay shattered at my feet. I just shook my head. “Didn’t work out.” I ticked off the list in my head. She was engaged to a scumbag, didn’t want me, left me in a jail cell, didn’t want me and finally, she didn’t want me.

      “What happened?”

      I opened my mouth to lie and ended up simply telling her the truth, most of which she already knew. I told her how I’d fallen in love with Lauren in high school, albeit at a distance, but when she came into my life again, she was already engaged. Being the romantic that I am, I thought she’d see the errors of her ways, pronounce her love for me and dump Chip.

      By the time I’d finished talking, Aunt Melissa was holding my hand. “Oh, Aedyn, I wish I’d known. I wish I could do something to fix it.”

      “I know you do, but it is what it is. I doubt there’s any fixing for this situation. Time for me to buck up and stop wallowing in self-pity.” I patted her hand, and let it slip from mine as I leaned back in my chair.

      “The only thing I need for you to do is go by Dad’s house. I called the realtor and put it back on the market ‘as is’. Make sure you take anything you want. I’ll let Ron know you might be in the house to take some furniture, or whatever… all of it if you want. I don’t care. I’m not going back. There’s nothing but bitter memories for me there and I’m not just talking about the house.”

      Aunt Melissa nodded her understanding, then brightened and rummaged through her purse. “That reminds me… I dropped by the insurance office and spoke to Chip. Your father had a small life insurance policy and you’re the beneficiary. It’s worth $30,000. They needed an official copy of the death certificate before they’ll release the money. Can you believe it?”

      “I didn’t know anything about an insurance policy.” I shrugged my shoulders, as if to say, “And I really don’t care.” Then I continued, “But for the record, I don’t want his money. I don’t want anything from my father. You keep it.” I didn’t need it. The fact that I arrived in a limo, wore expensive suits and hired a private jet for my visits, somehow escaped my aunt’s attention. In my mind, she deserved that money. “I want you to have it and the money from the sale of the house. I want you to have that too.”

      “Aedyn Dell Cumberland. You’ll do no such thing. That money is yours and you’ll keep it.”

      Suddenly, I was a pouting child in front of mother, offering a daisy, picked from the garden. I pulled my hand away and leaned back in my chair, feeling like my good intentions were not warranted.

      “Charity then. You take it or it all goes to charity.” I waved a hand in the air. “I’ll find some obscure organization that provides money to Eskimos who don’t have enough ice in Alaska, or some such nonsense.”

      Her gentle face fell as she realized how her rejection had hurt me. “Oh, I suppose.”

      “I don’t want that money to go strangers.” My heart melted and I softened. Leaning in, I took her hand again, and said, “You’ve always been there for me and yes, I should’ve visited more often. I haven’t been a very good nephew. When I left Granger, I wanted to erase it from my mind, but it just wouldn’t go away. I knew my dad wasn’t paying on the house even before you told me he’d left town and disappeared. It was you who kept an eye on it and took care of so much for all these years. You don’t fool me. I know what you’re like.” With a crooked smile, I teased her, jabbing a finger in the air. “You like to stick your nose in my business, but it’s a nice and caring nose and I don’t mind.”

      She smiled at my joke and said, “I do care about you, dear. You’re my sister’s only child. Whatever I do, it’s because I’m loving you for her and I want you to be happy.”

      I smiled too. She was my support then and now, but I was on to her tricks.

      I looked up to the sky with mischief in my eyes. “Hmm, now let me see, how do you suppose those premiums for that life insurance policy got paid all those years? I doubt my dad paid them. What little money he got his hands on went straight to the bottle.”

      She looked down at her hands, then suddenly, sat up straight, as if to distract me from the subject. “Oh, I forgot to mention…when I was in the insurance office, Lauren was there.”

      My ears perked up. Now it was my turn to act surprised. “You didn’t say anything about me, did you?” I knew how much Aunt Melissa enjoyed playing matchmaker.

      “Well…”

      “You talked about me, didn’t you?”

      “You should’ve seen her eyes when I mentioned your name… they brightened and she just seemed to come to life.”

      “Wonderful. I’m sure she’s sitting on pins and needles wondering about me. As you can see from this morning, I do quite well. Now… you’re avoiding the question. What about the insurance premiums?”

      Her eyes darted up and to the right. She raised her brows and shrugged.

      “I knew it. You paid the premiums, didn’t you?” When she said nothing, I pushed. “Just take the money. Will you please?”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “I’ll think about it on the drive home tomorrow, I promise.”

      “Wait… you drove here? Why didn’t you fly?” I was incredulous. “That must be at least a six hour drive and in that twenty-year-old piece of sh…”

      My last word was cut off by her lifted finger. “My car is perfectly fine. It might be old, but it was built during a time when things were made to last.”

      “How many miles are on it?” I questioned, still processing the fact that she dared to drive that hunk of junk all this way to bring me a birthday cake.

      “Miles don’t matter…” She folded her arms across her chest and remained silent.

      I threw my napkin on the table and signaled to the waitress to bring the check.

      “Let’s go. I just thought of what I want for my birthday.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me and silently followed me from the restaurant.
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* * *

      “No. No, Aedyn. It’s too much.”

      I smiled and held out the keys to the beautiful silver, Lincoln MKZ sedan sitting in the showroom in front of us.

      “It’s my birthday wish that you have this.”

      “No. I can’t accept this kind of a gift, absolutely not.”

      I looked at the salesman standing discreetly to the side. He appeared tense and worried about losing his fat commission. He should’ve been over here helping me convince her.

      Aunt Melissa was eyeing the car in silence, admiring the shiny, silver finish as she ran a hand over its surface.

      “Isn’t it good enough? Would you rather have a Porsche? Or a Jaguar? Convertible or hard top?”

      “Aedyn.” She snapped out only my first name this time. I took that as a sign that I was wearing her down, but I was quickly losing patience.

      “Well, you can either get in that brand new car, or you go home in my plane. No way are you driving that death trap of a car of yours back to Iowa.”

      I watched her face soften and she looked at the car again. “It really is very pretty.”

      “Yes, it is. And very safe.”

      I watched her expressive face as it spread out into a big grin. “I’ve never had a new car before.”

      I returned a smile and handed her the keys.

      “You have one now.” I swore I heard the salesman let out a breath.

      “Thank you, Aedyn. I really love it.”

      “I love you, Aunt Melissa.

      The next morning, I walked Aunt Melissa out to the parking garage to send her on her way. She kissed my cheek, got behind the wheel and drove away with a little tap of her horn as a final goodbye. I watched until her taillights disappeared around the corner and then I headed toward my car, needing to get back to the office and begin the process of putting my life back together.

    

  




    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

        

    
    






          Aedyn

        

      

    
    
      A thirteen-hour day at the office, plus an hour-long workout at the gym should’ve been enough to take down even Goliath. That had been the point of pushing myself so hard. I was striving to wear myself down, physically and mentally, to the point of exhaustion so complete that even my nightmares would be too tired to rear their ugly head. Despite my best efforts, sweat poured from every cell as my body reacted to its subconscious nocturnal world. My heart hammered with the same intensity, as if I’d been running a marathon in real life, and my lungs burned for the breath I’d thought I’d lost forever. I existed in a fantasy world, but don’t tell my body that. It produced the same concrete evidence of terror as faced in the material world.

      I found myself trapped in a bizarre, unearthly world constructed of glass—a maze—where Lauren called to me, shouting my name over and over. No matter how fast I ran, or which avenue I searched, I couldn’t find her. My hands and body appeared bloodied, my skin pierced from shards of broken glass, after having run into wall after wall, all vain attempts to reach her. Each time I’d be allowed only a glimpse, a feather of hope, and each time she’d disappear around a turn and anguish would shred my soul, to match my dripping skin.

      I was out of my mind, frantically turning from one direction to another, desperate to get to her before—I didn’t know what would happen—possibly, some form of an unknown reaper would appear. Instead, something etheric manifested. A prevalent fear, so dark and sinister that it subdued my forward actions. It enveloped me, like a black smoke, swirling around me, blocking my vision, and holding me back. If I tried to run, it bound my ankles, making my escape feel like running through knee-deep sludge. If I tried to scream, it swirled my neck to choke me, clamping down like a tourniquet, forcing me to sputter and gag. Lauren was screaming, trying to get to me, but we couldn’t reach each other.

      Without warning, the fabric of my surroundings warped, as if the entire maze I was in shifted and the passageways of the maze reconfigured their routes. If I’d figured out the pattern before, now it was a new puzzle to solve. The glass walls expanded and contracted back to their original shape, and I heard Chip’s voice ringing through my head as he laughed at the futility of my rescue.

      A countdown was announced and I was given three minutes to find her.

      “Two minutes, lover-boy.” Chip’s voice resonated through an invisible loudspeaker over my head. “Hurry, time’s running out.”

      There she was, hammering her fists against a glass wall, her mouth open in a silent scream. I ran toward her, following the glass hallway, hands in front me, never taking my eyes from her in fear she would disappear again.

      She was receding. The more I ran, the more the floor moved like a treadmill and I could get no closer to where she screamed. I couldn’t hear the words, but her lips said, “Ae-dyn.”

      I darted to my left, to try another chamber of the maze, hit a wall and turned back, retracing my steps. Another passageway opened up and I sprinted in its direction.

      “One minute.”

      She was losing hope. I could see it in her eyes. She’d stopped screaming and was sinking to the floor, tears streaming down her beautiful face.

      “Thirty seconds.”

      “No,” I screamed and kept running. I was getting closer, ten yards away. Five. Two. Bam. I ran into a glass wall, so hard my nose showered blood from the impact.

      “Fifteen seconds.”

      I turned back and hit another wall. I clawed at the walls all around me, searching for a way out but all the openings had closed.

      “Ten seconds.”

      Using my shoulder as a battering ram, I launched the full force of my body against the glass. Then Chip appeared in the maze, standing in front of Lauren. I watched as he approached her, her hands thrown up to defend herself.

      “Three, two, one.”

      I kicked and screamed and hammered at the walls as Chip’s hands closed around Lauren’s throat. She was still facing me, eyes locked with mine as her face bulged and began to turn red.

      “No!” I didn’t recognize my voice as it tore from my throat.

      Then I was awake, sitting straight up in my bed, the sheets damp and the words still echoing around the room. I jumped out of bed and paced my bedroom like a caged lion, seething with rage. A dark forebodingness clung to me like sticky black tar as the nightmare reverberated through my mind until, it finally began to fade. I strode to the kitchen, drank a tall glass of water and stuck my head under the faucet, splashing cool water over my face.

      The dark feeling of the nightmare had lessened, but an inkling of fear remained lodged in the pit of my stomach. Something was horribly wrong.

      I’d been so caught up with wallowing in self-pity that I had refused to consider that Lauren might not have had a choice in staying in Granger… she might have been forced to be with Chip. She could be hurt, scared, and it would be my fault.

      I looked at the clock. It was a quarter to midnight. I’d come home from the gym, taken a shower and fallen into bed before ten o’clock.

      Fuck the time. I needed to call her right now. I needed to hear her voice and make sure she was safe. Without a second thought, I snatched the phone. I tapped on her number and pressed the phone against my ear.

      It went straight to voice mail without even a ringtone. I listened to the recording, ‘Hi, you’ve reached Lauren, leave a message’ before I hung up. Hearing her voice calmed me briefly, but it was a false feeling and in the next moment, the foreboding returned. Why had it gone straight to voice mail? In desperation, I tried again, and got the same sequence as before—directly to voicemail. I hung up and paced the living room as my mind spiraled through a litany of reasons as to why she hadn’t answered.

      I began sorting through all the possibilities. Of course, she could be in bed with Chip right now. Most people are in bed by midnight. That would be logical. She might have turned off her phone so they wouldn’t be interrupted. They could be making love right now…

      No.

      I typed in a text message: Call me. We need to talk.

      Feeling hopeless, I slumped down on the couch, with my phone in my hand. It dropped to my lap and I waited, realizing that if she hadn’t answered the phone, she probably wouldn’t see the text message until morning. It wasn’t enough. My gut told me the phone hadn’t been turned off. I’d built my business relying on my strong gut instincts and now, they were screaming at me. Lauren was in trouble.

      Jules. Her best friend would help. Even if I had to wake her at midnight, I didn’t care. She could get her ass out of bed and drive over to check on Lauren. If I couldn’t reach Jules, I’d call Aunt Melissa and tear her from her sleep, ask her to go see. I wouldn’t stop until I found someone to help me.

      I scrolled through the contacts and tapped Jules’ number first. One ring, two, by the fourth ring, I nearly threw the phone and then she picked up.

      “What do you want?”

      The venom in her voice surprised me. I’d expected to hear a groggy, sleepy voiced hello. It took a moment for me to finally speak. “Jules, I need to talk to Lauren…”

      She interrupted, speaking in a sharp and cutting voice. “Really? It’s fucking midnight and you need to talk to Lauren? To do what? Tell her a bunch of bullshit to make things worse?”

      Still stunned, I sputtered, “Worse? What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “You,” she spat. “You’re what happened. You rode into Granger in your fancy limo and your fancy suit and got her head all turned around.”

      “What…”

      “Everything was just fine until you came along. Lauren was happy, in a serious relationship that was about to get more serious. Do you know she worked her ass off to make Chip happy? And then you… you come and fuck it all up.”

      “What happened?” Finally, I broke into her rant. “Where’s Lauren?”

      She barked out a laugh. “Lauren is in the hospital, getting stitches. I’m here with her, waiting for them to finish. I’ve spent the past two hours with her here, listening to her cry on my shoulder, filled with regret that she allowed you to waltz into her life and fuck everything up. You’re nothing but a player.”

      “But…”

      “But what? Wasn’t it really all about some kind of revenge fuck? Is that what it was?”

      “That’s not…” I yelled into the phone, trying to get in a word but she didn’t stop as I tried to talk over her.

      “Men are all the same, little boys with big dicks. Poor Aedyn, jilted at prom. You weren’t good enough for her then; you’re not good enough for her now. Just because you dress nicer doesn’t mean shit. You’re the same stupid idiot from high school.”

      Pain rippled through me at the last remark, as if the verbal soul penetrating daggers had been real. Jules kept talking, but my mind became numb. She was right. I didn’t deserve Lauren. I’d started out with the intention of getting back at Lauren, but once we were alone I couldn’t go through with it. Instead of hurting her, I just wanted to love her all over again. I thought she’d wanted it too, at least that night in my bed I did. I thought I saw in her the hope that she could love me too.       

      “Listen,” Jules said, her voice much lower now. “You need to stay away from Lauren. She’s hurt and you’ll only make it worse. Got it?”

      “Is that what Lauren wants?” I asked, finally getting out a complete sentence.

      “Yea, Einstein. That’s exactly what she wants… for you to stay the hell out of her life.”

      My heart sank. I still couldn’t believe it. “She said that?”

       “She told me so herself.” Jules sighed heavily into the phone, causing the line to grow thick with static. From the sound of it, I almost expected to hear an apology next. But then, in a more even toned voiced, she said, “Good-bye, Aedyn. I can’t talk anymore. They’re releasing her and I have to go now. It’s better this way. Just stay away from her.”

      The line went dead. Before I could set down the phone, I pitched it against the wall. Rage transformed into disbelief, which in turn melted into numbness. I sat on the couch staring blankly at the opposite wall.

      How could I have been so wrong so many times? Was I like my father after all, selfish and oblivious to others? Only caring about my needs and my desires? Maybe I was. The last thing in the world I’d wanted was for Lauren to be hurt, but now it seemed that Jules was right. This was my fault. Those stitches were as good as if I’d caused them myself and it killed me to think of Lauren enduring Chip’s brutal attack alone and afraid. The fear she must have felt—it stung my heart as if pierced by a thousand knives and it was all because of me.

      The guilt that washed over me was suffocating, wave after wave. I was drowning. I leaned forward, balancing my elbows on my knees and pushed both hands through my hair. I prayed that the cushions of this couch would swallow me up whole and I could just stop existing. That way I’d never hurt anyone again.
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          Lauren

        

      

    
    
      I stood outside my apartment in the farthest corner of the back parking lot, a large green dumpster in front of me, and the smell of rotting garbage wafting up my nose. As I stared at the shoes in my hand, the exquisite bridal shoes I’d so carefully chosen while in Chicago, I wasn’t sure which emotion was taking precedent over me right now. These would have been the shoes in which I stepped into my new life as a wife. Was it anger, fear or hope? They were so intermingled. They became a black mess, like colors swirling together on a painter’s canvas, the dark overtaking the light.

      I’d chosen the shoes carefully because, at that time, I was determined to fulfill my goal of marrying Chip. At least that’s what I projected on the outside. I thought that if I went through the motions of planning the wedding, it would quell the doubts I felt on the inside. They were so beautiful, but now I saw only ugliness beneath a dazzling facade. Just like my relationship.

      Without regret, I lifted the black lid and tossed the shoes into the dumpster, then walked away.
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      “You need to eat,” Jules said and pointed to my sandwich. I picked off a corner of the bread and lifted it to my lips. The smell was heavenly, but it tasted like ashes in my dry mouth. I reached for my iced tea and took a long drink instead.

      Jules sighed and touched my hand. “Does your head still hurt?”

      “Not too much. Physical pain is eventually forgotten but…” I touched the spider legs of stitches. “I’m afraid my pride took the biggest beating.”

      “Don’t you dare feel bad about yourself for this. It took guts to stand up to that asshole. He’s the one who should feel bad. Hitting a woman—what a pussy. I hope he gets what he deserves one day. I hope he gets syphilis from his next girlfriend and his dick falls off, that fucking, goddamn, son of a…”

       “Shhh,” I totally agreed, but I hushed her torrent as the woman at the next table gave us a withering look.

      “Well, he is,” she hissed and took a big bite of her sandwich, chewing furiously.

      “I know. Can we change the subject, please? I don’t want to talk about him anymore.” I pushed my sandwich basket aside and pulled my laptop from my tote bag.

      “Why’d you bring your laptop to lunch?”

      “Now that I’m out of a job, first on the list is getting a new one. There’s no way in hell I’m going to work for Chip anymore and I can’t afford not to work. Do you know anyone who’s hiring?”

      “Good luck with that. You think you’re going to find a job here?” Jules threw her hands wide as if the café encompassed all of Granger. “Lauren, we’re currently at a fourteen percent unemployment rate. You’ll need to expand your search to Des Moines to get anything that pays worth a damn.”

      Defiantly, I typed ‘Jobs Granger Iowa’ in the search bar, sure that I’d prove her wrong. My mood brightened as a long list of possibilities populated the screen.

      “Ha!” I turned the screen in her direction just long enough for her to get a glimpse of the long list. I turned it back and read off, “Administrative assistant, bookkeeper… see, I knew everything would be okay.”

      Jules looked at me with sad eyes, but said nothing as I clicked on the first job description for details. Des Moines, kind of far and low pay. Urbandale, still far away and even lower pay. Ames, a glint of hope, better pay but the farthest distance of all so far. It was beginning to look like I’d have to move to find decent pay and that would mean money for a deposit on an apartment, which I didn’t have. Suddenly, nothing looked good and my hopes were dashed.

      I pulled my lower lip between my teeth and clicked the laptop shut with a sigh. “I hate it when you’re right.” For acting like a ditz on the outside, sometimes Jules actually knew a thing or two. “What am I going to do?”

      “Right now, you’re going to eat. Then, we’ll figure everything out. You need to get a new cell phone. That’s your number one priority. I don’t know how anyone lives without one. I’m in a complete panic without mine.” As if on cue, Jules immediately turned her attention to her ever-present cell and began poking the screen.

      I brightened and pulled my new phone from my purse. “Look at this. Just picked it up on my way here.” I waved it in the air for her to see, but she continued looking at her phone and mumbled, “That’s nice.”

      I rolled my eyes, placing my thumb on the button that read my fingerprint and the screen came to life. “I haven’t even had a chance to check it out. The guy at the store said everything from the old one should’ve been saved on the cloud.”

      Oh shit. Although the old phone had no service, fucking Chip had it and that meant he had access to all my information, like Aedyn’s phone number and address. I prayed he wouldn’t do something stupid and try to mess with Aedyn. I scrolled through my contacts, wishing that, by some miracle, Aedyn’s information had been deleted, but it wasn’t. It looked like all the names and numbers had been saved.

      Jules’ head popped up as if she was thinking the same thing I was. “Shit. Does Chip still have your old phone?”

      I grimaced as pain stabbed through my gut. I nearly dropped the phone as my fingers flew over the screen to see if the photos were intact. They were, but when I opened the saved images my heart melted as my worries about Chip temporarily vanished.

      “What’s wrong?” Jules leaned forward. I couldn’t talk, I could only hand her the phone.

      “Oh, Lauren,” she said as she flipped through the images, stopping at a selfie I’d taken of the two of us about to board his plane. There was another from inside the plane, this time only him. He had been looking at me with eyes so filled with tenderness that I’d lifted my phone to capture the moment.

      “He loves you,” Jules said in the softest of voices. I shook my head and she interrupted my denial. “Yes, he does. Look at it.” She handed the phone back to me, still opened to the last picture. “You can see it, plain as day, right there in living color.”

      I looked down at the screen. “Well… maybe.” The knot in my throat was beginning to make it difficult to speak and I couldn’t lift my eyes.

      I could feel Jules staring at me. “Lauren, what really happened in Chicago?” she asked softly.

      I glanced up and cleared my throat. “I don’t know. It’s difficult to explain. I mean, I went there with one intention and… I can’t explain it.”

      Jules inhaled and leaned forward in her chair. “Try.”

      I thought I might cry during the re-telling of our weekend together because I didn’t want it to sound like it was over, like this was the end of our story, but I didn’t get all emotional. Instead, I felt happy as I talked about my time with Aedyn, the club, the tour of Chicago, and the fancy meal in the exclusive restaurants.

      “Jules, more than anything, it was the way he looked at me. He didn’t look at me, searching for flaws or trying to find something to pick at. When he looks at me, I feel beautiful and smart. Like I’m the only person in the entire world, the only one deserving of his attention, like he knows me in my heart.”

      Jules nodded, but frowned and with a bitterness in her voice said, “They all start out that way, don’t they? It’s all heavenly in the beginning. Hot sex. Tender moments. Then it always turns to shit.”

      “No,” I shook my head. “This was diff…”

      “Different?” Jules interrupted and her eyes narrowed. “I remember the two of us sitting right here in this same café a few years ago and you gushing about how wonderful things were with Chip.”

      I stared at her. She was right. And wrong. Aedyn was nothing like Chip. Jules paraded around with her “don’t give a shit” attitude. She was resentful about her own lot in life. That’s what was making her so skeptical about mine.

      “Sorry, I know that sounded terrible and I didn’t mean it as a slap in the face. It’s just that… aren’t all relationships like that? Sizzle then fizzle?”

      I opened my mouth in denial, but she went on, “You were perfectly happy with Chip before Aedyn showed up. You were desperate to marry Chip, have his children, what, a month ago?”

      She held up a hand when another sound of denial tried to escape my lips.

      “Have you thought about that at all?” She grasped my hands tightly, her eyes penetrating my soul. “Lauren, you were going to marry Chip until you fucked Aedyn. I’m worried about you. Really worried. You don’t even know Aedyn, not the man he’s become and you’re willing to give up everything you worked for these past three years… for a one-night stand?”

      I pointed to my stitches, anger overtaking my doubts. I’ve never yelled at Jules, but I wanted to scream at her now. Instead, I looked around and hissed, “Stitches? Is that what I worked for the past three years? And how about the bruises and lacerations my self-esteem has taken?”

      She couldn’t look me in the eye, didn’t want to hear the truth. Her chin dropped to her chest and she stared at the water stains on the tabletop.

       “Are you really that jaded? Love didn’t work out for you so it can’t possibly work for me? I may not end up with Aedyn, but I’ll be grateful every day for the rest of my life that he came back to Granger and drug me out of the nightmare existence I was living. As my best friend, I’d think you’d be happy he saved me from it too, but no, you… you...”

      “I what?” she urged. “Just say it.” You gave up love for money, is what flashed through my mind, but when I looked at her sitting there with her well-manicured nails, her salon perfect hair and a loneliness in her eyes, I softened. I didn’t want to blame Jules for not stopping me from almost making the biggest mistake in my life. I wasn’t mad at her. I was mad at myself. I allowed myself to take the abuse because of money too. But everyone knew, money didn’t buy happiness. Tears glistened in her eyes and I felt mine begin to burn as well.

      I blew out a breath and shook my head. “We’re both pretty pathetic, you know.” I relaxed back in my chair. “Look at us, willing to give up everything about ourselves to be with a man.”

      Jules laughed, with a short burst of air. “Yea. I don’t even know how it got this way. In the beginning, things with Jack were so good. Then, he started having affairs, so I started having affairs… it seemed like we just wanted to hurt each other, but then I got over the hurt and life just went on that way. So now, for the kids’ sake, we stay together, but have our little flings on the side. We don’t say it out loud, announce it like we’ve made a decision of any kind. Days turn into weeks, weeks turn into years and before you know it, here we are.”

      “Do you regret it?” I asked, wondering if I would have faced the same kind of marriage eventually with Chip.

      “How can I? I have my kids because of it. But maybe someday, it’ll be different. It’s fun to have a roll in the hay with the gardener, or whoever I want, but…” She shook her head. “I miss the idea of being with someone. You know, really being with him, trusting, loving…being a team.”

      “I wouldn’t know what that’s like, being a team,” I admitted. “With Chip, it was like he always had to be in control, even from the beginning. At first, it was wonderful. I liked not having to make decisions. It was so easy to let him do everything for me. Then…” I shrugged.

      “Then, he became a certified psycho, fuck-wad,” Jules finished for me. Her vivid words could be a tad harsh at times, but on this one, we were in complete agreement, she’d described him to a T.

      “Exactly!”

      It felt wonderful to laugh. The pain I’d been feeling seemed to escape a little bit with each exhale. After our giggles had settled, our conversation turned serious again. “You know what else is crazy?” She waited, knowing my question didn’t need a reply. “I actually thought someone like Aedyn could be interested in me. Like, seriously interested.”

      Jules chewed her bottom lip before responding, “Why wouldn’t he be? You’re beautiful and smart and…”

      “He’s wealthy and successful. You should see his apartment, it has a killer view of Lake Michigan and his car… when we went to the club, he had girls climbing over themselves to be near him. I’m not his caliber. I’m just a small town girl and obviously not as smart as I look.”

      “And yet, he went home with you, made love to you. I think that says something, don’t you?”

      “I doubt it. If it hadn’t been me, it would have been any of those women—probably all of them. Hmph, they all looked like fashion models. They’re the type of woman he should be with, not me. Besides, I’ve only brought him trouble, like getting arrested trouble and getting caught in the middle of all the shit between me and Chip, trouble. I’m sure he never wants to see me again.”

      Jules blew out a breath and then squinted up into the sun. “Lauren, I’ve got to tell you something. Don’t be mad. I did it in the heat of the moment. I thought I was protecting you. Just remember that, I was protecting you and at that point, it seemed like all the men in your life were fucking with you.”

      Her nervous fingers began ripping her paper napkin into long strips and just when it looked like she wasn’t going to say anything more, she continued, “I kind of told Aedyn to not contact you anymore.”

      I stared at her in disbelief. “What? What do you mean, ‘kind of’? Why would you do that?” I blinked, letting the weight of her words sink in. “And when the hell did you talk to Aedyn? Do you two call each other and have chats about me behind my back?” My voice rose with indignation.

      “You were in the hospital, getting stitches and he called my phone.”

      “He what?” This was getting worse. They did talk behind my back.

      “I was so pissed at everyone, so afraid for you. I just… I just told him to leave you alone, and…” She winced reluctant to say the rest. “And to never call you again.”

      Stunned, I turned to my right and watched a mother with a stroller as she passed along the sidewalk.

      “I’m sorry, I should’ve told you.”

      “Yes, you should have. Oh God, Jules. What have you done? What did he say? What did he want?” My heart was beating so hard in my chest it was almost painful. I thought he was gone forever. I hadn’t gotten any calls or messages. I thought he hated me. I thought… I didn’t know what I thought. I couldn’t keep a straight one in my mind right now, it was reeling from the bomb Jules just dropped on me.

       “I didn’t give him the chance to say what he wanted, to be truthful. Like I said, I was pissed… and I don’t know what happened. I saw his name on my phone and tore into him. I guess I just reacted. He was the one in front of my face at the time and I took it out on him.”

      Over reacted was more like it, that and act like a damn drama queen. It was typical Jules style. I snatched up my phone to check my old messages.

      Jules sat up straight and asked, “What are you doing?”

      I didn’t have time to answer. Instead, I made an “Uh, uh” noise, indicating I couldn’t be bothered as I quickly punched the safety lock button. It wasn’t just pictures that had been saved, I realized. Everything had been saved, and I hadn’t taken the time to look at my old messages because I’d been too busy talking to Jules and having lunch to check.

      There it was, several missed calls, a text message and one call from Aedyn’s number that appeared to have been answered. A shiver ran down my spine as it sunk in, Chip was the only person with access to my phone during that time. I rubbed my forehead above my brows. The possibilities of what Chip and Aedyn could’ve said to each other in that call made me feel sick in my stomach.

      I put my hand on my stomach and checked the text messages. They were all there. The string of our last conversation. I closed my eyes, took a breath and opened them to read the last message from Aedyn. It said: Call me. We need to talk.

      I blew out a breath and turned the screen so Jules could read it.

      “Lauren, I really am very sorry. I hope you can forgive me. I didn’t mean to make things worse.”

      I knew she didn’t. It made sense that she would expect the worse from Aedyn. Her view of the world had been tarnished by hurt and betrayal, but deep in my heart I knew Jules only wanted the best for me. We’d been best friends for forever and she’d always had my back.

      “What should I do now?” I felt so unsure of myself and had little faith in my ability to know the correct direction to take. My track record for picking a good man in the past hadn’t been a good one.

      “Go to him.”

      That surprised me, and I looked up at her as she repeated, “Go to him. By plane, by car, it doesn’t matter. This is too important for a text message or a phone call.”

      “But…”

      “But nothing,” she said. “If things go bad, call me and I’ll come get you. But, if things go great…” She shrugged and gave me a little smile.

      “So just show up on his doorstep? Don’t you think that will make me look desperate?”

      She leaned forward. “You are kind of desperate.” She was teasing me, in the way only a friend can tease, but I got it.

      “And do what?”

      She gave me a ‘what do you think’ look and rolled her eyes. “Watch his reaction, Lauren. You’ll know the moment he opens the door where his heart is. You can’t see facial expression and smiles over the phone and that’s what you want… a huge smile. Plus, texts are horrible for this kind of thing. Too impersonal and you miss the mood, the emotions. In-person is the best way.” She spoke like an expert on relationships. I was surprised, so much wisdom coming from someone in a bad relationship of her own, but was I brave enough to do it?

      “What if I’m wrong? What if he’s moved on?” I asked.

      “What if you’re right?” Her eyebrows rose with the question. “You know what they say, desperate times call for desperate measures. Go get him, girl.”

      I stood up from the table and gathered my things before I bent down to kiss her cheek. I rushed out the door without saying another word.
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      As the cornfields of Iowa turned into the suburbs of Chicago, and then the skyscrapers of down town, I rehearsed the conversation I would be having with Aedyn, over and over. You’d think six hours of driving in a car would have brought clarity or courage, but I’d spent the entire time vacillating, from hope to despair. I imagined various scenarios, playing each scene out in my mind as to how it might go down when I would first see him. I was determined to be prepared. No way was I going to be caught off guard by his reaction and humiliate myself in front of him. I wanted to be in control, poised and confident so I ran through several alternatives of the possible responses he might give.

      “Hello, Aedyn.” Reaction one: thrilled, happiness. I jump for joy and fall into his arms.

      “Hi, Aedyn.” Reaction two: utter relief. Still good, at least it shows concern for me.

      “Aedyn?” Reaction three: total disbelief. This could go either way. Either he was surprised and happy I contacted him or he couldn’t believe I’d do something as stupid as coming all the way to Chicago for nothing.

      And finally, “Aedyn.” Reaction four: Anger, rage. I turn and hoof it to the nearest bar to drown my sorrows.

      There was actually one more possible response. It was the worst one of all and I didn’t like thinking about that one. It was absolute indifference. That would mean he hadn’t been thinking of me at all, an indication that I meant nothing to him, one way or the other.

      Hate isn’t the opposite of love. Indifference is. At least rage indicated that he cared, but was disappointed that I hadn’t lived up to some standard he’d held of me. I could work with that, to restore what was missing. But indifference, that’s the one that would burn my soul.

      My emotions swung from positive to negative and back again with every long hauler’s truck I passed on the Interstate. My self-esteem had been shot to hell in the past and it looked like staying positive was easier said than done.

       As the hum of the tires on the road lulled me into a fantasy, I imagined how it would go. We’d see each other, lock eyes. Aedyn’s face would blossom into a huge smile. His arms would spread wide and welcoming, and we’d rush into each other’s long awaited embrace. Then he’d sweep me up in his arms, spinning me around and take me to his bed where we’d make love, wildly and passionately, while tears coursed down our faces as we professed undying love to each other. Okay, maybe I’d watched too many movies.

      I could almost feel his fingers on my breasts, his lips between my legs. I reached for the air conditioning button on the dashboard. I longed for the weight of him to settle down on top of me as he slowly, oh so slowly, slipped inside. Oh my. I cranked the AC as high as it’d go and positioned the vents to blow on my hot cheeks.

      I needed to believe I hadn’t screwed up things between Aedyn and me so badly that it couldn’t be repaired. I deserved a good life like everyone else, unfortunately, my steel confidence only lasted on the open road. The closer I got to downtown Chicago, the more my anxiety rose. As the tall buildings of the Chicago skyline rose before my eyes, my pulse raced. My palms stuck to the steering wheel, damp with sweat. I was within fifteen minutes of arrival when pure panic nearly set in and it took all my courage not to turn the car around and go home. I took a deep breath. I couldn’t go back now. I’d come this far and for a reason. I had to find out if what my gut was telling me was true, if the look in his eyes and the tenderness in his kiss wasn’t just a well-crafted move by a player who loves playing the game. Rejection had to be better than to live with regrets, and have to tell the story of Aedyn as ‘the one who got away’.

      I glanced at my phone propped up in the cup holder in the center console. I’d been using the GPS on my phone to direct me to Aedyn’s office building. Traffic was congested and I wasn’t used to driving in a large city. Finally, the woman’s voice said, “You’ve reached your destination.” If only the voice in my head was a certain as the one on my phone.

      After finding an empty space in the parking garage, I took a moment to check my face in the mirror. Despite carefully applying makeup to hide the scar, it was still a spiteful reminder of how quickly dreams could become nightmares. With trembling fingers, I swiped a streak of lip-gloss across my lips and then raked my fingers through my hair. I wanted to look amazing when he saw me. Not just good, but amazing. I yanked off my old tennis shoes and tossed them in the backseat, replacing them with a pair of high heels I’d brought that matched my skirt.

      I opened the car door and stepped into the sauna that was downtown Chicago in the summer. I’d driven in my nice clothes, wanting to be ready the minute I arrived, but they were probably wrinkled by now and this humidity wasn’t going to help.

      I grabbed my purse, locked the car and headed to the elevator to the street level. I walked out of the garage and blinked as the sun beamed down through the tall towers of concrete and glass. I fumbled with my purse, looking for my sunglasses, but gave up when I realized I’d left them in the car. I huffed, and started walking.

      It was well past noon when I stepped up to the front entrance of Aedyn’s office building. As I pulled open the looming, glass doors, I wondered why I’d ever listened to Jules in the first place. I went over her words in my mind once again—watch for the first facial expression. The first one would be the honest one. Then if I didn’t see what I wanted, I’d simply offer my well-rehearsed apology, and tell him I just needed to say, ‘I’m sorry’ in person for all the trouble I’d caused in his life.

      I located the directional kiosk, and scanned it for the name of Aedyn’s company. There… Cumberland Marketing, Suite 221, located on the forty-sixth floor. I swiveled my head, searching for the bank of elevators. When I heard the ding of an elevator bell, I started in that direction, picking up my pace, hoping to catch it before the doors closed.

      A woman stepped out and turned to wait while the others exited. She was extraordinarily attractive, tall, and blonde. I couldn’t help but admire how her heels matched her sharp business suit, which was perfectly tailored to her equally perfect body. The woman smiled broadly as the last person stepped out of the elevator.

      My heart skidded to a halt. It was Aedyn, and the blonde woman was taking his arm.

      My stomach plunged to the floor. In one fluid move, I ducked behind a marble pillar where I watched as Aedyn patted the woman’s hand and smiled down at her with obvious affection.

      Shit.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Every hope I’d nurtured on my long drive came crashing down around me as I watched the two of them, laughing on their way to the front entrance. They were beautiful together, even the color of their suits blended perfectly. They walked past me as if I were a ghost, not even a glance in my direction. Granted, I was hiding behind a large pillar.

      I leaned my forehead against the cool marble. I may have looked like a dork, but I didn’t care. My well-made plans hadn’t taken this scenario into account. If I stalled any longer, they’d be out the door. I snapped to attention. I’d just have to wing it. I stepped out from behind the pillar covering the open expanse of the lobby in a few long strides to follow them.

      I continued at a safe distance until they reached a nearby hotel. A pang of jealousy hit me just after Aedyn opened the door for the woman and I saw him place his hand on the small of her back to usher her inside. It was a gentlemanly gesture and a possessive one. It made me clamp my teeth and grind.

      Had they come to this hotel to get a room for a ‘nooner’? What the hell was I supposed to do now? Wait in the bar, getting drunk on drinks with little umbrellas while they fucked upstairs?

      They veered off in the direction of the hotel restaurant. My relief was so profound it made me dizzy. Why was I being possessive? Aedyn had every right to be with whoever he wanted. Besides, in a matter of seconds it wouldn’t matter. Either she’d be history or I’d be crying in my car with the windows rolled up to muffle my wailing.

      I shook off my fear and gathered my courage. I needed to talk to him now, to see his face, and see if there was a flicker of hope or if all was lost.

      I stepped quickly toward the hostess desk where the two of them waited for an open table. I had to do this before they were called to a table and all my strength drained from me.

      I took a deep breath as I reached out a hand to tap his shoulder. He turned as if he’d already felt my touch. Our eyes met and his widened in surprise. Then… happiness, the clearest, purest moment of total joy appeared in his gaze before it was cloaked behind a curtain of politeness.

      “Lauren.” He turned more fully toward me, the woman beside him turned as well. I gave her a small nod before directing all of my attention back to Aedyn.

      “Hello, Aedyn.” My voice was more powerful than I thought it would be. It held steady, as did my eyes as we simply took each other in for a long thirsty moment.

      Finally, it was he who broke the gaze, his eyes darting to the side then back. “What… what are you doing here?” He was tripping over his words. He was flustered—a good sign.

      “It’s a wonderful surprise, but…”

      But? I wanted to ask what that meant. Instead, I moved the conversation along, covering with a lie and said, “I’m here looking for a job.” Well, I could’ve been. I’d entertained the idea of job-hunting in the Chicago area, even before I got in the car. I came prepared with copies of my resume stuffed in my tote bag, just in case.

      The woman beside him must’ve been getting restless because she spoke up and said, “Are you going to introduce me to your friend?” She stepped closer to Aedyn and tightened her grip on his arm. Her eyes flicked down me, lingering on my shoes before they returned to my face. Clearly, I’d been accessed and, just as quickly, dismissed as a threat to her.

      “Oh, yes, my apologies,” Aedyn said. “Collette, please let me introduce you to Lauren Mitchell. Lauren, this is Colette Fabre, a business associate of mine.”

      Colette’s mouth pressed into a thin line, a sign of displeasure at being introduced so formally. My heart soared knowing he’d taken extra care to highlight that this was a business luncheon.

      I stuck out my hand politely and was graced by a weak shake in return. Then she wiped her hand down her skirt, as if she’d touched something nasty before returning her clawing fingers to Aedyn’s arm. The word, vulture, came to mind and I wondered if she knew she was being so obvious.

      “When did you get here?” he asked, clearly trying to sort out how I’d come to appear in front of him so suddenly.

      “I just left my car with the valet a minute ago, and was going to check in to my room and, what a coincidence, there you were walking through the doors.” I nearly kicked myself for that lie. This was the Four Seasons, where rooms started at three hundred dollars per night. My credit card would surely pay the price for this deception.

      “Oh.” Aedyn said and looked down at his feet. He frowned, looked back up at me and asked, “So, you’re planning on moving here? You mentioned getting a job…” His eyes took in my face and his jaw tightened. He’d noticed my scar. I heard the unasked question behind the polite social one.

      “Yes,” I said, looking him straight in the eye. “I’d like to move here. That is… if everything works out.”

      This was maddening. Neither one of us could say what we wanted. Having a coded conversation in front of Colette and a bunch of hungry strangers waiting for tables was getting me nowhere.

      Colette cut in, and said, “Well, I hear the job market is dreadful,” all the while marking her territory with cold glances. “What kind of work are you looking for?” She gave another up and down flick of her eyes. “Secretarial? Food service? You look like you’d make a wonderful hostess. Maybe you could apply for a job here.”

      Aedyn’s jaw tightened, but before he could say a word, the perky hostess called his name, approaching with menus in hand. “Right this way,” she said.

      Colette took a step, and then turned back when she saw Aedyn hadn’t moved. “Don’t be long, Aedyn,” she said, before turning away and following the girl.

      “Well…”

      “Well… yea. Don’t keep her waiting.” I rolled my eyes, trying to make a stupid joke. The awkwardness in the air was thick as tar. “Go. Enjoy your lunch.” I forced my polite smile into place. “It’s good to see you, Aedyn. I… um… didn’t get a chance to say goodbye the other day. And I didn’t get to say I’m sorry… for causing you so much trouble.” I pursed my lips and bobbed my head. “Yea, so… I should go now.” I swallowed hard, the words sticking in my throat. “Thank you for… for everything.”

      I turned to leave, but a hand on my shoulder stopped me. I looked back, not sure how much longer I could stave off the tears. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in his throat and I longed to press my lips against it, to fall into his arms and promise to never leave him. But instead, I had to endure having the man I wanted make casual small talk, while I struggled to keep from falling into a million pieces on this expensive tile floor, right in front of him.

      “Good luck with your job search, Lauren. Don’t listen to Colette, she’s just being catty. You’ll be wonderful in whatever job you choose to do. Any company in Chicago would be lucky to have you.”

      So that was it? Good luck and goodbye?

      “Thank you,” I said and turned away again. I’d known there was a good chance I’d be walking away alone. But as my heels echoed across the marble floor, further away from Aedyn, I realized how distant the chance of my happiness really was. I honestly thought he’d be glad to see me and that we’d laugh about everything, chalk it up to the challenges when fate played her tricks on star crossed lovers.

      As the exit doors grew closer and Aedyn still hadn’t called after me, I realized how foolish I’d been. Tears burned a path down my cheeks as I pushed the glass doors open and stepped out onto the gray cement sidewalk. I stopped up short. I was lost for a moment, disoriented by the noise and clutter of the city, and unable to remember which way I’d come from. My internal compass was spinning, my destination, once again, unknown.

      I brushed the back of my hand across the wetness on my cheek, first my right and then my left. I turned right, at random, and started walking in that direction. I heard a muffled tinkling tweet, one of my cell phone alerts, coming from my purse. I ignored it and kept walking. A few steps later, it signaled again.

      Damn it Jules. Not now.

      She probably wanted a status update, but my thumbs didn’t have the heart to type out, “Failed.” Plus, I’d just gotten the crying under control. I couldn’t be having… shit… where the hell was I? I was completely turned around, certain that I’d been walking in the wrong direction the entire time and then, another alert tone, a tinkling tweet.

      Oh for god’s sake. That’s the third one. Sorry, Jules. It would have to wait. I didn’t have time to answer texts about how many times Wanda forgot to change the baby’s diaper. I slowed my pace and looked up to read the name on the street sign, but it didn’t ring a bell.

      Not sure what to do next, I stepped into a little coffee shop to give myself a moment to think. I ordered an iced latte, suddenly desperate for something cold to drink. I found a small empty table in the corner, secluded from the others and made a beeline for it. My purse hit the table top with a clatter as the large metal buckle hit the bare surface. What the…? I looked around. My table was the only one without the inviting red and white-checkered tablecloth. That figured. At least it was in the corner where I could sulk without too much notice. I flopped into the chair and propped my elbows on the table. Closing my eyes, I pressed the cold plastic cup against the parts of my face that were puffy from crying.

      The annoying twinkling-tweet erupted again. My eyes popped open and jumped to my purse. Reluctantly, I pulled it out and took a long sip of the iced coffee before swiping the screen, but it wasn’t Jules. To my surprise, there were four texts from Aedyn:

       We need to talk.

      Meet me for dinner?

      6pm Four seasons

      The last one simply said: Please.

      My heart raced and butterflies of excitement fluttered in my stomach. Maybe destiny was tapping me on the shoulder and things would finally be going in a positive direction. Then in the next moment, my hopes withered. Maybe Aedyn wanted to tell me to go back to Granger and stop bothering him. Was I a stalker? Maybe, but I’d gotten the reaction I’d hoped for so it didn’t matter what people thought of me. I was on a mission.

      I picked up my drink and toasted the air. To the future. I smiled and wrapped my lips around the straw for another shot of adrenaline, struggling to keep them in place as my smile grew into a wide, silly grin.
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      The hotel room in the Four Seasons was magnificent, a far cry from the low budget motels I was used to. It was the most money I’d ever spent on a room, but I didn’t care. Indulging in a nice hotel room was part of my newfound campaign to bolster my self-esteem. Granted, I hadn’t planned on soaking in a huge tub and languishing in the oils the hotel provided, but it was working and everything seemed to be going well. I’d managed to find Aedyn and the reaction I’d hoped for and on top of it all, he asked me to dinner.

      As I swirled my fingers through the relaxing warmth of the water, my thoughts lingered on Aedyn. When I saw him walk out of that elevator with Collette, he looked so handsome, so at home in his element, like a man who deserved to have a beautiful woman on his arm. I tried to imagine myself in that picture of perfection.

      How could I compare to someone as sophisticated as Collette? I was a small town girl. I didn’t pay as much attention to things like politics as I should, at least that was what Chip had told me.

      I sat up and yanked the stopper from the drain with more force than intended. I was angered by the fact that his toxic words still crept into my head and I had to fight to keep them at bay. Chip could go to hell, for all I cared.

      I rose to step out of the tub on shaky legs and reached for a plush brilliantly white bath towel. I wasn’t sure how this dinner would go, but I vowed to go into it with a positive attitude. I rubbed my skin with vigor until it glowed pink, as if each stoke had the power to erase Chip’s destructive residue from my very being. I pulled on the fluffy robe the hotel provided and stared at my reflection in the mirror. Leaning forward, I placed my hands on the smooth marble countertop and resolved not to let Chip, or self-destructive thinking, sabotage my chances to win Aedyn’s heart. 

      [image: ]
* * *

      The elevator pinged and the doors opened with a swish. I glanced at my phone. Exactly six o’clock. I switched it to vibrate and shoved it into my small silver evening purse. I smoothed my little black dress and took a deep breath before stepping out into the lobby. I’d curled my hair, put on extra makeup, especially over the scar, and added dark, smoky eye shadow in hopes that its dramatic effect would detract attention from the fading bruise on my cheek.

      I was to meet Aedyn at the steak house, the high-end restaurant located also on the ground floor but farther back, past the hotel registration desk. I was glad he hadn’t requested we meet at the coffee shop that faced the sidewalk where he’d taken Collette.

      As I curved past the registration area, I spotted Aedyn standing in front of the fountain outside Andre’s restaurant. His strikingly handsome stature stopped me in my tracks and I nearly gasped at the sight. He stood there, the picture of perfect masculinity, as if posed in front of a wall of water, which spilled continuously over a large flat polished stone waterfall in a sheet so thin, that it almost looked like liquid glass. He had changed into a more casual, but equally elegant suit, a dark, charcoal gray this time. His tie was gone and the top of his white dress shirt had been left unbuttoned to frame the face that still surprised me at its perfection.

      He was staring down at his phone, his thumb moving over the screen. I remember that thumb, the way he’d placed it in my mouth and ordered me to suck, the way it had circled my hot nub while his fingers moved inside me. I pressed my thighs together, the memories so vivid my body couldn’t do anything but respond.

      My stomach fluttered with excitement and I took a deep breath, pulling my hair from my neck to cool myself. I started in his direction, the sharp click of heels against marble punctuating my dancing nerves. As I approached, he looked up from his phone, and a smile spread across his face as he took me in.

      “Hi,” was all I could get out. I flushed, pleased with the dress I’d purchased and his raw, appreciative gaze.

      “Hi, yourself.” He took my hand and gave me a little twirl. The skirt of the dress flared out around my knees exposing a hint of upper thigh. “You look amazing.”

      Pleasure spiraled through me at his compliment. “Thanks. You look very handsome yourself. We’d better go inside before all the women here in the lobby start flocking to you.”

      Aedyn offered his elbow and led us to the hostess, who immediately directed us to an intimate corner table. Once we were seated and our drink orders were taken, I began to relax, however I was still a little wary. He may have asked me to dinner not as a date, but simply as two hometown friends.

      The waitress delivered our cocktails, a Scotch on the rocks for Aedyn and a Cosmopolitan Martini, which I’d hoped would exude confidence and sophistication, for me.

      Aedyn lifted his glass and said, “To old friends… not that you’re old. What I mean is, to good friends.”

      I laughed and replied, “To old friends, indeed,” and touched my glass to his.

      He took a drink and returned his drink to the cloth-covered table. “So… I was really surprised to see you earlier today. I never expected to see you here in Chicago, let alone at my favorite coffee shop, but there you were. I about fell over when I saw you.”

      “Yea, it was pretty coincidental, I would have to say. Who knew you worked nearby? I was just as surprised as you.” I lied, and took a sip of my Cosmo for cover. 

      He nodded and laced his fingers together under his chin in a speculative manner. “Mmm. I see.” He took his hands down and reached for another drink of his Scotch. “Well? How did job hunting go today?”

      “Ah, job hunting… well, it was going fine, lots of leads to explore and… um…” Shit. I could tell from the way he was looking at me that he was watching for signs of a lie. This was no way to start a relationship. It was time to come clean, place all of my cards on the table and let fate take its course.

      “I… I didn’t exactly come here looking for a job.” I slumped down in my chair.

      His eyebrows rose. “Oh?”

      The single syllable dangled in the air between us and I couldn’t tell if he was curious or pissed.

      “If you weren’t here to look for a job, then why did you come to Chicago?”

      He leaned back in his chair and I thought I noticed the slightest bit of twitch at the corner of his mouth. For a moment I wondered if he was laughing at me and thought I was a ridiculous fool to show up out of the blue, but I brushed it aside, determined to say what I’d come to tell him.

       “Okay, here’s the truth, Aedyn. I really came to Chicago because I wanted to see you. I looked up your work address and showed up, hoping I’d find you at work, so I can apologize in person. Then, I saw you and Collette at the coffee shop…”

      His brow furrowed when he caught the inaccuracy in my details.

      “Wait… you said you were going to my office. How did you find me at the coffee shop?”

      “Oh. I know this might sound a little crazy…” I pushed a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “I saw you get off the elevator at your building and followed you to the coffee shop.”

      I watched his face for signs of disapproval but it remained expressionless.

      “I came all this way and I just didn’t want to go home without apologizing, not that an apology could really make a difference, but…”

      He broke in, “Apologize for what? Lauren, you don’t have to apologize for anything. Besides, you already said it, at lunch. Remember?”

      I sat up straight, feeling the need to explain my motivation in a way that wouldn’t make me look like a stalker. “Yes, but that was when I thought I’d never see you again and…” I trailed off, suddenly unsure of myself. This wasn’t going as planned. My hands began to tremble and I locked my fingers together on the table to calm them. I was awkwardly close to tears.

      Aedyn smiled and leaned in. He reached across the table and placed a soothing hand on mine. It felt warm and electrifying, just like the time in Granger when he touched me after talking for what seemed like hours. His eyes watched as his thumb caressed the skin on the back of one hand, swirling in small, relaxing circles. He pushed his thumb forward to stroke my ring finger only to stop when he noticed what was missing. His eyes jumped to mine. “Where’s your engagement ring?”

      Our eyes lock and I smiled.

      “I hope it’s not in your purse again?”

      “Oh, god, no.” I felt the heat of embarrassment rising in my cheeks. “I’m sorry about that, by the way.”

      “It’s okay, water under the bridge, go on. You were about to say?”

      His eyes drilled into me, demanding an answer and searching for what he already knew but wanting confirmation. I opened my mouth to speak, but the waiter arrived. I’d barely looked at the menu and wasn’t even sure I had the stomach to eat anyway. 

       Aedyn pulled his hand back and flashed a smile to the waiter, then offered, “The shrimp risotto is very good. Or the filet mignon with Andre’s special peppercorn sauce.”

      I smiled, thankful for the input. “The risotto sounds perfect.”

      The waiter floated back toward the kitchen with our orders and Aedyn continued, “Sorry, you were about to tell me something, it seemed it was very important. Go ahead.”

      “Yes, it is. I broke it off with Chip, I’m no longer engaged. There’s another thing I wanted to say to you. Thank you for helping me see what a mistake I was making. I don’t know why I couldn’t see it on my own.”

      “That’s great news. It’s a good thing you’re out of that relationship. It was toxic, to say the least. And don’t be so hard on yourself. Chip’s an asshole… I mean, a moron.”

      “No, you’re right. He’s an asshole plus some.”

      “I was really worried about you.” His expression turned to one of concern. “I tried calling, to make sure you were okay but after I was arrested and you disappeared so suddenly, I didn’t know what to think. The way I saw Chip treat you that day, on the sidewalk… that’s when I knew how bad it really was for you.”

      I remembered seeing a missed call when I showed my new phone to Jules and it made me hopeful, knowing he hadn’t forgotten me after all.

       “I had no idea you’d called…”

      “Yeah, I’m sure Chip didn’t tell you about it.”

      “Chip? I thought you called me. How did you talk to Chip?”

      “Actually, I didn’t. I called your phone but when he answered, I hit the roof so I hung up. Let’s just say I wasn’t in the mind space for a chat. I was pissed and I didn’t want to say anything that might come back on you, if you know what I mean.”

      “Yes and thank you. That was the wise thing to do.”

      He paused for a moment, rattling the ice cubes in the nearly empty glass and then threw back the meager amount of watered down Scotch. When the glass landed on the table he said, “I spoke to Jules…”

      His voice was even when he spoke although I wasn’t sure if he was upset.

      “I know,” I interrupted. “She told me. That’s another thing I need to apologize for. I’m sorry. She wasn’t very nice to you.”

      He leaned back and lifted a finger, to signal the waiter for another drink. “Yeah. She was pretty brutal, surprised the hell out of me quite frankly.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut for, a moment wondering how pissed he really was but soon he relaxed. “What the hell was going on, Lauren? The way she reacted, I thought you were lying dead in a ditch somewhere. I was worried sick about you. That’s why I called and then she bit my head off, told me to go pound sand, ‘you fucker’. What was that all about?”

      I looked at the ceiling hoping divine inspiration would shine down upon me. It was all so complicated, but I had to explain. I had to try if I ever wanted to unscrew the mess I’d made and then maybe we could start over. Go back to before Chip and Jules ruined it all. And me. I was to blame too. They just sunk the nails in the coffin.

      “Jules thought she was protecting me, in a backward kind of way. She meant well. She’d just walked into my apartment and found me in the aftermath of Chip’s rage, took me to the hospital for stitches. At that point, she pretty much thought every man on planet Earth was fucking with me.”

      “Me included.” It wasn’t a question.

      I nodded. “You know how girlfriends are, we tell each other everything. After the weekend in Chicago, I thought I was just another one-night-stand for you.”

      His mouth dropped open. “Why? Why would you think that?”

      “It wasn’t anything you said or did. I didn’t think I could ever be more than that. I mean, look at you.” I waved a hand in his direction. “You’re wildly successful, over the top handsome. You have women falling all over themselves to be with you, fast cars, a bachelor pad…”

      Aedyn threw his head back and laughed. “Stop. I’m starting to feel like Hugh Hefner.”

      I laughed too, trying to imagine Aedyn in a silk robe and ascot, with scantily clad, silicone filled women all around.

      The waiter came and interrupted to serve our meal. My risotto looked delicious. I picked up my fork and started with a plump shrimp. It was fantastic and I continued teasing each one out of the rice to eat first.

      “Aedyn, this is wonderful. The shrimp is very delicate. How’s yours?”

      “Perfect. I come here often. They don’t have anything like this in Granger.”

      “It is really nice and I’m glad you invited me to dinner.”

      I set my fork down and grew serious again. “After I was here in Chicago with you the last time, I went back to Granger intending to break the engagement when the time was right. But with Chip’s anger issues, the time was never right. Then, the more I thought about it, I figured you wouldn’t want someone like me anyway, so I made the assumption that I was just a fuck and run. I didn’t blame you.”

      Aedyn grew serious too, his blue eyes searching mine. “You really don’t know, do you?”

      “Know what?”

      “How special you are.” A hard lump began to grow in my throat. I tried to stop it, but it just grew larger. Aedyn leaned forward, reaching out a hand to wipe away my tear and said, “Hey, don’t cry, sweetie.” My heart did a flip. A term of endearment instead of my name, this was a sign of progress. I dabbed furiously at my eyes with my napkin, but was unable to get the darn tears to stop.

      “I’m sorry,” I cry-laughed and waved a hand in front of my face. “I can’t seem to find the off handle on these things.”

      “It’s okay. You’ve been through a lot lately. We all have shit we have to deal with in our lives and it certainly seems like you’ve had a double dose of it. I’m sorry about that, I really am, but I’m going to let you in on a little secret. You see me as some big time player with fast women and a fast car, going from one kind of fun to the next. I suppose you’re right about part of it. I admit chasing the adrenaline rush can be addictive… but what I’m trying to say is, that lifestyle that you described, my Hugh Hefner persona, well, that’s not the real me.”

      I pushed a stray grain of rice around the edge of my plate with my fork. “But you’re so confident. I wish I were like that. From where I sit, your life looks pretty fantastic.”

       “All of that is just a facade, a cover for the geek I really am. That kid you knew from high school… he’s still in here, right under the surface all the time.” He thumped his chest and then pressed his fingers to his forehead. “And he’s right here. All those years and I never got you out of my mind. I tried. I even went to see a shrink once or twice, but then I came up with my own form of therapy.”

      I raised a questioning eyebrow and he continued, “Yeah, alcohol, a lot of one-night stands, and a few other things.”

       “I was the one who should’ve gone to therapy.” It hit me like a ton of bricks. Why hadn’t I? Because everything got so mixed up and when a person is in the depths of abuse, it’s incredibly difficult to see a way out. No, more like it was impossible.

      My eyes darted to my finger, tracing a droplet down my water glass and I looked up as he continued, my mood lifting as he spoke.

      “But never in a million years would I have thought I’d be sitting across the table from someone as wonderful as you.”

      The fact that he was revealing himself, warmed me and I felt lighter, with a feeling that’d been missing for a long time. It was like finding an old friend, who shored me up.

      Aedyn smiled and we sat in silence. He watched my fork as it slipped between my lips and suddenly his gaze darkened. I froze, and our eyes locked in a moment of pure connection. Like a ravenous wolf wanton with desire, his gaze cut me to the bone and ignited a flame within me. He wanted me. No more conversation. No more explanations. All the apologies had been spoken and all was forgiven. It was done. He’d thrown out his lasso and I was captured, bound to him, no more words needed.

      After the waiter cleared our plates, we sat there like two love struck teenagers, like if we moved, or even blinked for a second, we’d miss the chance to soak up every drop of sensual energy oozing from our bodies. I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes, filling my nostrils with the faint vapor of the scent of his cologne. My head swirled and my blood rushed. I opened my eyes and watched as he traced a lazy path up my arm with his finger 

      “Coffee?” he asked. I hesitated, covering his hand with mine and squeezed. Without breaking my glance, I lifted his hand to my mouth, put his index finger between my warm, moist lips and sucked. I wanted to crawl across this table and sink my lips onto his, then take him to the elevator and let him fuck me all the way to my floor. It was an invitation to my room for raw, hot, sweaty sex. It was time to claim the man I’d been dreaming of and give our love a chance.

      Aedyn’s eyes rolled back in his head and I thought I heard a slight groan float out of his throat. When he opened his eyes and tried to speak, he could barely get the words out, “Do that again and we’re not going to make it out of here. I’ll fuck you right here with everyone watching and I won’t even give a damn.”

      I bit my lip and gave him a grin that would send any man’s pulse into overdrive. “Shall I order the coffee service for my room?”

      He stood, and tugged at his suit jacket as if trying to cover himself, his eyes blazing into mine. “Let’s make it champagne, instead. It’s better for… some… things.” He said, and offered me his hand. “And let’s hurry.”

      We laced our fingers together and breezed past the hostess at the front desk as I towed him out of the restaurant and to the elevators, with a huge smile plastered on my face, grinning from ear to ear.
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      I was trapped. Stuck in this damn elevator, smashed in the back with Aedyn, and a crowd of strangers. All I wanted was get to my hotel room as fast as possible, tear off his clothes and have wild passionate sex and I was pretty sure he had a similar scenario in mind. The sexual tension between us at dinner had been so intense that we ran out without even ordering the champagne for the room.

      Now, here we were stuck with all these people and ten floors keeping me from my dreams come true. It was maddening. But the worst part was waiting for the ding as we stopped at every single floor, for exactly one person to get off.

      In an effort to appease my raging desire, I leaned into the solid wall of his chest, to have a little taste of the pleasure that waited behind closed doors. His hands began to stroke up and down my arms and I felt him harden against my back. I smiled, trying to act natural and pressed against him further.

      “Careful,” he whispered in my hair.

      All of my senses were aflame, but I was helpless to do anything about it. One excruciating minute later, it was my floor and I pushed forward, excusing my way to the front. I turned, but Aedyn wasn’t behind me. Being a gentleman, he’d allowed a woman with a large, overstuffed, rolling suitcase to exit first. “Don’t worry,” He gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      The woman drifted down the hall, and I grabbed his hand.

      “Which way?”

      I smiled, and pulled him toward my room but I was too nervous to make the keycard work, and I fumbled as I tried inserting it. Aedyn took the card from my trembling hands and slipped it in the slot. As soon as the door clicked shut behind us, he pushed me against its solid surface. We stood there, his hands entwined with mine, and his eyes burning with heated desire.

      “You need to know something before we take another step into this room.” The words came out as if from deep in his throat, coated with air, sexy, low and spoken with the intensity of an animal on the hunt. I didn’t flinch or even dare to move. I swallowed hard and looked in his eyes.

      “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you. And I don’t mean I just want to fuck you. Do you hear me?” His thumbs stroked the backs of my hands. “This goes so far beyond that. I need you, Lauren. I get it now. Without you I’m a mess. I can’t exist… I don’t want to exist without you.”

      I listened as I finally heard the words I’d been longing to hear from him. Words that made me feel cherished and desirable, caring affirmations, that erased the damage of the destructive ones I’d been pelted with in the past.

      “I need you too,” I whispered back. “More than you know.”

      With fingers still entwined, he slid our hands above my head. Pressed between his powerful body and the hardness of the door, I willingly submitted. It’s a heady feeling and I loved it—vulnerable yet safe—a state of existence that can only come from pure trust.

      Leaning forward, he traced kisses down the bare skin on the inside of my arms, first one side and then the other, past each elbow and all the way to my neck. I closed my eyes and let the back of my head rest against the door, soaking in every impression left by his soft plush lips.

      But he wasn’t satisfied yet. When his tongue reached my ear, I moaned. He took the soft flesh of my lobe gently between his teeth and sucked, sending delicious waves of pleasure spiraling through my body. He whispered, “You’re mine,” breathing his warm breath into my ear.

      With a shiver from his breath, I parted my lips aching to feel his delicious kisses. He toyed with me, hovered just over my lips before he took my mouth with his. His tongue slipped past my lips and it danced with mine, sucking, pulling, and giving. With each movement, another wave of pleasure was added to the previous one.

      I wanted to wrap my arms around him, and pull him tighter against me, but with my hands still pinned, I remained happily at his mercy.

      “I need you.” He said the words again as if it were his mantra, a hypnotic chant. “I’m going to purge every thought from your mind. Every attraction, every desire you thought you had for someone else, will be gone after this. I want you to think of no one but me.”

      He held tight, and his eyes blazed into mine. One corner of his mouth lifted. “Are you mine? Say it.”

      “Yes, I’m yours,” The words fell out of my mouth with a long breath. He was mine too. “All yours. Do what you want with me. I’m all yours.”

      When he released my hands I fell into him, wrapping my arms around his neck, curling my fingers into his hair and crushing my breasts against his mountain of a chest. I was desperate for release like a wild animal in heat. I wanted him to take me now, climb all over me, push me into every position possible and take me hard and fast, right now.

       “Fuck me, Aedyn,” The words burst out of my mouth in a hot breath. “Fuck me, please.” I begged, the words heavy and wet, drenched in lust. I couldn’t stand it any longer. I grabbed his hand and pressed it to the fabric of my skirt. “Touch me, here.” I was throbbing, aching, every nerve in my body singing to the tune of craving Aedyn’s magic touch. Even though I still wore clothes, I didn’t care. I needed pressure down there. I was on fire and Aedyn was my tinder.

      In the instant I had pushed his hand to my crotch, Aedyn’s eyes lit up. His lips parted and a breath of air escaped as he wrapped his free hand around the back of my neck and pulled hard, drawing me in to his mouth. I sucked his tongue into it as his eager fingers delivered a sharp spike of pleasure right where it was needed. I moaned into his kiss. His other hand had eagerly slipped under my skirt to claim its reward. He knew what I wanted.

      He rubbed me and I went weak in the knees. We locked lips, him holding me tight, and he devoured me with his mouth. The more his fingers worked, the more I moaned. I tried to pull back, I needed air, but he kept the pressure constant on my neck, pulling me in. Finally, he broke the kiss just long enough to growl out a few heated words. “I’m going to fuck you.”

      His words drove me higher and sent my head spinning. I closed my eyes as he lifted me, and my legs encircled his waist as I wrapped myself around him tightly, clinging to him as he effortlessly carried me to the bed. Before I knew it, I was on my back on the soft bed covers inscribed with the hotel insignia.

      I watched as he threw off his jacket and began frantically clawing at the buttons of his shirt. He towered over me at the foot of the bed, drilling holes in me with a fiery blaze in his eyes. I could feel my nipples harden under the fabric of my bra and all I wanted was for him to rip off these clothes and take me.

      “I’m going to fuck you, then make love to you.” He threw his shirt aside. “Then, I’m going to fuck you again.” He kicked off his shoes and stood directly at my feet, his bare chest rising and falling with heated excitement. I wanted to kiss it, lick it, caress it, get under his skin, climb inside his soul, and feel us move together as one.

      I rolled up to a sitting position and reached out. “Aedyn…”

      “Let me taste you first.”

      I kicked off my heels and he gestured for me to lay back. With one motion he pulled off my skirt, panties and all, and flung them aside. I sat up again and scrambled to remove my top. He helped me and together we ripped the bothersome clothing away. He stepped back for a minute to take me in and I knew he was pleased.

      “You’re so beautiful, Lauren.” He said it as if he couldn’t believe that anyone would have thought differently.

      I smiled, dipped my head and cupped my breasts, enticing him to come and enjoy.

      He licked his lips and crawled onto the bed. We lay back in unison, his lips crushing mine until I couldn’t breathe, his free hand raking across a nipple. I gasped when he pulled away, not wanting to let go, not yet full from my hunger for him. His lips drifted down to my hardened points, his tongue teasing each in turn. Like concentric circles in water, the pull of pleasure rippled throughout my body. I writhed, desperate and needy as he shifted to move lower down my body.

      He traced a finger along the edge of my folds, slick with wetness, and spread them apart for his eager tongue. My clit was swollen and throbbing now, nerves humming with anticipation and I gasped as his touch took my breath away. I curled up, as if to say stop, but really I wanted more. Weaving my fingers through his hair, I pulled him in me deeper.

      He knew I needed it harder and pushed forward, diving his tongue, hot and wild, into my folds. He slipped a finger inside, first the one then two, stroking and pulling every note out of this song further and further up the scale. Higher than I’d ever been lifted before, he drew me to the edge, the strokes of his fingers moving in and out, and his mouth drawing my clit in and sucking hard, driving me right to the spot where my vision darkened and I exploded.

       My body was beyond my control as I clamped my thighs around his head and screamed through the emotions and sensations raging through my entire being, body and all.

      He waited, allowing me to find a semblance of control as he gently licked and stroked the inside of my thighs. Then he moved up me, retracing the path he had traveled down earlier.

      “You are so amazing,” he said as his mouth found mine again. I tasted him. I tasted myself. “I love how your body trembles when I touch you, and how you lose control. I love that I can do that to you.”

      “Mmm. I love it too, but it’s not over. Now it’s your turn to lose control.”

      I sat up and pushed at his chest. “I’m going to make you tremble now.”

      His eyes widened in surprise. “I need you naked. Now. Stand up. I need to touch your skin.”

      His eyes darkened and he did exactly as I said. I moved to the end of the bed and stood up facing him. I began at his chest. The smell was heavenly. A heady mixture of soap and the unmistakable scent of him filled my nostrils as I feathered kisses down his stomach until there was no more bare skin to nuzzle. I inhaled deeply to absorb his scent so completely, so that it would permeate into every cell and become a permanent part of me.

      I unbuckled his belt and then opened the top button of his pants. I smiled when I heard the zip, the erotic hiss of near exposure, a delightful promise of what’s under that fabric. Hooking my thumbs into the waistband, I tugged and his dress slacks fell to his ankles. Down on my knees, as if in prayer, I closed my eyes and made a vow to myself before I went any further.

      Never allow a man to make me feel small again.

      I opened my eyes and ran my hands up the muscles of his thighs as I marveled at what’s inside those black boxer briefs. I hooked my fingers in the waistband and traced the outline of his bulging erection with my tongue. I needed his fleshy manliness in my mouth. I longed to hear his cries of pleasure, the kind that sent my blood skyrocketing. The kind that let me know, I was so special that only I could make him feel this good.

      With boxers removed, his cock sprang free, long and thick. My eyes widened and my pussy clenched, at the massive, forged steel before me. I could only imagine what it must feel like for a man, to have every inch of that sensitive skin on fire, and be waiting, begging for the sensual touch of my tongue. To have it swallowed to the root, and bathed in warmth and moisture.

      He looked down at me kneeling in front of him, eyes dark with carnal desire and he practically reached out his hands like he wanted to grab my head and force me to hurry, but I was going slow. I saw his hands twitch. He wanted in my mouth bad, but prolonging the pleasure made it more explosive in the end.

      Slowly, I encircled his velvet shaft with one hand and smoothed the weeping drops across the head with my thumb. I used the slickness of those pleading teardrops as lubricant, and watched the tip appear and disappear in my grasp.

      I wanted to please him in a way none of those other women ever had. I knew he’d been with a lot of them and yes, some might be prettier than me or better in bed, but I had something they didn’t. We were connected in a way they could never be. We knew each other at a time in our life when our hearts were young, a time when I was discovering everything about life, and Aedyn was there. Our lives shared a little patch of the universe and no one could take that away from us.

      I pressed my tongue to the tip and a ball of air escaped his lips. His twitchy hands couldn’t resist any longer and he tangled his fingers in my hair. I swirled and sucked, languishing in a taste that was even better than I remembered. I shifted my weight, and took him more fully into my mouth, pumping his shaft deeper with each stroke. I cupped his balls, palming their heavy weight. Squeeze and gentle. Squeeze and gentle and he moaned again as I quickened my pace.

      His fingers tightened into a fist in my hair. He’s fighting for control but I wasn’t letting him win. I continued to stroke up and down his length, with my fingers, lips and tongue.

      “Stop, you’ve got to stop.” His voice sounded raspy from lack of breath.

      I didn’t want to stop, but he pulled me up and tossed me onto the bed.

      “When I come, it’s going to be deep inside you.” He reached for his wallet and pulled out a condom. “You’re going to feel me explode. You’re going to explode with me.” He rolled the condom down his length.

      Suddenly, he was on me, settling between my legs, a hand on each side of my face and he slowed the pace, caught by an unexpected moment of tenderness.

      “You’re so beautiful. Do you know that?” The look in his eyes caused mine to burn.

      “Not just here.” He kissed my nose. “But in your heart, and your soul.”

      A tear slipped from my eye and I allowed it to flow, unashamed for him to see my emotions. He smiled and kissed my tears as if wanting to taste my pain and absorb it into himself.

      He shifted his weight, until his cock was nudging my slit. Then slowly, he pushed and he was inside me, giving me his solid connection.

      “Yes,” I said. Yes to him. Yes to us. Yes to everything. It’s as if he’d penetrated my soul and each thrust exorcized the demons and all the hurt I’d stored there for too long.

      My legs wrapped around his waist, my arms curled around his neck. I held onto him, refusing to let him go. He pushed into me again and again, deeper and harder, until I nearly lost my breath.

      “More,” I cried out and lifted my hips, to open myself to him more fully.

      He growled and plunged, over and over, as he drove us both to the edge of ecstasy. I watched his eyes as they watched mine and he read my face.

      “Come for me, Lauren. I want to feel that sweet pussy tighten. Give it to me,” he nearly roared. His hands jumped to my hair and pulled exposing my throat. He attacked it, never losing his rhythm and with each powerful thrust, he licked or sucked or clamped his teeth down on my flesh, sending a quiver of pain, which only defined the fury of his passion.

      My nails dug into his back, scratching at his shoulders as they clawed for something to cling to as I rushed up the mountain to the cliff. My muscles tightened and I came hard. I nearly screamed from the force of it, as the violent twisting in my core reverberated throughout my entire body. I let out a long throaty groan as I catapulted over the edge.

       “That’s my girl,” he growled, thrusting harder and faster. I barely heard him as the hurricane was still swirling in my head.

      He slammed into me once again, seeking his release, my cries of pleasure driving him on. I clawed and scratched and bit his lip in a cathartic release as tears slid down my face and every emotion ran through me and poured out of me. I did everything I could to pull him into me deeper and deeper as his body surged into mine, until I felt him stiffen. Pulling in air through his parted lips his face contorted with a look of pure pleasure and he roared his release.

      We fell into a mass of twisted limbs and sweaty body parts as we collapsed into each other’s arms, our breathing coming in great heaves from our chests.

      He lifted onto an elbow, and pressed his forehead into mine.

      “You’re incredible,” he said and dipped his lips to touch mine.

      I smiled. “We’re incredible together,” and pushed a lock of damp hair from his eyes.

      He blinked and his eyes shifted to the side as the weight of my words sank in. He nodded, and in a warm voice said, “Together… I like that word.”

      I cupped his face in my hands, rubbing my thumbs against the stubble along his jaw. My eyes swayed back to his. “I like it too.”

      I couldn’t stop smiling. A weight had been lifted, as if some elusive darkness had been removed from my soul. The feeling was expansive. I felt light and free, open to love again and to loving this amazing man. I was beaming and all I could do was wear this silly grin from ear to ear.

      “I’m glad you like it, because I have plans for more togetherness,” he said.

      I’d found my happiness in Aedyn, and I never wanted to let him go. I wrapped my arms around his neck, tightened my ankles around his back and squeezed hard.

      “Togetherness sounds very good to me.”
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      I threw a lazy arm up over my face, to shield my eyes against the brightness of the room. Was it morning already? Or was I in heaven? Maybe... my eyes popped open. It was as good as heaven anyway. It was Aedyn’s bedroom, and I was languishing in the same bed I’d woken up in the past four mornings.

      I stretched my arms overhead and rolled, reaching for the bed’s owner. He wasn’t there but his plush, white pillow still bore an indentation from his head. I wasn’t worried. He couldn’t be far because the aroma of bacon was heavy in the air and I knew it wasn’t Mrs. Butterworth in the kitchen frying that bacon. Aedyn was cooking for me, pampering me like a queen. Okay, maybe a princess. I was getting ahead of myself using the word “queen” but being taken care of felt good and a huge grin spread across my face.

      I pulled his pillow to my body and held it against my chest. I took a deep breath, and inhaled the fragrance of Aedyn before the bacon odor bastardized his wonderful scent. As I remembered the previous night’s “sexercises” and all the ways in which he had worked me into needing this big breakfast, I squeezed tighter. I rolled to my back and fluffed the two king-sized pillows behind me wondering if my prince charming would be bringing me breakfast in bed. I sat up straight and ran my fingers through my hair like a comb, trying to tame the long strands into some semblance of a hairstyle. I tried to be patient as I waited. I looked around the room at the well-chosen furnishings. There were oil painting canvases on the walls, abstracts with bright swatches of color. The bed, dresser and nightstands all coordinated with matching dark wood and a sleek contemporary design, all things that said, good taste and money.

      When I heard the click of the door my face brightened. In walked Aedyn, balancing a silver tray and wearing nothing but snug fit boxer briefs, and a broad smile on his face.

      “Cooking in underwear. I like it and I appreciate the view. A well-toned body with a side of bacon,” I said.

      “Good morning, Madame,” he said formally. “Your loyal and most humble servant has determined that you must feast in bed.”

      I giggled as he bowed and nearly lost the tray’s balance. Orange juice sloshed over the rim of two glasses, before he was able to set it right. He looked playful, sporting a sheepish grin, bright eyes, and a face filled with mischief.

      “Feast on the floor, do you mean?”

      I sat up and the sheet fell to my waist. He nearly dropped the tray again at the sight of my bare breasts. His nostrils flared, eyes darkened with desire, and a faint lift of the corner of his lips made me shiver.

      Our eyes connected and my muscles contracted between my legs.

      “Anything you desire, my dear.”

      He crossed to my side of the bed and sat the tray on the night table, all the while blazing a fiery stare into my eyes. His gaze jumped from my lips to my breasts and back again.

      I leaned forward, but he placed a palm on my shoulder, pushing me back. “Uh-uh. Not yet.”

      Eager to play his game, I shifted my position, unable to contain my excitement. I wasn’t sure where he was going with this but I liked it. The mattress moved as he stood up and waved a finger. “Naughty, naughty. Trying to distract me. What shall I do?”

      I bit my lip and watched as he retrieved two long, scarf-like swatches of fabric from the walk-in closet, one crimson and the other black. His fingers teased the silky material as he pointed with his chin to the center of the bed. “Move.”

      My pulse quickened, and without hesitation, I moved.

      Kneeling on the bed, he tied the black scarf around my left wrist and then fastened it to the small wooden finial, leaving my arm outstretched but with a few inches to move.

       “Do you trust me?” he asked, his eyes burning deep with lust.

      “Yes.”

      He smiled and walked to the other side, where he secured my other wrist with the red scarf. Suddenly at his mercy, I was still eager to see what would happen next. To my surprise, he simply sat beside me on the bed and pulled the tray of food onto his lap. I watched as he lifted the glass to his lips and the yellow juice slid into his mouth. I was hungry but I’d rather those lips were on me instead of that glass. Then he cut a small wedge of pancake with his fork and I hoped he was going to share.

      “Aedyn…”

      Before I could finish my sentence, a bite of pancake was stuffed into my mouth. Its buttery flavor caressed my tongue. I swallowed wondering if he was really going to feed me an entire breakfast right now. Here I was naked, tied to a bed, and horny as hell…

      The glass of orange juice was placed at my lips and he ordered me to drink. I complied, but a drop of the juice dribbled out the corner of my mouth and down to my breast. His eyes followed its icy trail as it slid along my skin, stopping at my nipple.

      His eyes darkened and he leaned forward, catching the drop with his tongue. My nipples extended, getting harder at the thought of his tongue being just a lick away. Slowly, his tongue retraced the path up my breast, and along my neck. I tipped my head back, in a show of submission, and an invitation to more of his tongue. When his tongue reached the corner of my mouth I couldn’t resist. I turned my head, greedily reaching for his kiss, but he denied me and pulled away.

      I grumbled and nearly cursed him as he so casually cut another bite of pancake. My hands tugged on the silks, needing freedom, needing his touch.

      Well, two can play this game.

      He lifted another bite to my mouth, but this time I pressed my lips together in refusal.

      “No?”

      I shook my head.

      “Okay.” He popped the bite into his mouth, and licked the syrup. I pulled harder at the restraints, but he ignored me, a mischievous smile curling his lips. He stood up and placed the tray on the bedside stand. Shooting a teasing glance my way, he then took a small white ceramic container and held it just above my lips. I looked at it as he tipped it ever so slightly until, a thin stream of warm maple syrup spilled out of the spout onto my skin.

      I smiled and closed my eyes as its flavor seeped into my mouth and small rivulets of sticky sweetness drizzled over my chin. Every inch of my skin began to hum with anticipation. I knew where this was going now and I twitched with excitement, waiting to feel his licking, wet softness on my skin.

      I closed my eyes, but instead of licking he shifted the container until it released its sticky contents onto my breasts. Then lower, down the center of my belly, where a small amount pooled in my navel and lower still, until he’d drawn a hair-thin line down one thigh and then the other.

      He straightened to admire his work and with a devious smile said, “Oops. Clean up on aisle one.”

      Just do it. I begged him, though I dared not to say it out loud. He set the syrup aside and shifted on the bed until he was kneeling between my legs. I pulled forward, trying to move my hips, presenting my throbbing pussy for his feast. I wiggled with delight as he leaned down, but instead of touching my swollen nub, he started with my leg and trailed his tongue up my right thigh. I collapsed back against the sheet, my clit roaring to feel his touch.

      I groaned as he licked and sucked all the way to my nipples, taking each one at a time deep into his mouth. My fingers dug into the silk scarves with my body shifting and contracting as waves of pleasure ebbed and flowed with each pull of his mouth.

      Further up he moved, until his lips were covering mine and I was allowed to enjoy the maple flavor as I sucked on his thrusting tongue. When he pulled away, I nearly cried out in protest. He was driving me crazy and he knew exactly what it was doing to me.

      He sat back on his heels, and looked down at my syrup stained skin. “We can’t forget isle two,” he spoke softly and poised his mouth over my left thigh this time, as if ready to begin.

      I whimpered. “Please…” He waited. I wanted his tongue on my clit. I desperately needed to feel the pressure there, with his tongue or his fingers, or anything. I didn’t care. I just needed him on it.

       “Please,” I whispered, begging again. “You know where I want it.”

      “Well… if you promise to be a good girl for me and fuck me like your life depends on it.”

      “Oh, god, yes, just do it, touch me, lick me. Whatever you want.” I gasped. My breath was coming in short puffs of air.

      He smiled and swung his mouth over to my hot, wet pussy. He lapped up a drop of syrup from my leg on the way before pressing into my burning clit.

      Two fingers thrust inside me. I moaned into them and finally, felt sweet relief as his warm sticky tongue glided over the hardness of my clit. Fiery tingles shot through me, head to toe. He stroked hard and deep with his fingers while his tongue worked its magic, winding me up to an explosive orgasm. He hammered into me and I screamed as his fingers found my core. He stroked, hard and deep. I was tumbling, being pushed closer to the edge.

      “Please,” I begged. My fingers itched to touch him. My mouth longed to suck him. My pussy clenched around his fingers, needing more.

      Slowly, he pulled his fingers from me. They were slick with my juices and he lifted them to his mouth.

      I couldn’t breathe. The moment was so erotic I thought I might pass out as this one instant pinnacled all the rest. Forced to watch, I saw him lick me from his palm, then insert his fingers into his mouth.

      I writhed and twisted, desperate with need. He stood and removed his briefs, exposing his raging manhood. I opened my mouth and licked my lips. I wanted to suck him hard and then I wanted him to fuck me until I was raw. He only stopped long enough to slide on a condom before he was back on the bed, between my legs, positioning his hips as close as he could. Then he lifted me to my feet so I could straddle his thighs. The scarves had enough give that, with a little maneuvering, I could slide down on his cock. With my hands still bound, I relied on him to keep me steady as my wet slit stretched around his thickness, which was hard as steel and straight to the sky. My pussy expanded and pulled him in, contracting around him with a delicious wave of pain. I watched it go in. He watched it too, arms stretched out, holding my hips for support, until he was in me completely. 

      Pulling on the scarves for balance, I pulsed hard, up and down until my thighs started to burn. I didn’t care. I couldn’t stop. I was driven by a need that transcended pain. I needed it fast, hard and brutal.

      Straining at my ties as far as they’d allow me, I leaned down to him, to take his mouth with mine. He rolled up to meet me, to devour me with hungry kisses. My shoulders burned from the awkward angle, but nothing mattered. Nothing but my tongue in his mouth. Nothing but his cock in my pussy. Nothing but his fingers digging into my waist, contracting and releasing.

      I rode him to the edge of oblivion and we tumbled over the edge, exploding together, like one massive orgasm of fireworks. He roared his pleasure growl out into the room as I panted open-mouthed against his shoulder.

      Exhausted, my muscles gave out and I fell forward, against him, as far as the scarves allowed. He unfastened my bindings and released my wrists. I collapsed onto him and we rolled backward, smiling and panting, in a hot sticky heap. I laid on his chest for a moment, basking in the warm afterglow, listening to the thumping of his heart as it slowed to normal.

      I lifted my body and grimaced as the syrup tried to keep us united.

      “Thank you for breakfast,” I said and licked one of my tacky fingers. He gave a short burst of laughter and said, “Now I know what they mean by breakfast in bed.”

      I rose up and sat back on my knees. Parched, after all the heavy breathing, I reached for the glass of juice and took a sip.

      “Surprisingly, the sheets made it through relatively unstained.”

      Aedyn rose onto his elbows, a smile growing across his face and said, “Hm. That doesn’t seem right, after all of that work. Looks like we’ll have to do something about that.”

      He took the glass and purposely allowed a trickle of juice to run down his chin then downed the rest in one gulp and said, “Round two. Let’s go.” He pushed me back with a big grin on his face. I snatched up the scarves before he could reach them and said, “Your turn this time, Mr. Cumberland.”
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      Hours later, we made our way to the shower. Aedyn washed my hair, trying to remove the stickiness from the matted strands. With the water on as hot as we could stand it, the sugary concoction finally melted away.

      Another hour passed before we were dressed and ready to begin the day.

      “You’re lucky you’re the boss or you’d be fired by now.”

      “That’s right. I’m the boss and don’t you forget it.” He laughed, but I knew he couldn’t take off another workday to spend showing me around Chicago. He’d already taken me to the Naval Pier and, of course, shopping. I knew the shopping part wasn’t what men liked to do for fun, but it was sweet how much he’d wanted to please me.

      I leaned against the bathroom door, leisurely brushing my hair as he gave one last check in the mirror.

      "It's straight," I said. "You need to be at work today, don’t you?” I added.

      He turned from the mirror and stepped in front of me and I stopped brushing as he pulled me close.

      “The big merger, right?”

      “Aedyn,” I began and lifted my hand to his cheek. “We’ve sort of avoided the subject of when I have to go home, but…” I dropped my hand from his face and turned away. “It’s been so wonderful these past few days, I guess I just didn’t want to ruin it by talking about it.”

      “I know. I’ve been doing the same. I don’t want to think about you leaving either. Granger feels like it’s a million miles away. And I don’t like the idea of you being there, not just because of the distance, but also because of Chip. I don’t even like the idea of you being in the same county as that… that asshole.”

      I turned to look at him and his eyes flashed with anger He took my chin and looked into my eyes. "Lauren, it kills me to think of what he did to you.”

      I shrugged and pulled away, feeling ashamed for how stupid I was to stay with him. I touched the scar on my cheek as old hurts resurfaced. Suddenly, the sting was fresh again and I chastised myself for being so weak, for giving Chip that power over me. I couldn’t look at Aedyn. “Yeah, and I’m sure everyone in town is having a heyday, talking about me. The gossip is probably flying around town like wildfire… that I’m a loser, that I should’ve seen Chip for what he was and broke it off years ago.”

      “Hey, fuck them. This wasn’t your fault.” He took me by the arms and squared me in front of him. “If they stoop so low as to criticize you, then they’re just small-minded, bitter people. They don’t know what the hell they’re talking about.” He peered into my face, waiting for a smile. “Right?”

      “I guess, you’re right.”

      “You know I’m right. And don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re the most wonderful person in the world. Those people are idiots if they don’t see that. Don’t let them get to you.”

      “Okay.” I knew I could count on Aedyn to lift me up when I was down. I smiled, feeling better about myself and brushed a piece of dark fuzz from his white shirt.

      “You better get going.”

      “I can take one more day off work if you want me to stay with you today. I’m pretty sure there are about a hundred other things I could show you in Chicago.”

      “Oh no, you don't. Go to your office. I’ll be fine. You’ve already spent too much time with me, and neglected everything else.” The last thing I wanted was to be the reason his business failed. I’d already caused enough trouble in the past. Everything was so wonderful and perfect right now, I certainly didn’t want to mess it up.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely. I’ll find something to do with myself all day. Who knows maybe I’ll even drop off a few resumes around town, after all.”

      “That sounds like a good idea. Or just stay here and relax, whatever suits you and I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      I smiled and he leaned in, but before our lips connected, the beeping of his cell phone interrupted us for the millionth time. 

      “Go already.” I pushed on his shoulder.

      He scowled at the message on his cell as he started toward his home office and I followed. As I watched him toss papers into his briefcase, I felt a twinge of guilt. He’d told me that the merger was in progress and that his team had it under control, but his urgency right now proved otherwise.

      Once he had everything ready, he scooped me into his arms for one last kiss.

      “Move here,” he said against my mouth. I startled and pulled back to look into his eyes. He was serious.

      “No pressure,” he added. “You can stay with me until you get your own place. Or just…”

      His phone rang. “Fuck.” He glanced at the screen. “I need to take this.”

      I smiled and stepped away while he put the phone to his ear. Move here? Stay with him? No way, not that it wouldn’t be fantastic, but it was just too soon to consider something like that.

      I heard him say, “Be there in ten,” before I felt him pressed against my back. He kissed my neck and said, “I’ll be back at six. Wear that sexy dress. We’ll go to J. Parker tonight.”

      “I’ll be waiting. I promise.”

      He scooped up his briefcase and shoved his arms into the sleeves of his suit jacket as he flew out the door. When the front door closed behind him, I was standing in the living room, in the sudden silence of Aedyn’s beautiful downtown apartment. I walked over to the large window, where my eyes scanned the panoramic view of Lake Michigan and my thoughts drifted.

      I touched my hand to my throat and remembered finding this beautiful necklace in a little blue velvet box, on my pillow two mornings ago. It nearly took my breath away.

      It was a pendant necklace made of white gold and attached to a white gold chain. The pendant was shaped in the design of two diamond-encrusted circles overlapping each other. The one circle held white diamonds, while the other was edged with black diamonds. Like two links of a chain, they connected. Two sparkling circles linked together, bonded for eternity.

      There’d been a note with it also, and that was really when I had my breath taken away. It said:

       Destiny is when two people come full circle.

      I’m glad you’re here.

      I almost cried. Aedyn was the most amazing man I’d ever met. Thank goodness I left it on the pillow because when I ran into the bathroom and pulled open the glass shower door, jumping and squealing and thanking him, he pulled me into the water where we kissed, him naked and me wearing all my clothes.

      I blinked at the view of the lake, then looked over my shoulder, pulled from my thoughts by the faint vibration of my cell phone. I wondered, briefly, where I’d left it. I didn’t want to answer it, to ruin my wonderful memories of my time with Aedyn. It probably wasn’t important or just an email from my landlord, telling me the rent was overdue or… wait, maybe I should answer it. Maybe it was Aedyn and he just had to text that he missed me the whole ten minutes that he’d been gone. A big smile spread across my face as I went in search of my phone.

      With a lightness in my steps, I padded down the hall to the master bedroom where I was sure I’d left it. I smiled as I passed the big, brown teddy bear Aedyn had won at the carnival games, still sitting in the corner with one of Aedyn’s t-shirts tossed over its face. I’d laughed when Aedyn told me that the damn thing gave him performance anxiety sitting there, watching us with those button eyes.

      I removed the shirt and threw it in the laundry hamper in the large walk-in closet that was practically bigger than a room in my small apartment. I stopped for a minute to admire the exquisite dress from the high-end boutique that he’d purchased for me on our shopping trip.

      It was beautiful, a contemporary style and made of a delicate ivory-colored fabric. This was the dress Aedyn wanted me to wear to dinner tonight. This and all of the other wonderful gifts he'd given me in these past few days, was more than I could've ever asked for. My life was changing so fast, and for or once, everything seemed to be heading in the right direction.

      I walked out of the closet and continued searching for my phone. I moved around the room, checking every place I could have left it. I checked the top of the nightstands next to the bed, first, my side, then Aedyn's but found nothing. Out of instinct, I pulled open the nightstand drawer, not that I'd remembered putting it there, but drawers are always a good place to look for missing things.

      When I opened the drawer on Aedyn's side, something reflective caught my eye. I opened the drawer further and discovered it was a small mirror, which seemed to have something on its surface, something very faint almost like dust. I took it out and examined it closely. The residue looked like a fine white powder. What the hell? My eyes jumped back to the drawer. Is this what I think it is? There, among packages of condoms, was a one-edged razor blade.

      Heavy with this thought, I sank to the edge of the bed. Cocaine. Aedyn uses cocaine? He’s never done it in front of me. Maybe this was old, from a long time ago. I pushed the thought aside and returned the mirror to the drawer.

      Back in the living room, I continued my search thinking how lucky I was to have a man with such a beautiful apartment. No man-cave for Aedyn. I should call Jules and give her an update and tell her about my necklace. She’ll be so jealous but happy for me.

      Just as I spotted my phone on and end table near the couch, I heard it buzzing against the glass top. I snatched it up and flopped onto the couch expecting to have a long girl chat. Ha, that figures—it’s Jules.

      Quite often, the two of us were on the same wave link, and this happened a lot. Just when I was thinking of her, she’d text, but a phone call—that meant something urgent. With a quick swipe of my finger, she was on the line.

      “Lauren, Lauren, listen, you’ve got to come home.” Her words were gushing out of her mouth.

      “What? No, hello, nice to talk to you?”

      “There’s no time for that, you’ve just got to come back…”

      “Slow down, Jules. I don’t want to come back…”

      Before I could finish, she cut me off. “It’s Chip. That fucker attacked me.”

      The mention of his name spiked my adrenaline and I shot to the edge of the couch. “Attacked you? Are you okay?”

      “Yes, yes, but you have to come back now.”

      “What the hell happened, what’d he do to you?” I leaned forward and pushed my hand through my hair. I knew what Chip was capable of doing.

      “He wanted to know where you were. I’m sorry, but he forced me, he grabbed my arm and shoved me… it hurt, so I had to tell him. I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, my god, Jules, that's horrible… of course you had to tell him. Don’t worry about that just be careful. I’ll see if I can come.”

      “He said to tell you he needs to talk to you, something about needing you to do some kind of work for his insurance company, something about the IRS, maybe an audit, I don’t remember for sure. I was too busy trying to figure out a way to get that motherfucker out of my face.” The words came out fast and filled with anxiety.

      “Oh, Jules. I’m sorry you had to get mixed up in this. This is turning into a nightmare.” I groaned. My stomach twisted in pain. Chip wasn’t going to be happy until he’d ruined everything and everyone in my life. He was determined to drag me and everybody I knew into his own destruction.

      “Lauren, today. Get in your car and get back here now, before that creep does anything else. You know what he’s like.”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll come now. I’m on my way.”

      My heart was pounding as I ended the call. I launched off the couch and flew down the hall to pack my stuff. My hands trembled as I shoved only the items I’d brought into the bag. I left the beautiful dress and the teddy bear, a reminder of me and to keep an eye on any activity in Aedyn’s bedroom.

      I was getting stuck in my own head, letting the anxiety of the situation dictate my thoughts. Just above my sternum, a small block of pressure formed. Like a stone sitting in my stomach, it weighed me down from the inside and everything felt like it was falling apart.

      As I rushed out the front door, I gave one last glance at the living room before the door clicked shut and locked. Damn, Chip and damn my toxic self-doubts.

      I yanked hard on the handle of my rolling suitcase and wondered if this was all a dream, if the pendulum had swung the other way and the next events in my life would keep me from ever coming back to Aedyn’s apartment again.
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      My best friend’s voice still echoed in my mind as I steered my car out of the cement parking structure at Aedyn’s apartment building. Jules was a strong woman, flaky at times, but overall a real bulldog when she needed to be. She wouldn’t have said I needed to go back unless the situation warranted it. If for no other reason, I was going back for her sake. 

      It looked like I was going to have to face Chip myself and settle this whole mess once and for all. Tell him to get over it and fuck off for good. I would've thought breaking the engagement was the end of him, but now it appeared that his darkness was following me, spreading to my friends, and affecting others. I couldn’t just keep running away and wishing that things would get better. No, Chip was adamant about destroying my happiness. If he couldn’t be happy, he didn’t want anyone to be happy.

      I tapped the steering wheel with trembling fingers, the acid in my stomach on overdrive as my mind twisted. Exactly how was I going to explain to Aedyn that I was already in the car and driving? That I wouldn’t be there waiting to go to dinner tonight like I'd promised, wearing the beautiful dress he had bought me.

      I touched my necklace and my eyes darted to my phone, propped in the cup holder next to me. The screen was shining with a map of the directions to Interstate 80. I had to call Aedyn now and come up with some semblance of an explanation. I had to at least try to explain. I could lie, say that my dad was ill, but that would just lead to another lie, and then more questions and before long our relationship would be a mess of tangled lies. I didn't want it to be like that with Aedyn. I knew what keeping things in and pushed down did to a person, no matter what it was about. There was no way in hell I wanted anything or anyone to ruin what I had with Aedyn. I needed to be true to myself otherwise I’d be no good to anyone else. No more lies. No more running from my problems. I was responsible for what happened to Jules and I had to go make things right.

      I’d already dialed Aedyn’s number and was listening to it ring over the speakers of my car. I took a deep breath and merged into the fast traffic on I-80. If I stayed in the slow lane, I could focus on my conversation without too much attention to the road.

      “Hello, sweetness,” Aedyn answered in his sexy, playful voice. I gripped the steering wheel tighter and forced a smiled on my face, hoping that would help.

      “Hello, yourself,” I said as brightly as possible. “Sorry to call you at the office, but…”

      “No apologies, the timing is actually perfect. We’re on a quick break. What’s up?”

      “Well…” I swallowed, still unsure how to say this. “Something’s come up back home and I need to be there. It’s kind of urgent, so I’m heading that way now.”

      Silence dropped like a dead weight, expanded and filled the air until all I heard was the hum of the tires on the road. “Aedyn, are you there?”

      He coughed and finally, said, “Today? When are you leaving?”

      “Um…I’m actually on the interstate already. I’m so sorry. I wanted to stay, really I did, it’s just that this is something I really need to take care of.”

      “Oh.” His answer came like air escaping a balloon. “But what about tonight? We were going to have dinner and… it couldn’t have waited until tomorrow?”

      I briefly took my eyes off the road and looked to the sky, trying to pull some confidence out of nowhere to help me through this conversation. “I’m sorry. I know that sounds lame, but the sooner I go back and handle this, the sooner I can get back. Then we’ll have time for dinners and all sorts of fun things.”

      I probably should have called him first, but Jules sounded so distressed over the phone. I felt torn between my loyalties.

      His voice came again and I was relieved. “Mmm, I’d like that. I just didn’t want you to go so soon.” It was seductive Aedyn flowing through my speakers now as if he was wrapped around me, his spirit right here in this car. 

      “I know, neither did I, believe me, neither did I. But we both knew I’d have to go back sometime. And you do have your work to get back to…”

      “Yes, and I hated thinking about it, but what’s the emergency? What’s so important that it couldn’t wait a day? I was hoping for another breakfast in bed.”

      I twisted my hands tighter around the steering wheel, my knuckles white with anxiety and said, “That would be nice. But don’t worry. I am coming back. I promise and I’m also…”

      I paused and blew out a breath as I thought of a bit of good news I could appease him with before I dropped the bomb about Chip.

      “Also what?”

      I swallowed the lump that seemed intent on choking back my words. “I’m going to talk to my apartment manager and see about breaking my lease. There are a few details to take care of, but I’m thinking Chicago is my new favorite town.”

      “Chicago is very lucky. We’ll have to talk more about that later.” His voice was husky and seductive, but then I heard some muffled noises in the background. It sounded like his break was over and someone was probably there waiting for him to get back to work. “But back to the reason you had to leave, the emergency. What happened?”

      There it was. The question I had been dreading. If I had told him earlier, he would've been horrified and would’ve insisted on going with me. And the last time he had to deal with Chip, it landed him in jail. Aedyn and Chip together in the same room was a deadly combination.

      “Jules called and…”

      Suddenly, I hear a voice calling to Aedyn in the background. “Just a second,” he said to me as he spoke to the other person with mumbles I couldn’t understand. Then he was back. “Sorry about this, Lauren. There’s a call I’m going to have to take. Just tell me quickly, what was the emergency? And then I’ll get this guy off the other line and call you back and you can tell me the details. I hope no one is sick or anything…”

      “Well, Jules called and said that Chip sort of told her, well more like threatened her to tell him where I was…”

      He cut me off, “Hold on…” I could hear him talking to someone in the room, telling them to take the call on the other line and to tell someone called Sorensen that he’d get back to him. Then his voice was loud again as he spoke into the phone. “Chip did what? What are you talking about Lauren?”

      Arrgh!

      “Oh, shit!” Suddenly, a huge wall of dirty, gray metal passed within inches of my front left bumper. A big sixteen-wheeler had decided to make a lane change and I hadn’t been paying attention. I reacted quickly though and my car slowed. His bright, red signal was flashing, glaring in my eyes, blaring a message, as if to say, “Get out of my way!” as the monstrosity eased into the lane ahead, dwarfing my compact.

      “Ah, sorry, Aedyn.”

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing, never mind. Just listen. It looks like Chip is being a jerk again. He confronted Jules in a parking lot, scared her to death and demanded to know where I’ve been. Apparently something is going on at his insurance business, something about the IRS and he needs me to go back and I don’t know, do something with the records.”

      “Lauren, I don’t want you near him. Do you hear me? You don’t owe him anything.”

      “I know, but I need to go for Jules too, I need to be a good friend and tell Chip to stop harassing her and…”

      “Fuck Chip and his insurance company.”

      "Yes, but Aedyn it's not just Chip's business, it's really his father's company. I don't have an ax to grind with Mr. Harrison. I'm not out to destroy his business or hurt him in any way. My family has done business with him for years and he knows practically everyone in town.”

      “I know, even my father had a policy with them, one I didn’t even know about, not that it matters, but Lauren, I don’t like the sounds of this. What does Chip want you to do?”

      “I’m not sure. Talk to him, I suppose, that’s all. And who knows, maybe this can all be settled with a few questions he has for me.”

      “Knowing Chip, I doubt it.” He spat the words. “I want to be there when you talk to him. I’ll schedule a plane tonight. I can be there before midnight…”

      “No, no. You have work. This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell you before I left. You need to be in Chicago and deal with your merger and all.”

      “I can miss work. I’m the boss remember?”

      “No, sweetie. Please, let me handle this. Me and Jules. She’ll help me. She’s pretty badass when she wants to be. Believe me, we can handle Chip.”

      “I’m telling you, I don’t like it.”

      “Honestly, I’m not going to let Chip intimidate me anymore. I want to do this Aedyn. I want to show him that I survived without him. I bet he thought that I’d lie down and die without him but I didn’t. I grew strong. I have to show him that he can’t just walk back in my life and affect me anymore. I’m not that chained up frightened person he once knew.”

      I heard Aedyn grumble a low throaty sound. I could tell he was giving in, but he didn’t like it.

      “Lauren, promise me you’ll be careful. I can see that this is one of those arguments I’m just not going to win… and if it weren’t for this merger, I’d be on a plane in an hour to be there with you. It hurts me when I have to say I can’t be there because of work. That sounds so lame. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you. I really wish I could be there.”

      My shoulders relaxed and a smile crossed my face. It felt good to know that he wanted to protect me. “I want to be with you too, but don’t worry, everything will be okay and like I said, after I handle this business with the insurance company, I’ll start making plans to get out of my lease at my apartment. So see, it’s all going to be good.”

      “All right. I’m going to miss you.” Then there was a change in his voice, a light, teasing tone blossomed and he said, “If you’re not here tonight, who’s going to put hot steamy creases in my bed sheets?”

       “Well, as long as it’s not Colette, everything will be fine.”

      “Okay, Lauren. You can take the knife out of my heart now.” I swore I could hear him smiling over the phone. “You know I’m kidding. There won’t be anyone in my bed except you.”

      “Hmm. Ever?”

      “Never, baby.”

      “And remember, the bear is watching you. He’s under strict orders to report back to me all activities in that room.”

      “You and that bear. What’d you do? Put a video camera in it? Never mind.” He laughed. “Look, I gotta go. These guys are having a fit here. Roger’s been trying to get my attention now for the last fifteen minutes. I think his arm is going to fall off if he waves it much longer.”

      “Of course. And I’d better keep my eyes on the road.”

      "You bet, sweet thing. Call me and let me know everything that’s going on, okay?”

      “I will.”

       “Promise?”

      “Absolutely. How’s Roger’s arm now?”

      “Still waving. Gotta go. And be careful. Later.”

      By now, the full weight of my body had relaxed into the car seat. That conversation had gone better than I thought. Talking to Aedyn and hearing his voice had helped.

      The phone disconnected and music flowed once again from the speakers of my car. I drove on down the interstate, wallowing in the soothing melody of the current love song and thinking about the next time I’d be able to mess up the bed sheets with Aedyn.

      The breakfast sex, where he'd tied me to the bed, was the hottest sex I’d ever had. Even the thought of it ran shivers through my body and I had to press my legs together. Just when I was picturing his naked body rising and falling on top of me, with his hands gripping my hips and his powerful thigh muscles flexing and contracting, I was jerked out of my reverie by the annoying sound of a phone call ringing through the speakers. My eyes flitted from the road to the console. Jules. Crap. I’d forgotten to call her back.

      “I’m on my way, Jules.”

      “It’s about time. Are you going the speed limit? You realize that you can drive eighty on the interstate, right? That’s what I do.”

      I laughed a short burst. Leave it to Jules to always be in a hurry. She was a typical hyperactive, Type-A personality, the kind of person with no patience and who went ballistic just waiting in line at the grocery store because it never moved fast enough for her.

      “For you Jules… try ninety or a hundred. Have you ever driven your Mercedes a hundred miles per hour? I bet you have.”

      “All the time… hey, look Lauren, about this Chip thing, don’t worry, I’ve got this all figured out. I picked up a couple of those little mace cans, you know the ones attached to a key ring. That way if Chip fucks with us, we’ll fuck back. We’re going to be prepared this time.”

      “Jules…” She was on a roll, her words filled with urgency and bravado, and she wasn’t going to let me get a word in until she’d finished.

      “No, I got this, really. See you can come stay with me…”

      “Oh, right. Put your children at risk. No way.” I could hear her earring tinkling against the phone.

      “Oh, sorry. Geez, you’re right. Listen Lauren, you know you’re my best friend and I’m really sorry this is happening to you.”

      “I’m still not sure why he needs me there,” I said. “Tell me again what happened. He attacked you. And then what did he say?"

      She barked out a little laugh. “Well, he didn’t exactly attack-attack me.” Then she was silent for a moment. “It wasn’t really an assault… I was shopping, really early and there weren’t too many cars in the parking lot. When I went to open my car door it was like he came out of nowhere, he was just there in my face. You know what I mean?”

      “Did he put his hands on you? Shove you or what?”

      “He was just really scary looking, and angry. I mean the look on his face was enough to freak anyone out. He was irate and demanded to know where you were, why you weren't home, stuff like that. Said, I know where you are hiding, or whatever. Just his whole mood… all of it was very intimidating and threatening, but he didn’t do anything… officially illegal.”

      I snorted. “He’s really good, isn’t he? The head games he plays.” I could run from him, but Jules was stuck in that town.

      “Yeah, I don’t know, maybe I overreacted.”

      “Don’t ever doubt yourself, Jules. That’s exactly what he wants. That’s his method.” The words may have sounded a little harsh, but I was sick of Chip having so much fucking control over people’s lives. “Did he say anything else? Because I keep running it over and over in my mind and my gut says this is just a trap to get me to come back.”

      “I had that same thought. But… you need to be on guard and be prepared for anything he tries to pull on you. Crazy people under stress do crazy things, Lauren. He could be trying to trick you.”

      “Like how?” Goosebumps came alive on my arms.

      "I don't know. He doesn't have some sort of life insurance policy on you, does he?"

      My hands worried themselves on the leather steering wheel. “No, at least I don’t think so. We weren’t married, so how could he?”

      “He owns a fucking insurance agency. He can do what he wants. It’s something to think about. You never know what people will do when their pride is hurt or things start falling apart. That’s why you need to be careful. Really, really careful. Maybe you should stay with me and…”

      “I’m not taking his shit anymore. I need to face him myself and whatever happens, happens. I can’t just keep sticking my head in the sand. He could do anything… follow me to Chicago or anywhere. No, Jules. I refuse to let him dictate my emotions and my life. I’m going back to my apartment. I’m done being scared. Fuck him and fuck that shit!”
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      When I stepped over the threshold into my apartment the quiet hit me full on. The light was muted from the drawn shades. Everything felt so foreign, although I’d only being gone for a few days. The muscles in my neck were tense from the six-hour drive and an overall feeling of fatigue plagued my entire body. I rolled my suitcase into the bedroom and wrinkled my nose. A pungent smell wafted out from the bowels of the kitchen, so intense that it nearly knocked me over. Crap. I’d forgotten to take out the garbage before I’d left and now the ripe fragrance of rotten Chinese takeout was pushing me past my exhaustion to do one more chore before I could flop on the couch and relax.

      I returned to the kitchen and pulled the reeking bag from the plastic container and tied it with a knot then headed for the dumpster in the back of the parking lot. Just as I reached for the doorknob, there was a heavy banging on the wood… three fast knocks and then a fourth. I yelped and jumped back, my heart thumped in my chest and I nearly dropped the bag of trash to the floor. The doorknob rattled, and adrenaline pumped through my system. Then two more knocks hammered the door, louder this time, hard enough to nearly shake the frame.

      “Lauren, open up!”

      Chip!

      Fuck!

      I’d only stepped into the apartment less than ten minutes ago. How’d he know I was here?

      “Open up, I need to talk to you.”

      Taking a deep breath, I took a step closer to the door and yelled, “What do you want?” I knew why he was here but I wanted to hear him speak, to gauge the level of anger in his voice.

      “I need to talk to you.” He yelled loud enough to be heard through the gray thickness of the painted wood and in a tone that sounded highly agitated. I didn’t trust him.

      “You can talk to me tomorrow,” I said, keeping my voice calm and steady. “I can meet you somewhere… at your office, tomorrow.” There was no way in hell I was opening that door. My stinking trash and I would just have to ignore each other for the night.

      “Did you hear me, Chip? Tomorrow. I’ll…”

      Before I could finish, the heavy thud of something being rammed into the door muted my words. The cheap wood bowed, absorbing the shock, and sprang back only to be rammed again. I staggered backward in shock. Unable to hold firm against the repeated blows, the flimsy frame finally gave way. Splinters of wood exploded into the room and the door flew wide, launched into my entryway by the force of Chip’s boot. I was face to face with a red faced and crazy looking Chip.

      “You bastard, you kicked my door in.” I screamed and threw the trash bag at him, but he just batted it away. I spun on my heels and raced down the short hallway to the safety of my bedroom. I could lock the door and shove the dresser in front of it as a barrier.

      The door almost clicked shut, but Chip was too fast. He smashed into it with the full force of his weight. I was knocked off balance and landed on my ass. I rolled to my hands and knees to escape to the bathroom, but he was on me, his hands landing hard on my shoulders. Instinctively, I flipped over, my back to the floor, kicking and swinging with all my might.

      “Get the fuck out of here, Chip!” This time, I was going to give him a fight to remember.

       “Stop!” he yelled. “Lauren, stop. I just want to talk to you.”

      I kept swinging and yelling, “Get your fucking hands off me.”

      He finally let go, jumped back and said, “Okay, okay,” and pulled his hands into the surrender sign in the air. I glared at him breathing hard, adrenaline rushing through my veins.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that.” He took several steps back, running his hand through his hair and rubbing the back of his neck as he paced.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you, Chip?” I stood, ready to face him, my legs shaky, but refusing to cower, like a beaten dog. I wasn’t going to be a victim any longer. “I’m sick of you terrorizing me and my friends anytime you feel like it. It’s over. You’re out of my life. So get the hell out and stay out.”

      He stopped his pacing and looked at me. His jaw tightened and then his expression dropped. “I didn’t mean to do those things. You have to know that. It’s just…”

      I crossed my arm over my chest and nervously rubbed my shoulder where he’d held me. He’d calmed down some, but there was still a disturbing look in his eyes. I could see that there was something running under the surface, like an engine. He was buzzing with tension.

      “Yeah, right, Chip. Like sorry is going to make everything okay like it did in the past. Well, the past is over, so not this time.”

      I took a tentative step forward, trying to see if I could maneuver past him and get out of his line of fire, just in case this wasn’t over.

      “Lauren, wait.” He reached out a hand, but I drew back, warning him with a threatening look in my eyes.

      “I need your help. I… I…” He blew out a breath. “The damn IRS is coming for an audit of the books at the insurance agency, they want to look at all of the books and I need you to get everything in order.”

      “Me? Ha! Forget it, Chip. I’m done working for you. Remember?”

      “Lauren you have to come back to work for me… I mean, please, it’s important. I need you to do this for me, just this one last thing and then I’ll leave you alone, I promise.”

      “Sorry. Just pay someone from a temp agency, they can do whatever you need.” I crossed my arms over my chest. It appeared I had the advantage here. He needed me for this. He was begging. “And, you can pay to have my door fixed while you’re at it.”

      He dropped his hands to his side. “It’s not that easy. Only you know the bookkeeping system. A new person wouldn’t know it in time for the audit.”

      “Bullshit. Anyone can do books.” I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to read what was really going through that crazy mind of his, and I didn’t like what I saw.

      He grabbed my arms and got in my face, the words coming through clenched teeth. “You don’t understand. If the IRS gets suspicious of anything, if there’s anything wrong with the books, you’re going down with me.”

      I threw his hands off of me and glared at him. “Wrong? What would be wrong?”

      The expression on his face changed as he withdrew. He tilted his head to the side, his eyes floated down my body and back up to my face. I didn’t like the looks of this.

      “You really have no clue, do you?”

      My eyes darted to the side and I raised my shoulders. “Um… of what?”

      He took a step toward me and was stopped by the fearsome, metallic sound of a pump action shotgun being racked.

      We both turned in wide-eyed disbelief to see Jules, staring down the black barrel of one of Jack’s old hunting guns.

      My mouth dropped to the floor. “Jules!”

      “Move away from her,” she said in a firm voice from the doorway.

      Chip raised his hands in surrender, cautiously turned and in a voice, politician soft said, “Hey, Jules. Nice to see you.”

      “Don’t, ‘Hey Jules’ me, Chip.” She didn’t flinch and I could barely breathe.

      “There’s no need for this. Put the gun down, Jules. I was just…”

      “Fuck what you were just doing. Here’s what you’re going to do now…” She shifted the shotgun as if taking better aim and said, “You’re going to get the hell out of here, right about now. One, two…”

      “Wait, Jules. Chip was about to explain why I’m the one who has to deal with the audit. I still don’t see what this has to do with me.” I stared at her and she took my hint and relaxed her aim.

      “Well, Chip? Start talking,” she said.

      “Just make sure everything looks perfect, Lauren. Your ass is on the line here too.”

      I swallowed hard. I didn’t know what he meant. I hadn’t done anything wrong. “Like what?”

      He lifted a shoulder. “Your signature, sweetheart. Your reputation, stuff like that.”

      Jules lowered the gun from its aim on his chest to aim at his crotch. Chip winced and lifted his hands higher in the air. “Come on, Jules. Put that thing down.”

      “There’s something you’re not telling us, Chip-brother-dearest,” she said, talking down the barrel, her cheek pressed to the butt of the gun.

      “Look, Jules, I’m just saying, Lauren needs to go over those records with a fine tooth comb or else. If I’m liable for mistakes, so is she. That’s all.”

      I pursed my lips and stepped in. Was this just some ploy to get me into his office and… I didn’t know what, but I still didn’t trust him. “Alright. I’ll be there tomorrow… at nine. I’ll do it, but not for you, Chip. I’ll do it for your father. I do care about his reputation in this town and I’m only agreeing to this for him. Then, I’m leaving this god-awful place and I’d better never hear from you again.”

      “The auditor is coming next week. You only have a few days to go through everything and then you can do whatever you want for all I care.” He threw a look of disgust at Jules and said, “Now, if you and your bodyguard will get the fuck out of my way, I’ll leave.”

      Jules eyes met mine and I nodded. She lowered the shotgun, stepping away, but not letting go of it as she backed into the living area.

      Chip followed, with me keeping a safe distance behind. Just as he was about to walk past the damage he’d caused, I said, “The door, Chip.”

      With a look of disdain, he only paused long enough to whip out his wallet and throw some bills at me before he walked out the door. I held my stance with my arms still folded across my chest and watched three hundred dollars float to the floor near my feet.

      I scooped up the bills and shoved them in my pocket. “Well, at least this door isn’t broken completely.” I closed it as best as I could. “The lock is busted out from the door jamb, but…” I looked up and down, examining the hinges. “I think it can be repaired.”

       Jules was standing in the living room laughing so hard she was bent over at the waist. “I thought he was going to shit himself.”

      “Put that thing away, Jules, before you hurt someone, or put an eye out with it.”

      She shook her head, still laughing and said, “It wasn’t even loaded. He fell for it. What a fucking idiot.” She then walked over to lean it against the wall in the corner.

      She followed me to the kitchen where I took a bottle of red wine from a top cupboard and two wine glasses.

      “Let’s sit on the sofa and wait for the apartment to send someone to fix the door.” I motioned for her to follow as I put in the call to the apartment office. “Can you carry the glasses? And bring the cork screw, will ya?”

      Once the work order was requested, we both sank into the soft cushions and opened the wine.

      “Don’t be stingy, fill mine to the top. I think I’m going to need it.” I said. Jules smiled and lifted her glass. I clinked mine with hers. “Thank you so much. I know I’ve said it a hundred times but…”

      “Lauren, it was my distinct pleasure to point a gun at Chip Harrison’s little pecker.” She took a sip after her salute and said, “I was very proud of you, too.”

      I couldn’t stop the smile that broke across my face. “Thanks. I don’t even know where that all came from. I was just so sick of him being a bully, sick of him pushing me around. And sick of me for being afraid and letting it continue.” I took a long drink, waiting for the effects of the wine to relax my tense muscles. “It was like, all my fear just morphed and suddenly I had all this rage that fueled me into action.” I took another long drink. “I was going to fight him. I wouldn’t have won, but I was going to try my best anyway.”

      “Ma’am, excuse me,” a dark haired repairman knocked and called through the opening where the door no longer met the jamb. I was exhausted, but heaved myself from the sofa to meet him with Jules right at my heels. He was young and ruggedly handsome. I just hoped he wasn’t wearing a tool belt around his hips. That would make him too irresistible for Jules. Before I could even give it a second thought, Jules was already working her game, flirting with him while he assessed the damage.

      I left them talking while I cleaned up the broken trash bag and set it outside the door to be dealt with in the morning. “Excuse me, can I get past you for a minute? I just want to set this outside.”

      “Please do,” Jules said and made a face, waving a hand in front of her nose.

      “Sorry, Ma’am, go ahead.”

      I returned to the kitchen and watched, shaking my head. First, a cell phone was my weapon, then a trash bag of stinky garbage. What was I thinking?

      “There you go, Ma’am.” The repairman closed the door and demonstrated that it worked. “It’s not perfect. I’ll have to come back tomorrow with a new door, but it works for now.”

       “Thank you for coming by on such short notice,” I said as Jules and I stood at the door.

      “Do you do pools?” Jules asked. I gave her a sharp elbow to the ribs.

       After he was gone, I closed the door behind him and turned the lock.

      “Spoilsport. I saved your ass and I don’t get a little ass in return?”

      I rolled my eyes and pointed her back to the sofa.

      “Are you seriously going to his office tomorrow?” she asked as she poured us each another glass of wine.

      “Absolutely. Chip’s up to something and I need to find out what it is.” I rolled the red liquid around in my glass as I considered it. “There’s something in that office that he’s worried about and if he’s worried, I have a feeling I need to be worried too.”

      I shook my head and ran my hand through my hair, pulling it back in a makeshift ponytail. “But what it is, I have no idea. It’s just an insurance business for Christ’s sake. Open a policy. Pay a policy... I just don’t know.”

      Leaning back into the cushions, I propped my feet up on the edge of the old coffee table. I paused and pressed the rim of the glass to my lower lip and said, “But I guess I’ll find out in the next day or two, because believe me, I’m going to go over those records with a fine tooth comb.”

      We were both silent for a moment and then I downed the remainder of my wine. Jules and I turned and looked at each other. She gave me a look that said we were both thinking the same thing. What the hell was Chip up to now?
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      Brown liquid flowed over the desktop. Shit. Coffee wasn’t exactly what I needed right now. Just being in Chip’s office again was nerve-racking enough and now I had this spill to clean up. If I weren’t so nervous this wouldn’t have happened.

      Quickly, I reached for tissues from the box on the desk and pressed them into the seeping liquid as it began to etch two long tendrils of coffee along the surface of the desk, one of which was cutting a path directly to the snow-white keyboard. Not that it hadn’t already been flawed, the keys were already sullied from the tactile impressions of a million keystrokes, but that was due to dirty fingers, not something liquid. What genius at Apple decided on the design of a pure white keyboard anyway? Obviously, a man.

      I shook my head and threw the wet tissues in the trash. Blowing out a breath, I ran a hand through my hair, then let it fall to my hip. I took a moment to assess the damage as I stood there next to the desk. Luckily, nothing was lost except my favorite treat of the morning.

      I returned to my seat and leaned back in the black computer chair. I’d just spent the last two hours looking over all the client files on the computer. Pretty much everything, all policies and paperwork work including all the details of each policy and policyholder, where saved onto computer files. In the age of high technology, not much was kept in the metal office file cabinets except papers with real signatures that were backups to the data saved on the computer.

      I was sitting at an extra desk in the front office, staring at the young woman Chip had hired to replace me, since I was no longer his secretary or his puppet.

      The girl looked my way, giving me a weak smile. She was young, very young, early twenties and pretty. No doubt Chip had hired her for her looks and not her skills. It was awkward being in this office with her and with all the memories, bad memories now. I leaned forward and moved the stapler and pencil cup back to their positions now that the coffee flood was over and got back to work.

      The clock had ticked away another hour and all I’d noticed, after going over these files, was that there were several claim payouts, which listed a post office box as the mailing address. Most people gave a home address, considering it was money in the mail and they wanted it delivered directly to their house. Using a PO Box wasn’t that alarming however, it did make me wonder. I also noticed that all the claims using the PO Box as mailing address were issued payout checks of anywhere from $2000 to $25,000 and had been distributed over, approximately, the last two years. If I had to estimate, I’d say the total of these payments would have to be around a million dollars, ballpark, or more. Wow, that was a lot of money. This could really be scary.

      Is that what Chip was worried about? Why did these payments go to a PO Box? Maybe these people used it because they didn’t want to take the chance of a check being stolen out of their mailbox at their house. I’d heard of that happening.

       I also noticed that each of these PO claims had, not only Chip’s signature, but mine also, but so what? What that indicated, if anything, I didn’t know. Wait a minute, I didn’t do anything wrong. Just because there were other addresses, that wasn’t an indicator of wrongdoing. And I didn’t think the double signatures were any cause for alarm either.

       So I didn’t see what all the fuss was about and my thoughts turned once again to the idea that this was just Chip pulling the strings, needing to be the one in control and wanting to get me back here in Granger so he’d have a shot at a relationship with me again.

      Not wanting to miss a call from Aedyn, I’d left my cell phone on the desktop. We had talked the night before and I’d filled him in on everything that happened at my apartment when asshole kicked in my door. Well, I hadn’t exactly told him all of the details. I’d left out the hairy ones, like the appearance of Jack’s hunting rifle and the broken front door. I promised myself to tell him everything later after this whole matter was settled. It was hard enough being away from each other and I knew he needed to focus on his merger. The last thing he needed was to worry about me. If Aedyn knew that shit-head had kicked in my door, he would be furious, he’d be in Granger in a New York minute.

      The office phone rang and the new girl, Summer, answered in a voice as fresh as her name. From the high-pitched inflections, I could tell this wasn’t a business call. Wearing a casual dress and high heels, her blonde curls bounced against her shoulders as she talked on the phone with her pretty pink lips. Was she even out of high school? God Chip, really?

      I swiveled my chair a little to my right, turning so that my back was to her conversation. I needed to concentrate. I wanted to finish and get the hell out of here as soon as possible. I leaned on my elbow, pressing my hand to my brow trying to quell a threatening headache. My right hand pushed the mouse around clicking from one file to the next, going over a new set of documents, but I still couldn’t see anything of concern.

      I leaned heavily on the desk, propping my chin in my hand, my eyelids getting heavy. I closed my eyes thinking back to last night. After convincing Jules to take her firearm and go home I’d crawled into bed with my door locked and the shades pulled. I wasn’t afraid. I lay in bed, pillows propped behind me, covers to my chest and talking to Aedyn on the phone.

      “I miss you,” he said.

      “I miss you too. I wish I could be there with you instead of here. This sucks.”

      “I knew there’d be times like this when you had to go away and I’d hate it. That’s why I wanted you to stay here with me. I can’t touch you or kiss you.” He said in a low voice.

      “Mmm. I’d like you to do that, touch me, and kiss me. So… what’re we going to do about this situation? You there and me here, so far away?”

      “Well, you could describe to me what you’re wearing.”

      “Oh, I’m not wearing much of anything, under this sheet.”

      “That’s good for starters. Now, tell me, how does it feel? How does that sheet feel rubbing against your nipples?”

      “Very nice. It makes them hard and so does hearing your sexy voice.”

      “I like it. Now take your hand and touch them. Are you doing it?”

      “Yes, I am. I’m rubbing my nipples and they’re getting harder and… oh, it feels so good, baby.”

      “Now take your hand and push it down and touch yourself. Are you wearing panties?”

      I made a giggly sound as I slid down, spread my legs, and did what he told me. “No panties… was thinking of you when I got in bed so I figured I wouldn’t need them.”

      “Oh, baby, you’re bad. But that’s the way I like you. Keep on being bad for me like that.”

      I was startled out of my memories by the vibration of my cell phone against the wood on the desk beside me. I opened my eyes and stretched my sore elbow, stiff from leaning on it for too long.

      A smile came to my face. I had uploaded a picture of the downtown Chicago skyline that I’d taken on my last visit to be the one for Aedyn’s contact on my phone.

      I picked up the phone and pressed it to my ear turning my back to Summer. “Hey, I’m glad you called.”

      “How’s it going?” His voice was full of concern, but I knew he was trying to cover it for my sake.

      “It’s going good. Hold on…” I stood, shoved back the chair and scanned the front office for somewhere to have a private conversation. “I really don’t want to talk in front the new receptionist. You should see this girl, Aedyn, a real party girl. Chip is really losing it now. It looks like he’s having a midlife crisis… at twenty-nine. What a moron.”

      I moved to a corner near a file cabinet against the back wall. I picked up a manila file folder along the way and lay it open on top of the cabinet so that I’d look like I was on a call checking a file.

      “What did you find? Anything?”

      “Not a whole lot so far, but there is one thing. The auditors are coming in a couple days. But I did notice that my signature is on some of the documents for clients who received payouts.”

      “Why would your signature be on the insurance policies? Weren’t you a secretary and quasi bookkeeper? Your signature shouldn’t have been needed on anything.”

       “I don’t know. Chip just told me to sign things. He’d stick the document under my nose and tell me to sign it. He said payouts needed two signatures and I never questioned it. At that time, I figured it was all legit. What did I know about insurance payouts? I just did what I was told as a good employee and well as his girlfriend. Do you think I’m in trouble? I didn’t mean to do anything wrong. He tricked me into signing those documents.” My voice was getting shaky and the more I talked, the more it went up in pitch.

      “Don’t worry, don’t worry, we’ll figure this out. I’m here to help. I would never let anything bad happen to you. I promise. We’ll work this out.”

      I pulled the pencil I had stuffed behind my ear and tapped it on the top of the folder on the file cabinet.

      “Aedyn, I’m worried. What am I going to do?” Now that I’d said it out loud, it sounded more serious. My pulse quickened and my stomach twisted.

      “Here’s what I want you to do. Download all the files to a flash drive and send it to me immediately. I want to take a look at those files and make sure that nothing can be pinned on you, especially since Chip is so adamant that this can be traced to you. You said when he talks about it, he gets nervous?”

      “Yeah.”

      “This is just like him. I should’ve kicked his teeth down his mother-fucking throat when I had the chance. Anyway, can you do that? Make a copy...”

      “Lauren… excuse me…”

      Shit. I nearly jumped out of my skin. Chip had walked up behind me. I spun around and lifted one finger, giving him the signal to wait.

      “I have to go, thank you so much for calling.”

      “What?” Aedyn said, “Is somebody there?”

      ”Yes, exactly. I’ll talk to you later. I have to go now.”

      I ended the call, hiding the screen so Chip couldn’t see. I closed the folder and walked back over to the desk.

      Chip asked, “So did you fix it?”

      “I don’t know what it is you want me to fix exactly. But there are these payouts?” I jiggled the mouse and the files I’d been going over came to life. I pointed to a couple of the payouts on the screen, ones with the post office box. “Is there something about these that you don’t want the auditors to see?”

      “I just want you to make sure the books are right, so the auditors don’t get suspicious. I don’t want any red flags. That’s all.” He shifted his weight from one foot to the other and rubbed the back of his neck. 

      “You’re as jumpy as a cat. Why are you so worried about this?”

      “If you were the IRS… I mean…” He stopped himself and glared at me indignantly, as if I was some sort of idiot. “Look, no one wants to be harassed by the IRS. We must make sure all the files look perfect.”

      Somehow I didn’t believe that was all Chip was worried about, but he was getting increasingly agitated so I figured it was best to just keep my mouth shut at this point. I certainly didn’t want to face him angry again.

      He turned to walk away and said, “Just get it done.”

      Summer gave me a quizzical look and as Chip walked past her desk he barked out, “Come on, Summer, let’s go to lunch. And Lauren, lock the door behind you. We’ll be back in an hour.”

      Yeah, I figured that much. Those two have something going on. Poor girl.

      Once they were out the door, I slump down in the black leather office chair feeling like a washed out dishrag. This was going to take at least two more days to go over all of these files but first… I looked at the clock and realized I could make it to the FedEx office on my lunch hour. I breathed a sigh of relief and went to Summer’s desk, which used to be mine. In the top drawer, I used to keep a USB flash drive. I found it, copied all the files, dropped it in my purse and headed out the door.
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      God dammit. I pinched my fingers to the bridge of my nose, elbow on the desk and leaned heavily on the dark wood grained surface. This merger, this pain in the ass merger, wasn’t going as smoothly as planned.

      “Collette, what are you saying?”

      “I’m telling you that Jones at the federal level is asking for more information.”

      “That means more paperwork before we’re approved.”

      Fuck. This business deal was turning into a cluster fuck of anxiety, which was the last goddamn thing I needed. None of this would be happening if I could just deal with one thing, my business. But thoughts of Lauren’s safety back in Granger invaded my mind, corrupting my normally steeled focus. My emotions battled against my better judgment, until all I could do was think of her and fuck this up because I wasn’t completely present in my business dealings.

      I blew out a breath and shifted my position, the long, curled black phone cord stretching with me as I reclined into the soft leather of my office chair.

      “Alright, Colette. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of things. I’ll get my best man on it right away. It’ll only be a slight delay.” I was bluffing. I knew these federal agencies moved about as fast as a battleship could maneuver a hairpin turn. We were dead in the water, at the mercy of a cumbersome Federal bureaucracy and I wouldn’t be able to make things go forward even if I wanted. What burned me the most was that this entire massive headache was keeping me from being with Lauren.

      The door opened and Kayla, my secretary, floated in holding an envelope in her hand. She landed in front of my desk. I spoke my last words to Collette into the phone, “I gotta go now. Just send over the forms and any other paperwork Jones needs. I’ll get it done.” The plastic receiver slammed into the cradle with more force than I’d intended as I looked at Kayla.

      “This came for you, just now.” She said and handed me a small envelope bearing the familiar orange and blue FedEx logo.

      “Thank you, Kayla.”

      She gave me a quizzical look and asked, “Things not going so well? Is anything wrong?”

      I placed my hands, palms down on the desk and stood, plastering a smile on my face as an apology for being snippy with her.

       “Everything’s fine. The merger’s a big pain in the butt. That’s all.”

      She smiled. “I understand. No need to apologize. Just let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

      “Sure thing, Kayla. I’ll let you know when I need you next.”

       I waited to hear the click of the door shutting before I opened the envelope. I plugged the USB drive into my desktop computer, clicked to open the external drive, sat down and waited for the files to download. This was all of the information I’d told Lauren to copy and send to me, the files and accounts from Chip’s insurance company that she had been reviewing.

      Hundreds of lines and columns populated the screen with names, addresses and numbers. Most of the files were straightforward, basic data, including policy numbers, addresses and accounting information. I pushed the mouse, and the cursor jumped. My eyes followed, darting from one line to the next and then from one client’s file to the next. After scrolling through ten pages, opening and closing multiple accounts, looking at the same tedious data, ad nauseam, nothing was sending up a red flare. As far as I could discern, nothing was amiss, but then I was neither an accountant nor an insurance agent, so I figured I needed another pair of eyes on this.

      I closed the files and made a backup copy to keep for myself. I pulled the USB drive out of the port, put it into a new manila envelope, sealed the edge shut and laid it on my desk. I picked up the phone and punched in a number. I had a guy—a friend—who was a private investigator.

      The leather of my lush office chair squeaked as I leaned back and said, “Hey Pete. Aedyn Cumberland here. How are you, you old dog?”

      “Aedyn. It’s been a long time. What’s up, man?”

      “I have another job for you.”

      “Is that right?”

       “Do you have time? I’ll give you the low down.”

      “Yeah, shoot.”

      “A friend of mine, Lauren, my friend from way back… she’s been working for this guy at an insurance agency. Actually, it was more like, she was engaged to this guy but she quit the job when she broke off the engagement.”

      “Sounds familiar. I think I know where you’re going with this.”

      “Not long after she cut him loose, he calls her back, says he wants her to clean up the files, the auditors are coming to conduct a tax review.”

      “So you think he’s been doing something crooked and got her mixed up in it?”

      “I’m not sure. I have a copy of his company’s files, but I’m no expert at this sort of thing. I had Lauren make a copy on a flash drive and send it to me. I gave it a quick once over, but I can’t see anything suspicious. Like I said, I’m no expert so I’d like you to do two things. First, look into this guy, Chip Harrison. Do the usual background check and all. He and his father own an insurance agency in Granger Iowa. It’s the only one in town. I can give you more details later if needed, if you can’t find anything with that. Then, I’d like you to look over these files and see what you think.”

      “Gotcha.”

       “I’ll have my secretary send it over right away.”

      “Better yet, I’m going to be over your way late this afternoon. I’ll pick it up from your office.”

      “Thanks Pete. I’ll leave it with my secretary.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Just see what you can find out about this guy, if you can find any dirt on him. He’s a scumbag… and this is personal.”

      “Roger that.”

      I disconnected Pete’s call, punched the intercom button on the phone and told Kayla I needed her. I picked up the envelope, and tapped its edge against the desk as I waited for her to come into the office. Once she arrived, I handed it to her and told her a man named Pete Gamble would be coming to pick it up sometime late this afternoon and that it was very important. Kayla nodded, took the envelope and walked out the door, her hips, bound in a tight fitting pencil skirt, swaying in their usual manner.

      I turned to the window behind my desk. My eyes drifted to the cityscape outside, where the outline of the tall buildings and skyscrapers, needlelike monoliths, pointed to the heavens as if to say this is where I belonged. And this was where Lauren should be, with me. Yes, Kayla’s smile had tempted me once. In the past, her twitching hips would’ve had me planning another alcohol and drug-induced all-nighter and if I’d never gone back to my father’s funeral, I just might’ve taken Aunt Melissa’s advice and looked to Kayla to settle down with. But that was then, before Lauren brought happiness back into my life.

      I shook my head and smiled at the memory of her, remembering the lilt in her voice when our last phone call had turned in to phone sex. I hated that she was so far away. I hated not having her with me. I remembered my surprise at how she’d actually texted me a steamy, hot picture she’d snapped with her cell phone, looking all sexy with messed up hair spilling over the pillow and her hand touching herself between her legs. Damn, she was hot. Sexting was fun, but long distance relationships sucked. I needed her touch… in bed, in my arms not miles away with shit-for-brains breathing down her neck.

      I stepped closer to the window and caught my reflection bouncing off the sheet of glass. I folded my arm across my chest and stared into the vision. I saw a man, one hand crossed, the other holding his chin, as though in thought but the look on his face was not a happy one.

      I turned away from the window. Not being in Granger to protect Lauren was weighing on my shoulders like bags of cement. I should be there for her. I should be with her. All those years I thought I’d lost her, now I wanted to keep her. She was in my heart again and I wasn’t letting her go this time.

      But then—like a thorn in my side—there was Chip. I didn’t trust him. The asshole was up to something for sure. I fucking knew it. I felt it in my gut, but this time, come hell or high water; he wasn’t going to take Lauren away from me again.
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      A young handsome waiter wearing a black apron over a soft blue T-shirt appeared at our table. His bulging, tattooed biceps were screaming out from under the too-small-for-his-arms sleeves of his shirt. He delivered our lunch plates of soup and sandwich with a charming white smile. As he placed the food in front of Jules, her eyes lingered on his perfect body and he gave her a nod before he walked away.

      “What was that all about?” I asked.

      “He’s cute. Isn’t he?”

      “God Jules, you’re shameless. You’ve got to stop this. I can’t take you anywhere. Geez.”

      We both laughed as we unrolled our silverware from our napkins and dug into our food.

      “Thanks for meeting me for lunch.”

      “Yeah, you’re a workaholic. I can’t believe it’s Saturday and you’re still working on those stupid books for dumbass. Why don’t you just let him figure this out for himself and enjoy Saturday like normal people? You’re not supposed to be working on a Saturday.”

      “I know.” I shrugged my shoulders and gave Jules a ‘what can I do’ look.

      After a few bites of her salad, Jules set her fork on the plate and said, “Come on, let’s go do something fun. Granger is so boring. I think I’m going to die if I have to stay home on another Saturday night and do nothing but sit on the couch and watch TV. I feel like I’m wasting the best years of my life. I mean, at least you have Aedyn and Chicago. That’s way more glamorous than this place. Let’s go somewhere.”

      “I can’t. I told you, I have two more years’ worth of ledgers to go over and…”

       “Not this afternoon. Tonight. Let’s go out tonight. We can go to the capital city… go dancing at a club. I want to find me an Aedyn.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Come on, Lauren, you’re only young once. I feel like if I stay here any longer, I’m going to shrivel up and disappear. We’re in our twenties, we’re supposed to be wild and crazy then when we get older we can sit home and take up knitting or whatever.”

      I set my spoon on the edge of my dish and pushed the empty soup bowl aside.

      “You don’t sound very happy. Maybe you and Jack should… you know, think about… well, things. It doesn’t sound like your relationship with him is very stable. I know you two have an understanding, but I don’t think it’s working. Honestly, Jules, I don’t think your arrangement is making either one of you happy.”

      Jules’ eyes darted to the right as she considered what I’d said. I thought I saw a look on her face that told me I was right.

      “Well… have you found anything in those files?”

      “No. Nothing so far, but I haven’t gone through all of them yet.”

      “Then don’t worry about it, the accounts are fine. You’re coming with me tonight and I won’t take no for an answer. You know what they say, all work and no play… and no talking about Chip, or the stupid books.”

      Jules was right. What was I doing dedicating so much time to worthless Chip and his company? My back muscles were sore from hours of hunching over the computer reviewing those files. I did need a break.

      “Okay, you twisted my arm. You don’t have to hold a gun to my head. I’ll go.”

      We both laughed at my joke and she said, “You’re never going to let me live that one down, are you?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was pressed between two warm bodies, radiating the heat of dancing and drinking as I waited for my drink order at the polished stainless steel bar top. I pulled my elbows tightly into my sides and leaned against the bar, lost in a soup of sexual energy from the young singles, all searching for Mr. or Mrs. Right.

      I was wearing one of my new modern-style club dresses that I’d purchased from one of the trendy stores at the mall. I glanced down at my chest, the sparkles from the diamonds in my necklace catching the light, and wondered if the neckline of the dress was too daring.

       I felt like every pair of lust-filled, male eyes in the place was on me like a magnet. That wasn’t my intention. I scanned the room, trying to avoid eye contact with the predators and pursed my lip, wondering what Aedyn was doing. I would’ve much rather been with him instead of Jules.

      I tried not to feel disappointed when we’d talked on the phone earlier and Aedyn told me he wouldn’t be able to come to Granger this weekend because of the merger. That damn merger. I wasn’t pleased when he’d mentioned that this merger involved the company owned by the beautiful Collette. That meant the two of them would have to work together, in his office… in Chicago, miles away from me. Where anything could happen.

      Crazy, wild scenarios flew through my mind. She’d whisper to Aedyn in a deep, breathy voice that they’d just have to work all weekend until this was done. And then, in my jealous visualization Colette would suggest they work even tonight, and late, very late into the night. And so it went, my mind spinning me up, until I was green with jealousy.

      Realizing that line of thinking wasn’t getting me anywhere, I reigned in my envious hallucinations and turned back to check on my order. I was greeted by a sexy flirtatious smile from the handsome, dark-haired bartender. I couldn’t help but notice the mountain of shoulders, straining under his white buttoned-down dress shirt. It was as if a businessman’s dress shirt was being held hostage by such a massive upper body.

      “Here you go. That’ll be twelve dollars, please,” he said as he pushed a Lemon Drop martini and a napkin in my direction. I should’ve been tempted by that smile, and although I returned a polite acknowledgement, it was Aedyn who put the smile on my face these days

      “Thanks.” I nodded and pushed a credit card across the shiny surface. I lifted the glass to my lips for a taste of the unique, sweet sourness of the drink. My taste buds did a little happy dance as the liquid rolled over my tongue. Music was pounding, red and blue lights were reflecting and swirling like a disco ball. This was what people my age wanted to do on a Saturday night. This should’ve been fun, but it wasn’t.

      Jules was dancing with a guy wearing jeans and a sports jacket. His back was to me as they danced as Jules nodded to me over the heads of the crowd and I gave her a thumbs-up. The music changed and he turned, dancing with his back to her, head down in concentration. She pantomimed over the guy’s head so he couldn’t see and pointed to his crotch and mouthing the words, “huge” and “gigantic.” It got a laugh out of me and, thank God, he was drunk enough and it was dark enough in the club that the poor guy didn’t notice.

      I turned back to the bar to sign the credit card receipt the bartender had left, when I felt a puff of warm breath on the back of my neck.

      Dude, not interested.

      “Can I buy you a drink?”

      I opened my mouth about to blast out a big, “no,” when I recognized the voice. I spun around and squealed, “Aedyn.” I rose up on my tiptoes and wrapped my arms around his neck, nearly knocking him over. His lips came down on mine in a warm kiss.

      “How’d you know I was here?”

      “Uh, I’m from Granger. I know this is the only classy place to go out within thirty miles, other than Red’s Place and let’s just say, I have my ways.” He slipped his arms around my waist, accompanied by his beautiful smile. “I’m happy to see you.”

      “Are you stalking me, Mr. Cumberland?”

      He laughed and said, “More like, protecting you.” With a quick head jerk to the side, he indicated a guy in a dark suit. “He’s been watching you all night.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I thought he was just another one of the salivating dogs who came here to hang out. Protecting me? More like spying on me.” I tapped a finger to my chin. “Don’t know if I like that.” I was teasing, but I wanted to give him a hard time.

      “There’s no way I was going to let you get anywhere near Chip without some kind of protection.”

       I softened with the realization that it felt good to have someone who was worried about me, and wanted to protect me.

      “Now that I think about it, it’s actually kind of sexy.” I trailed a finger down the front of his finely tailored sports jacket, rubbing the fabric between my fingers and I said, “As if you could get any sexier than you already are.”

      He made a little snort laugh that showed his modesty, and illuminated one of the qualities I liked about him. Although he was drop dead gorgeous, he wasn’t full of himself. He really was the same gentle hearted guy I knew years ago.

      Releasing me from his embrace, he reached over me and snagged my martini from the bar. Tipping his head, he downed it in one large gulp. He returned the empty glass to the bar, his hand jumping to my hip and running up my side, grazing my breast.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      My hand flew to cover his. Although it was dark in here, I moved it back to my hip. “But you just got here.” 

      His eyes landed on my lips, dark and alluring. He licked his lips and said, “We need to leave right now.”

      “Why? Is something wrong?”

      I searched his eyes for trouble, but I knew what I saw. I knew what that look implied. He pressed his body against mine and I could feel him hardening through his pants. He slipped an arm around my shoulder like he was talking into my ear, so the other people would think we were just talking.

      “Oh, I get it.” I said, with a big smile on my face. “But I came with Jules.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Well, you know Jules…” With an arm around my shoulder, he turned us both and we started walking and searching the crowd for Jules. After a few minutes, we found her flirting with Mr. Long Schlong.

      “Is that her over there?” Aedyn asked.

      “Well, if he’s a pool boy… she can handle herself.” I laughed.

      “Are you sure? Maybe we should stay.”

       “No, she’ll be okay. I’ll just go tell her we’re leaving and going back to my place.”

      “Your place? I had something else in mind.”

      “Oh? Where are you taking me?”

      “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

      My pulse quickened with excitement. He was always full of surprises, especially ones involving sexual pleasures.

      “And just in case, I’ll have my guy over there keep an eye on her and make sure she gets home safe so you don’t need to worry.”

      “That sounds like a great idea.”

      As I pried myself loose from Aedyn’s grip, I saw that Jules was no longer flirting with Mr. Long Schlong alone. She was now sandwiched between him and another young stallion, intently working his game.

      I shook my head and pulled on Aedyn’s hand to follow me and reminded myself, when this is all over, I was going to have a serious talk with that girl about her life. I didn’t believe for a second that she and Jack were actually happy. An open relationship like the one she’d described to me couldn’t really be a good one or good for the soul. A relationship like that couldn’t possibly be real love.
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      We spilled into the hotel room in downtown Des Moines, barely able to keep our hands or lips off of each other, until after we’d entered the room. This was the nicest hotel I’d ever seen. Modern contemporary designs with large oversized vases of colorful flowers spilling out of urns in the lobby, which followed an Asian theme to include a life-size Chinese terracotta ancient warrior statue which stood next to the front registration desk in the lobby. I didn’t even know a hotel this nice existed in Iowa.

       Every room in the hotel was a suite, each with an anti-room, furnished with a black granite-top bar with little reflective flecks in the stone that sparkled under the light. Directly in front of a large window overlooking the lights of the city was a Jacuzzi tub that came with complimentary bubble bath and aromatic lavender bath salts.

      While in the cab, Aedyn had called ahead and ordered champagne to be delivered to the room upon our arrival. And once we unlocked our lips long enough to notice, there was a silver bucket with a dark green bottle nestled among the ice with two champagne flutes ready and waiting on the bar top.

      “This is fantastic,” I said.

      Aedyn danced me backward toward the Jacuzzi tub, with his lips against mine, and mumbled, “I’m going to get you naked. I want to see some bubbles all over your tits. You don’t know how difficult it’s been being in Chicago without you.”

      We only untangled long enough to flip the handles of the faucets. Water rushed out and began filling the tub. I sprinkled a little bottle of bath salts and bubbles directly under the spout and soon a mountain range of white, air-filled bubbles begin rising up from the water’s surface.

      “I’ll get the champagne and you get out of your clothes. I want to see that gorgeous body of yours.”

      My pulse quickened with excitement at the prospect of my new experience. Aedyn was a Zen master of sex. Always pushing me to try new things, go beyond the usual, be free with my sexuality, and experiment in areas I’d never tried before. It tapped into a side of my psyche I didn’t even know existed and I liked it.

      With the tub filled, billowing with bubbles and two glasses of champagne sitting on the edge, Aedyn’s clothes fell into a pile on the floor around his feet. He stepped in first, shut off the water, then offered me a hand. We slipped into the warm water, immersing our bodies until a layer of white foam was tickling our chins.

      The massive tub allowed for a man of Aedyn’s height to easily recline. He stretched out his legs and said, “Come here. Face me and sit on my lap.”

      I moved into position, straddling my legs and my arms around his neck.

      “This is nice.” I said. “I’m glad you came and rescued me from my girl’s night out with Jules. You sneaky devil. I had no idea you’d show up there at that club.”

      “You know I couldn’t stay away. I had to see my girl.”

      With a hungry look in his eyes, he grabbed my head, twisting his fingers into my hair, the ends of my long locks falling into the water. He devoured my mouth with his kisses, his velvet tongue caressing mine as he deepened the kiss. With every thrust of his tongue, my blood pulsed faster through my veins. He excited me like no other man ever had. I ran my hands up into his hair, wetting the tips with my hands and leaving him looking even sexier than before. His hands slid down to my shoulders and down my arms to my breasts, pushing, squeezing, and enjoying their fullness.

      I pulled back out of the kiss and reached for the champagne, handing him a glass first.

      “So this was the surprise?”

      “Yes, do you like?”

      “Baby, as long as I’m with you, we could be doing this in the backseat of my old crappy car for all I care. I’ve missed you, terribly.”

      “I’ve missed you too, your kisses, your touch and your taste… all of you.”

      I kissed the tip of his nose and took a large swallow of the bubbly then shoved the glass to the ledge. I removed the glass from his hand also, not wanting anything to be between me and the object of my desire. I was primed and ready to melt into his magic.

      With my arms around his neck again, I leaned in, sucking his lower lip into my mouth and pressing myself against his hips. He was hard already, his large erection a steel reminder of what he wanted to do to me. Delicious tingles raced through my body from the pressure I enjoyed as I rubbed against his shaft. He laid his head back against the side of the tub, closed his eyes and moaned. I pushed my hips harder.

      I repositioned, moving back just enough to get my hand between us and stroked his shaft with a firm hand. My eyes followed as I moved my hand up and down, feeling his massive desire for me, with water nearly sloshing over the edge. His hands swam through the water to find my breasts while I continued, gliding up and down his length. In unison, he rubbed a thumb across each nipple making them harder than they already were and bringing them to exquisite peaks floating above the surface of the water.

      “God, you look so good, babe. You’re so beautiful. The water, on your skin, glistening… drives me crazy. I love it and your hair… wet and falling in your eyes like that… damn.” I smiled and wiggled my hips closer to his cock, still stroking under the water, and pressed its hardness against my engorged folds.

      “I love your tits, babe,” he purred as he eyed them, mesmerized. Then as if he couldn’t wait any longer, he put them in his mouth to suck, each in turn. The minute his mouth bore down on my sensitive flesh, the fire inside me roared.

      “Oh, God, I need you inside me, now.”

      “Yes, yes. I want to fuck you too, babe. Let me get a condom, or do we need one. I want to feel you without it.”

      I could barely focus on the conversation; my blood was pulsing so hot. “No need, I’ve been on the pill for years. Let’s just do it.”

      I rocked harder and groaned gripping the edge of the tub behind his head with one hand while using the other to guide him to my slit. His hands landed on my hips and he lifted me until his cock was aligned. I sank down on him, curling over his torso, holding the edge for leverage and kissing his neck. He moved my hips with both hands and pushed into me, forcing me down against the buoyancy of the water. My hand slipped to his shoulder to hang on for the ride and to find the best angle to rub my throbbing clit against him.

      “That feels so good, baby.” His voice was husky and raw. “You don’t know what you do to me,” he said as he rocked me, closing his eyes with pleasure. “You don’t know the power you have over me… you’ve always had over me.” He let out a deep breath, moving me up and down his shaft. “This is what I live for, this connection… to be with you, inside of you.”

      The water was sloshing faster now as I increased my intensity rising up and down on his long, thick, glorious manhood. I didn’t care if water spilled all over the hotel carpet and we were charged for damages, I didn’t care about those stupid books, or anything right now. All I cared about was being wrapped in Aedyn’s arms, feeling him inside of me, kissing his neck, his lips, pulling his body and soul so deeply into me to a place where he soothed my pain and where he healed my being every time we made love, every time we were together. Although he didn’t know it, little by little, slowly but surely, he was releasing me from my past.

      His breathing was fast now, his lips parted, breaths coming faster and faster with grunts and groans of carnal pleasure. Like a riding crop snapping against my skin, his love-growls urged me to go faster. I parted my lips and squealed, “Uh, uh…”

      My orgasm was coming quickly, rising fast. We hadn’t been together for days and I was primed, the anticipation like rocket fuel, the absence of release shooting me to the top faster than lightening. We rocked, I gripped his shoulders, my nails digging into his skin, water furiously slapping against the sides of the tub. He threw his head back and with a deep guttural sound from the back of his throat, we both fell over the edge of our passion.

      His hands jumped to my face and he cupped it, holding his forehead against mine. I closed my eyes and he closed his too. We floated there as the water calmed our bodies and our breathing calmed too. We sat wrapped in the warm cocoon of the lavender water, letting our breathing stabilize along with the love waves in the water we’d created together.

      “Lauren, you are amazing.”

      I opened my eyes and looked deep into his blue orbs, where I saw tenderness and sincerity. It melted my heart.

      “Aedyn, you’re the one who’s amazing. I need you. I need you in my life.”

      “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I smiled and said, “I’m glad.” Then I slid back and placed the palms of my hands against his chest, swirling in the water and massaging the water around on his shoulders. I handed him a glass of champagne and said, “Would you like a taste?”

      After we enjoyed another sip or two of the champagne, he said, “Now, I want a taste of you.” He took the glass from my hand. There was a deep look of desire in his eyes, an intense hunger, burning a hole right through me.

      He pushed me back off his lap then lifted me to the edge of the tub, water dripping, clumps of bubbles sliding down my stomach slick with wetness as he lifted me by the waist and propped me on the edge of the hot tub. I leaned back supporting myself with my hands behind me as the ledge was quite expansive and spread my legs.

      He positioned his head between them, running his hands up and down my thighs. Though I’d already come once my pulse spiked quickly. Just the thought of his magnificently skillful tongue about to touch my budded nub was enough to drive me crazy with desire.

      He ran a hand all the way up my thighs, gripping the top with his large muscular hands as his tongue found my quivering clit. He licked, inserting two fingers inside of me, pushing, thrusting, and rubbing me into a frenzied, lust-filled state of desire, moving me up that delicious slope, again. Just when I was ready to burst, with tongue flicking and fingers pushing, he inserted another finger, teasing my other opening, which added yet another layer of pleasure, a delicious new experience to the already familiar ecstasy that only Aedyn could deliver.

      I screamed out as I came hard the second time with the most fantastic orgasm that I’d ever had. I fell forward slumping over him. We kissed and I slid back down into the water and into his arms where we spent another hour entangled with each other kissing, licking, and sucking enough to make up for every second we’d been apart, even beyond the point of looking like shriveled prunes in the water.

    

  




    
      
        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

        

    
    






          Aedyn

        

      

    
    
      The pleasant sound of silverware tinkling against ceramic drew me from my sleep. I was on my stomach, lying in a bed, crisp white hotel sheets twisted in disarray, a pillow thrown on the floor and the bedspread to the foot of the bed as if kicked there in a frantic fight. The sound came again and I realize it was a spoon, probably stirring cream into coffee in the outer room. I raised my head off the pillow just enough to look at the clock. It was morning and I was at the Embassy Suites. I looked to the other side—no Lauren. I wasn’t alarmed. Unless there was some pot-bellied, hairy-armed room service attendant out there making my coffee, I was pretty sure it was her.

      I rose up trying to get out of bed, nearly tripping as the damn sheet was so twisted, it had wrapped itself around my ankle when I swung my leg out of the bed.

      “Hey, good morning, sleepyhead.” Lauren called out from the sitting area of our suite. “Come out and join me. What would you like, coffee, tea, or me?”

       I stumbled out of the bed and made my way over to the table near the bar where Lauren stood. She was poised with a pitcher of coffee in one hand wearing nothing at all, and preparing the coffee service for breakfast on the table.

      The sight of her took my breath away. She was so beautiful, her hair tousled and messy in that early morning kind of way, her lips so supple and pink around her mouth… oh fuck. I wanted to grab a handful of hair and put something in that pretty mouth of hers.

      She shifted her weight as if to walk away. “No, wait. Just stand there. I want to admire you in all your nakedness, while you pour my coffee. No one has ever made breakfast for me like this before.”

      My eyes jumped to her well-rounded breasts that turned up just at the nipples, which I now had fixated on as the next thing I wanted in my mouth besides her tongue.

      I noticed her eyes ogling my crotch.

      “Why, Lauren, are you staring at my dick?” My brows danced up and down.

      “I was,” she giggled, “and enjoying every minute of it.”

      I sighed. “My eyes are up here, sweetie.” I waved my hand and attempted to imitate a female with my best falsetto voice.

      Her hand landed on her hip and she replied, “You come out waving a large, erect penis in the air— talk about the elephant in the room—what’d you expect?”

      She’s amazing. She could dish it out too, but all the teasing in the world couldn’t peel my eyes from the magnificent nakedness standing before me. Her waist was small and her hips round and curvy in equal proportion to her breasts, just the way a woman should be, not too skinny, but round in all the right places.

      Fuck.

      Yeah, this wasn’t going to last long. My cock was already jumping with joy, twitching and talking to me all excited, saying, “Aedyn, I’ve found a new home for us. We can be happy there. You won’t have to make me do that humiliating thing with your hand anymore. It’s rough, with calluses and scrappy nails. She’s wonderful and warm like rainbows and lollipops. Can we keep her, please?”

      She blinked with a big smile and for a minute there I thought she could hear the begging voices in my head. She broke her gaze and looked down at the plates.

      “We have, pancakes, eggs, bacon, sausage, toast and coffee,” she said, waving a hand over it. I wasn’t sure what you’d be hungry for, so I ordered a little of everything.”

      “Room service must’ve been happy to deliver this order. Did you answer the door in your birthday suit too?”

      She was so perfect. Everything I wanted in a woman. Even years ago, when I wanted her, she was perfect in my eyes then. Now, she’s still perfect in my eyes, no longer a teenager, but as a woman, matured and with a womanly body.

      I couldn’t resist any longer. With my stiff cock pointing the way, I walked over to her, eager to lay my lips on her soft skin for some oral gratification.

      “How do you like your coffee? Cream? Sugar…” She said with a twinkle in her eyes.

      “I know what I’d like to eat for an appetizer, but it’s not on the table yet.” Gazing into her eyes, I brushed a long strand of her hair over her shoulder and stroked a finger along her jaw. “Here, let me take that.” I took the carafe out of her hand and set it aside on the bar. With one swoop of my arm I pushed all the plates, some still covered with silver lids, to the far end of the small table and lifted her up onto its smooth mahogany surface, planting her fine ass on the edge directly in front of me. I wanted her here and I wanted her now.

      “I’m going to please you and them I’m going to fuck you ‘til you scream. It’s gonna be the best breakfast you’ve ever had.”

       I crushed my mouth onto hers, sucking her plush lips, running my tongue along her teeth before pulling back. Her head tipped back and her lips remained parted as she put her hands behind her on the table for support. “Oh, god. That sounds good. What are we going to start with?” She spread her legs and I moved between them pulling the soft skin of her neck into my mouth with every kiss. I pushed her hair aside, and she elongated her neck as she moved forward to feel my erection pressing against her bare mound.

      I licked her nipples and she moaned. I cupped her breasts, raking my tongue over the hardened points, sucking them fully into my mouth and then releasing them to lick again.

      I pulled back long enough to reach all the way over her and took a two-fingered scoop of whipped cream from the strawberry and cream pancakes. She smiled, a desirous grin and spread her legs wider as I lowered myself between them. I hovered with my nose to her folds, closed my eyes and inhaled. “Mmm. That smells like heaven.”

      Lightly touching the tip of my tongue to the very outside edge of her skin, I traced from one side, up and around to the next, marking a wet path with my tongue. She sucked in air through her teeth and wiggled herself further to the edge of the table, lifting her hips, begging for more tongue.

      With my two fingers loaded with a generous clump of whipped cream, I started from the bottom and swiped the creamy white concoction upward along her fold.

      She arched back and shifted again, her hips moving this time in heated desperation, anxious to receive their sensual reward. I toyed with her, working slowly at first, forcing her to wait for the intense pressure, which would bring the rush she was now aching for. Her breath came quickly, in short pants as I licked off the whipped cream with broad flat strokes against her hardened bud.

      “Mmm. That’s good.” I slurped and licked my lips between tastes of her sweet pussy, breaking the pressure intermittently, purposely drawing her tension to a higher level.

      She gurgled a plead, “More. Lick harder. I want more.”

      Something in that sound of her voice, the way it came from deep within her throat, raw and needy, spiked my adrenaline, making my dick sing and twitch with heightened anticipation. I had to grab my cock and give it a few strokes as I buried my face in her pussy, licking and swirling, flicking and teasing her all the way to the edge of an orgasm.

      She wiggled and twisted under my tongue. I gripped both her thighs where they met her hips and pulled her into my mouth, pressing and pulling back, running my tongue to her opening and thrusting it in, then moving it back to her clit to finish her off. Panting and gasping, shouting ‘oh’ louder and louder into the air, I ate her out, until she burst in one last, long and extended exhale. 

      I looked up after she’d climaxed and stood, putting my hands on her waist. I loved seeing her this way, panting, lips parted, head back, so ripe and raw, a look burning in her eyes that said she was fulfilled yet wanted more. I loved that I could do this to her, that I could give her outrageous orgasms like this one.

      She leaned forward and slipped her arms around my neck, letting her head fall to my shoulder, her long hair tickling against my bare skin. Every inch of my skin was on fire, sensitive to the slightest touch now, vibrating electric pulses across every inch of me.

      “Appetizers are over, time for the main course, baby,” I said and pulled her off the table, flipping her over. My cock throbbed, ready for the ecstasy of that tight pussy that I commanded, ready to fuck her from behind.

      I turned her with such ferocity, she gasped out another, “oh,” and she willingly, bent over the table, throwing her head to one side, the tips of her long blond hair falling into what was left of the strawberry glaze and whipped cream.

      Holding her hips, I drove my cock deep inside her body, jolting on the table with each thrust as I fucked her deeper and harder. I reached for her hair, pulling the locks at the back of her head not enough to cause pain, just enough to elicit a wet response as she arched, head back, lips parted and punctuated my thrusts with the sound only a woman deeply in lust can make, while at the pinnacle of her desire.

      With her mouth open, gasping and calling my name, I fucked her until my eyes rolled back into my head, and I exploded with a level of satisfaction I’d never known before. All those other women, all the wild fuck orgies, alcohol, cocaine, no matter how many breast implants they had, nothing and I mean absolutely fucking nothing compared to the deep and exquisite feelings I had right now with Lauren.

       Exhausted and spent, we finally got around to actually eating the bacon and eggs after we’d devoured each other in spasms of ecstasy. We took our plates to eat at our leisure while lying in bed.

      Lauren padded out to the sitting area to retrieve the carafe of coffee and two cups. When I finished, I set my plate on the bedside stand. I leaned over and brushed my lips across hers and said, “I’m afraid we’re going to have to get going.” I rolled off the bed and stood up, reaching for my cell phone next to the bed.

      “I wish we could stay here forever. Not actually here in the hotel, but you know what I mean, together.” She cast her gaze to her empty plate for a moment and then set it aside, getting out of the bed to join me. She sighed. “I really dread going back to Granger and to that insurance office. I can’t wait for this whole stupid audit to be over. I just want to be done with it and everything in that town.”

      “It sounds like you are becoming more like me with your feelings about Granger but what about your parents? How would they react if they heard you talking about leaving?”

      “They’re in Florida most of the year, doing the snowbird thing although they seem to come and go whenever it suits them, not just to escape the cold weather in Iowa. They bought a condo there in one of those retirement villages. My mom complains that my dad plays golf entirely too much. They weren’t going to sell their house in Granger until after my wedding but once I’d broken the engagement to Chip that just helped them make the decision to officially retire. So you see, I don’t have anything important in Granger anymore. I just want to be with you and move on with my life.”

      I opened the contacts on my phone and brought up the number of my driver. “Baby, I know I feel the same way, but don’t worry, it won’t be long. Hopefully, just a few more days of this and then we can put it all behind us.”

      She gave me weak smile and nodded. I pressed the phone to my ear and reached out my other hand to stroke her chin as I put in a pick-up call to the driver. When I was done, I gave her a swat on her hot little ass that brought the smile back to her face and said, “Now, go get dressed. He’ll be here soon.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lauren and I stood outside on the sidewalk in front of the hotel, fingers interlaced, waiting for our driver to return us to Granger, a godforsaken town that I’d left when I was eighteen years old, disillusioned and with no intentions of returning, a place that now was nothing more than a shit-stain on the fabric of my life. A place fraught with misery and heartache, and for which I held no particular fondness, with the exception of Lauren, Aunt Melissa and a few good early-childhood memories. Yet, here I was again, going back to Granger.

      Now, as if that wasn’t enough. Karma seemed to have some burning desire to kick me in the balls lately, because it seemed incredibly unfair that Lauren had to leave me again. Just when everything was going so freaking amazingly, she had to return to Granger and I had to go back to Chicago. I knew that too much time in Granger was like a cancerous growth. My fear was that if I left Lauren in that toxic place for long, more trouble would follow, something else would come between me and my destiny, some fresh obstruction would sprout to keep us apart.

      I knew now, in my heart, she was the one for me. This wasn’t a nostalgic high school crush or just a teenage boy’s dream. There was something magical, something special, like the diamonds on the necklace I’d given her, something found so rarely in the universe, unique, and incredibly special, created from a process that I didn’t even begin to understand, one so far beyond my grasp, that I couldn’t explain it. All I knew was that I’d discovered a precious diamond in Lauren.

      The driver pulled to the curb and we slid into the leather seats, settling in as the doors slammed shut. The driver pointed the car in the direction of the freeway entrance and steered us toward Granger. I put my arm around Lauren’s shoulder and pulled her close. She wiggled and nestled her body under my arm. She smiled up at me as I traced a finger along her jaw and over her pink lips, pulling them into a soft kiss and then took her hand in mine.

      “Lauren…” I repositioned myself to face her so I could see the expression on her face when I told her what I had to say.

      “I have to tell you something. No, I have to ask you something.”

      She nodded and said, “Okay, Aedyn. What is it?”

      “I can’t stand being away from you. It’s like being underwater… I can’t breathe without you. I never thought there’d be anyone in my life who could make me feel this way. And I never thought you would come back into my life. I’d given up hope. Years ago, after high school, I figured I’d lost you forever… that maybe what I’d felt was just puppy love. But thank the heavens and stars, they aligned for us again and we came full circle. I feel like we’ve been given a second chance.”

      I looked in her eyes to make sure I wasn’t losing her and swallowed hard before I continued. “Lauren, I’m falling in love with you.”

      Her hand jumped to her mouth, dainty fingertips covering her lower lip. “Oh, Aedyn…” her words were barely a whisper.

      I pulled her hand into mine and pressed those fingertips to my lips and said, “I can’t stop thinking about you. I want to be with you all the time… ha…” I blew out a short breath. “I can barely focus to get through work each day, it’s that bad. I just need you to be with me, at least in the same town with me. I don’t want to do a long distance relationship with you six hours away. That’s ridiculous and quite frankly, if I had to do that, I’d have to build a shower out of ice, just to have showers cold enough to stand it… or become a priest… I’m not sure.”

      Before I could say anything else, she threw her arms around my neck and hugged me tightly. “Okay, okay, you’re choking me.” I sputtered and she released me, a smile beaming on her face.

      “I feel the same way. I was so afraid that I’d lost the chance to even try with you again. I was stupid not to leave Chip sooner, but you know it was because I was afraid of him. I just wasn’t sure what to do at first, but now I know one hundred percent…” She placed the palm of her hand on my cheek, her blue eyes gazing into mine and in a voice as soft as her touch said, “I’m falling in love with you too. I’m yours and I want to be with you every minute of every day. Without you, I’d be a basket case. Well, I guess, I sort of already was one… so see, I need you too. You’re my rock, my guidance. All I know is I want to be with you too.”

      I kissed her again. “It’s kind of scary, this feeling, but it’s a good one too.”

      “Yes, it’s happening fast.”

      “I think when you’re finished with the audit, you should move in with me. I mean, would you like to move in with me? There’s no real reason for you to stay in Granger. What do you say?”

      She twisted her hands in her lap and smiled. “I’d love to move in with you, but it might be a little too soon. Don’t you think? I don’t want to be a burden to you, some kind of financial responsibility that you have to take care of. I want to feel independent and on an equal level with you. Do you understand?”

      I nodded. She was right. I didn’t want to overwhelm her or make her feel in any way that I was controlling. It was important for her to feel that she was in control of her life after what she’d just been through. “Oh, of course. I understand completely. I can’t say I’m not disappointed. You know how men are. We want immediate gratification. And how could I resist the idea of you in my bed every night?”

      She gave a small laugh as I continued my sales pitch. “How about this… you move to Chicago and I’ll find you a nice little place near me. Very near me. Excruciatingly close. Like, I’ll be able to hand a cup of coffee out my window across to yours. It can be yours for whatever period of time you feel necessary. I don’t want you to feel pressured in anyway. I get it. At this moment in your life, where you are right now after everything that has happened, you need to feel your independence.”

      Her eyes widened and she glanced upward. “Yes, that’s it exactly. And Aedyn, I appreciate it so much that you see this. You get me. It’s so amazing we get each other. Like there’s something tying us together, and I don’t mean like, just a sexual attraction, I mean something deeper like threads of the universe pulling us together in some way. Well, whatever, I guess I’m being kind of esoteric here, but you know what I mean.”

      I pulled her close again with a big smile blazing a path from ear to ear. “I know what you mean. I love you, Lauren Mitchell.” 

      Right before I kissed her, she smiled back. “I love you too, Aedyn Dell Cumberland.”
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          Lauren

        

      

    
    
      Five days had elapsed. Five long days and five longer nights since Aedyn was here, since our night at the hotel. It was five days, 2,880 hours we’d been apart. He had to return to work and to Chicago and I had to wait for the IRS auditors to finish their evaluation. He invited me to Chicago for the last couple days after the auditors had left, but he would’ve been tied up at work all day and I would’ve just been sitting by myself, so I didn’t go. Plus, I needed to start packing, so it was with mixed feelings of regret and anticipation that I’d spent these days loading all of my worldly belonging into cardboard boxes from the Pick N’Save.

      I put the last of my kitchen utensils into a medium sized, brown box, folded the flaps shut and sealed it with packing tape. I gave a huff and hoisted the heavy box, loaded with dishes, and added it to the others stacked near the front door. With a black permanent marker, I wrote, “kitchen” in big square letters. I pushed a strand of hair that’d fallen out of my ponytail behind my ear and let out a deep breath. Where was Jules? She was supposed to be here and help me move.

      I looked around my small apartment to assess what I needed to do next. It looked so desolate, so empty, my lonely packing noises echoing against the bare walls as I worked, but so worth it. This was it. I was leaving Granger. Moving to Chicago to be with Aedyn. I’d come so far, made some hard decisions, but it was all worth it, every painful moment, because it all led me to Aedyn.

      I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and checked one more time for a text from Jules to see if she was on her way. No sooner had I put it back than the queen herself knocked on my door.

      “What took you so long? I’m practically finished packing the boxes.”

      Jules opened her mouth to speak, but I held up a hand and said, “Wait… don’t answer that. It probably involves you being sidetracked by some random six-pack abs.”

      “Nice to see you too,” Jules gibed back at me.

      She sauntered in, pulling off her sunglasses and sticking them on her head, carrying a Starbucks’ coffee in one hand and her cell phone in the other. I gave her a quick once-over, and said, “Is that what you’re wearing to help me move?”

      “What’s wrong with this?” She said, placing her coffee on the empty kitchen counter.

      “Do you really think high-heeled sandals are a good idea for moving? You’re going to be lifting and carrying heavy boxes.”

      She gave me an incredulous look. In her world, fashion was more important than function. “These are wedgies, with a thick bottom for support… duh. And besides, I had to be prepared. You never know what moving men might look like. I’m picturing them strong, muscular and shredded abs. Maybe a few tattoos. Right?”

      “Oh, Jesus, Jules. Will you ever change? Come on, help me carry the boxes from the bedroom to the door here. It’ll be easier that way for the movers to load the truck.”

      With a shrug, Jules dumped her large designer purse on the kitchen counter near the coffee, tossed her phone in it and followed me to the bedroom.

      Her hands landed on her hips as she stared at the sealed boxes and said, “What do you want me to do? It looks like you’ve got everything packed.”

      “Just the sheets, bedspread, and pillows. That’ll finish this room. I left a big box open. Pull everything off the bed, fold it and put it in this open one, here.” I motioned to the biggest one with the flaps left unsealed.

      “Okay.” Jules moved to the side of the bed and started by removing the bedspread first and then the sheets. “So, what ever happened at the audit? I mean, it’s over, right?”

      I handed her the roll of packing tape and said, “Well, the IRS auditors were there for two days and they were kind of nerdy, yet creepy, in an intimidating sort of way. Believe me, it was no fun sitting around the conference room table with them, under their scrutiny for days. Anyway, at the end of two days, they showed up first thing the next morning and presented a warrant so they could take the books with them. They said they wanted to finish up at their own offices, wherever that is.”

       “An auditor had a warrant? What was that about? Can they even do that?” Jules asked.

      I shrugged. “Who knows? And I don’t really care. It’s the IRS. They’re kind of like God. They can do whatever they want, I suppose.”

      Jules had finished packing the bedding and sealed the box.

      “You take that smaller box, I’ll get this big one. Let’s put them in the living room by the door. That’s my staging area.”

      After we parked the boxes near the others, Jules turned to me, her face screwed up into a look not common for her and I thought I saw a glint of moisture in her eyes.

      “I can’t believe you’re moving away. You’re my best friend, pretty much my only friend here in Granger. What am I going to do without you?”

      “I’m going to miss you too, Jules.” I hadn’t wanted to say the words. “You’ve been the best friend ever, but don’t be sad, you can come visit. Chicago’s not that far. We can go shopping and with technology, it’s not like years ago. We can communicate and keep track of each other that way. And we can text each other…”

      She gave me a weak smile of understanding. “You know I’m jealous. You got everything. You have Aedyn. You have the dream now, Lauren. And all I have is this town, my kids and Jack. You’re the lucky one.”

      “I guess I am.” I put my arms around my best friend and hugged, knowing I was going to miss her and all her craziness. But you know, I’m not going to miss this apartment. It’s full of too many bad memories. I’m going to miss you though, and your wacko stories about the pool guy or the gardener.” We both laughed.

      “I feel bad though, about Aedyn paying the rent on my new apartment in Chicago, at least for a while until I find a job. I want to take care of myself, you know.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over it, girl. He’s loaded. It’s not like he doesn’t have the money. Besides, you’re giving up everything, including me, to be with him. Hell, he should throw in a car to boot.”

      I laughed and said, “Hey, what’s wrong with my old car? It has character.”

      “Yeah, character, that’s like when they say in a real estate ad that a house is a bungalow. It really means it’s so small you can’t even turn around in it.”

      A voice called out with a knock on my door. Before I could take a step to open it, Aedyn poked his head in with a cheery, “Hell-ew, ladies.”

      “That was funny. Are you British now?”

      He entered, leaned in, gave me a quick kiss and looked hot enough to be on the pages of a Chippendale’s calendar in his ripped jeans and tight fitting T-shirt. I was used to seeing him in a suit, which made any man look handsome, but Aedyn looked fantastic in everything he wore.

      I fell into his arms with a big smile. I couldn’t help myself. Every time I saw this man I couldn’t keep my hands off. I wanted to be in his arms always. And now I knew that he felt the same way too. I could be vulnerable with him, show my true feelings, and stop pushing everything down, like in my last disaster of a relationship.

      “Are you ready? Everything packed? The moving truck will be here in half an hour.” Aedyn explained, still wearing the same big grin he walked in with. I still had my arms around his neck and getting looks from Jules as she rolled her eyes.

      “Oh, I’m ready, baby. I am so ready.” I giggled.

      With the front door standing open, I glanced over his shoulder to the limo outside. It stuck out like a sore thumb, parked vertically across four parking spaces of the lot.

      “The apartment manager is going to love me for this,” I said as I noticed how much space it required. “Is the driver going to wait half an hour for the moving truck to pack up everything?”

      “He’ll wait as long as I tell him.”

      I swung my gaze back to Aedyn’s face and asked, “Is there a screen that can be closed between the backseat and the driver?”

      “Yes, there’s a partition that can be open or shut and it’s soundproof.”

      Jules blew out a disgusted groan. “TMI, too much information. Get a room, you two.”

      Aedyn and I laughed and I finally let go of him, blushing as I let my arms drop to my sides.

      “Why don’t you two go on ahead? I’ll wait here for the moving truck and take care of the rest.”

      I glanced at Aedyn and then Jules. “Really? That’s very generous of you. I still have to clean the apartment though, as the last thing so I can get my damage deposit back.”

      Jules waved a hand in the air, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of everything, cleaning and all. I’ll have Wanda come over tomorrow and clean it. Just leave me the keys and I’ll turn them in for you when she’s all done.”

      “Wow, Jules. That would be great. You’re the best.”

      We all said our goodbyes and I promised Jules not to let the miles come between our friendship. I turned to Aedyn with no regrets and without even a last look back at the place I’d spent the last four years of my life. He took my hand and pulled me down the sidewalk, skipping down the two stairs to the limo, my heart filled with joy.

       I gave one last wave to Jules as she stood in the doorframe. I lowered myself into the limo, hoping that the last chapter had been written of my life in this town, at least for now anyway. With the exception of visits to Jules, my parents until they permanently moved to Florida, and other friends and relatives, my future was in Chicago.
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      It was only a matter of minutes after we’d said goodbye to Jules that the sleek black limo pulled onto the main highway, taking us to Interstate 80 and to the private jet Aedyn had booked for Chicago. As soon as I felt we were comfortably on our way, I shot a tentative glance to my right. I was in awe. I sat, fixated on Aedyn’s classically handsome profile, dark against the light beaming through the side window. His jaw was strong, his smooth skin stretched over high cheekbones and the light stubble he bore tempted my itchy fingers to feel its sexy texture. The aggregate of the entirety of his fine features held an alluring sensuality. It beckoned and I found it difficult to suppress the heady thoughts burning through my brain.

      He noticed me staring and asked, “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      I leaned close and whispered, “Is that thing soundproof?” shooting a glance at the partition between the driver and us.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Lauren, you fiery little fox.”

      I bit my lip, scooted to the edge of the seat and stretched my arm to reach the pull on the small, black partition. After sliding it shut, I turned in my seat as much as I could to face him. "Thirty? Do we have thirty minutes until the airport? Or less?"

      He pulled me to him with a big smile and a firm hand behind my neck, pushing his nose into the hair covering my ear. In a low voice, he breathed into it. “This is sooo hot.” The heat of his breath sent shivers up my spine. “And so not like you, Lauren, but I love it… love to see you be free like this.”

      I smiled and kissed his lips and then said, “I know. I’m not usually like this, but you’ve been… teaching me. You bring out my wild side.”

      I reached down and put my hand in his crotch, his soft groan the hottest shit ever. “Not… complaining.” His words rolled out broken and raspy. He cleared his throat and tried to continue without creating a massive distraction to the driver. “By all means, rock on my little, Aphrodite.”

      I didn’t hesitate. I pushed my palm against him harder, feeling him stiffen and expand under the fabric of his jeans.

      He grabbed me and pulled me onto his lap and my awareness of my surrounding was banished in a flash. I was ignited, a lustful fire blazing its way to every cell in my body. Any self-conscious feelings of being in the backseat with a driver up front had vanished. I was aware of nothing except the two of us, our bodies and the intense sexual desire that blazed between us. This time I was going to be in control.

      With little inhibitions, I spread my legs over him, knees digging into the seat on either side, desperate to taste him. He pushed both of his hands into my hair. Our lips crushed together and he held my mouth on his, forcing me to keep it there, his tongue shooting in and sweeping the inside of mine. His tongue excited me. I knew what he could do with it and I ached for its touch between my legs. I gasped as I came up for air from his demanding kisses, breathing between words. “No. I’m in control. I tell you what to do.”

      The dangerous idea of being caught, of having a limited amount of time, was intoxicating, yet empowering.

      “You know, I had a dream about this.” The words came hot and wet as I pushed my hand inside the waistband, reaching for his erection.

      “Wha… what?” He mumbled, barely able to speak with my hand down his pants. "Never mind... don't talk. Just enjoy.”

      I kissed down his neck, stretching the collar of his T-shirt to lick his skin, to feel a few more inches of ecstasy before I slipped off his lap and down to the floor between his legs. As I went, I pushed his legs apart, trailing kisses over the fabric, all the way to the button of his jeans. All the while, his hands were ravaging my body, holding me, stroking up and down my arms and searching for my breasts, struggling to slip them under my top, and touch my hard and sensitive nipples.

      His hands triumphed and were on my breasts, pushing and squeezing as I maneuvered to unbutton his jeans. I wasn’t an expert at this and I found it a bit awkward with his position on the seat. Fast, hot sex in the back of a limo was turning out to be a little more difficult than in a dream. He reached to assist me with the button and although time was of the essence, I shoved his hand away and said, “No, I want to do this.”

      With a big smile on his face, he complied and stretched his legs out, leaning back, ready to enjoy what would be the best ride to the airport he’d ever experienced.

      I regained my composure and like a tactical genius, I strategically unzipped him, reached all the way into his tight fitting boxer briefs and freed his magnificent manhood. Not to waste a minute, I plunged the whole of it into my mouth and began sucking him. Licking and stroking, getting him ready, making it wet so he could slide in easily. His head fell back against the leather seat. He closed his eyes and a thick, heavy groan rose from his throat.

      Annoyed that I hadn’t worn a dress, which would’ve been easier to remove than shorts, I scrunched down in the most unladylike position, so the driver wouldn’t see, and removed my panties and shorts. I turned my backside to Aedyn, just like in the dream, bending forward so my rear end was in his lap. His hands smoothed across my ass, making my blood rush all the more. I lowered myself until I felt his hard cock against my skin. He dug his fingers into my hips and began moving me up and down, letting his cock caress my skin gently for a few strokes before his hot desire took control. His cock was twitching and my clit was throbbing and on fire. I needed him inside me fast, but I worried that we were running out of time.

      I wanted to scream, and yell out, “Fuck me. Take me now.” But I dared not. Although he'd said the partition was soundproof, I worried he’d just said it because he knew what I had in mind and didn't want to derail my plans.

      This was dangerous territory, but that only intensified my desire. With legs spread wide, and hands on my hips he guided me, finally, positioning my wet opening at his dewy tip. With one hard thrust, he was inside of me and I felt the tingle as my skin stretched, taking in all of him and sending intense heat to my already ripe clit. He pushed and I moved, up and down, up and down, a heavy exhale accompanying each glorious stroke.

      I was close to the top, right to the edge, ready to come. He was about to come too. I could tell by the increased intensity of his strokes and his deep chest breathing. He pushed harder, slamming into me, driving deeper and deeper with each stroke. Just when I was about to come he curled forward, reached a hand around and pinched my clit between his finger and thumb, sending an electric shock of painful pleasure of a kind I’d never felt before.

      We both struggled to stifle our sex howls as I crashed over the edge, biting down hard on my lip to keep from releasing any sounds. He gave one final hard thrust. It came with a big gasp of air. I collapsed forward, head down and reached for the carpet, my hair falling down around my face.

      With his hands at my waist, Aedyn pulled me into an upright position and slowly lifted me off his cock. Amazingly, it was still hard. He turned me and cradled me as I curled up on his lap, nestling my head against his chest, my hair all air fluffed from bending over. I rested with Aedyn holding me, both of us wearing silly grins as we gazed into each other’s eyes.

      “God, Lauren, that was… was… ohmygod, just put your shorts back on. We’re almost to the airport.”

      I grimaced with a giggle. “Speechless?”

      “Yea, you fucked me speechless, baby. Damn, you’re hot.” He laughed and I reached down to scoop up my clothes from the carpeted floor of the limo.

      Aedyn stuffed himself back into his jeans as I wiggled into my panties and shorts, buttoning them just as the limo turned onto the side road of the airport, which led to the corporate jets’ entrance. The sound of a 747 on the main runway blasted through the air as it threw its powerful engines into reverse, to brake after landing.

      “I’m surprised you went through with it,” Aedyn said, grinning as he closed his jeans. “I thought you were joking when you asked about the sound-proof window back at your apartment.”

      I ducked my head with a sheepish smile, the red rising in my cheeks as the reality of my brash actions hit me full force.

      Still with that ridiculously wide, telltale grin, Aedyn reached for the handle to open the door. He paused to say, “My cheeks hurt, but I can’t stop smiling. Are you sure you don’t want to move in with me?”

      I laughed and said, “Then you’d never get a lick of work done for sure.”

      Aedyn laughed along with me and popped the door handle. “You said, lick,” he teased. I swatted his arm and gave a shove, urging him to get out of the limo. “What are you… in middle school? Just open the door, already. Will you?”

      Aedyn stepped lively, landing outside the door with a hop and extended a hand to me, looking completely relaxed and satisfied. I climbed out, beaming and proud for having unleashed my dominatrix from within.
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      Tiny, golden-white bubbles floated to the top of the glass of champagne Aedyn had handed me. I found myself standing in the center of an elaborately decorated ballroom with high ceilings, a small stage set with a podium and microphone, and a group of business associates representing the two companies involved in the big merger.

      Aedyn and I were at the Palmer House, a hotel located in downtown Chicago, for a black tie event to celebrate the collaboration of the two businesses. On the outside, the building was constructed of brick and designed in the architecture of the old Chicago era. Inside, the registration desk lobby was decorated magnificently with ornate crystal chandeliers, suspended above from domed, painted ceilings. The ballroom we were in for tonight’s celebration was as magnificent as the registration lobby, with wood paneled walls, high divided paned windows flanked by heavy drapery and similar crystal teardrop chandeliers.

      It was with great relief that we’d finally come to this point in time, two weeks after I’d moved here. I was grateful that every spare minute of Aedyn’s time wouldn’t be eaten up by this project. The air was abuzz with feelings of excitement and opportunity as the sounds of tinkling glasses and the drone of polite conversation floated throughout the room.

      “You look ravishing in that dress, my dear,” Aedyn said, his eyes dancing up and down my body and finally landing on the bodice of my dress.

      “Thank you. You should like it. You bought it, my dear.” I teased back. “And I must say you have exquisite taste in women’s clothing.”

      I was wearing the ivory-colored halter dress Aedyn had bought me the day we went shopping. It was the one I was supposed to wear to dinner the night I had to abruptly leave and return to Granger to handle the disaster, formerly know as Chip, that I’d left behind.

      Aedyn stepped close, brushing his lips across my cheek and said, “You can make even a potato sack look lovely.” I felt his hand slide down to my butt, and apply a light pressure to the chiffon of my floor-length gown. “And I really appreciate the view from the front also,” he whispered.

      He was referencing the front where the fabric opened at the cleavage with a peek-a-boo slit and twisted into a knot right at the sternum, just under the bodice of the dress. A light blush was my thank you.

      I tipped my glass for a sip of the delightfully fermented grapes, and a female voice caught my attention at my elbow.

      “Good evening, Aedyn. You’re looking very dashing in your tuxedo.”

      I turned to see the beautiful Colette. She moved to stand next to Aedyn’s side, opposite mine, with her eyes glued to him the entire time.

      “Colette, great celebration, isn’t it? The ballroom looks great.” Turning slightly in my direction, he said, “This is my friend, Lauren. Lauren, this is Colette. She’s been quite instrumental in the success of this entire merger. I have her to thank. She really knows how to get the job done right. Without her, it wouldn’t have happened.”

      I struggled to keep from showing my disappointment by furrowing my brow.

      I politely said, “Hello,” and plastered a friendly smile on my face. “We’ve actually already met.”

      Aedyn’s face suddenly changed with the realization that I’d met Colette the day I came to Chicago to see if I had a chance with him.

      Colette gave me a placating smile as her gaze locked on my chest. Feeling self-conscious, I touched the open slit, wondering if it showed too much cleavage.

      “Why that’s a beautiful diamond necklace you’re wearing. It looks stunning on you.” My hand jumped to my necklace, to the two circles of white and black diamonds. I pursed my lips and lowered my eyes. For some reason, I didn’t think that was meant as a compliment. She was fishing for information.

      “Thank you,” I said simply.

      “Where did you get it?” She asked, but returned her attention to Aedyn as if there was something very important he was about to tell her.

      “Oh, Aedyn gave it to me.”

      She only tore her gaze from him long enough to give me a quick, dismissive nod. Then she turned, fixating her attention back to his face once again and laid a hand on his arm as if they were the only ones in the room and I, merely a pretty painting hanging on the wall.

      Bitch.

      The two of them quickly slipped into a dreary conversation about clients, projects and other shop talk which didn’t include me. I could see her tactics had made me the third wheel and I didn’t come here tonight for this.

      I spun on my heels and wove my way through the crowd, searching for one of the makeshift bars sprinkled around the perimeter of the room. I needed a drink. A better drink and a stronger drink than this champagne in my hand.

      I stepped up to the bar and felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned and Aedyn slipped an arm around me with a look of concern on his face, “You left so abruptly.” He tipped his head and searched my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      In a cool voice I said, “For what?” I didn’t want him to see that Colette had ruffled my feathers, but I was no expert at hiding my insecurity.

      “I shouldn’t have let her flirt with me like that. And more importantly, I shouldn’t have introduced you as a friend because you are so much more than that. I should have introduced you as my girlfriend.”

      I could see that he was sincere. “I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. Old habits die hard. Forgive me?”

      I softened. I couldn’t resist those puppy dog eyes no matter what. I rose up onto my tiptoes and kissed him on the lips.

      He smiled, then glanced at his watch and said, “It’s time for me to give my speech. Will you be okay here by yourself?”

      “Yes,” I nodded.

      “Alright, just don’t throw rotten fruit at me while I’m up there on the stage. Okay?”

      “Okay, but that was Shakespeare, silly. People did that in his day when they didn’t like the play. This is a business speech, not a soliloquy. I think you’ll do just fine.”

      His hand followed the line of my arm, trailing down my bare skin to my hand and he gave a little squeeze before walking away.

      With a fresh drink in my hand, I drifted to the back of the room to listen to his presentation. Large round tables, covered with burgundy tablecloths and elegantly decorated with candle and flower centerpieces, dotted the room. There were several available seats, but I didn’t find them inviting. After Colette’s catty welcome, I didn’t feel like sitting with a bunch of strangers. Oftentimes, it seemed that we women were our own worst enemies, at least here in the big city anyway. Small-town Jules may act a little wacky at times, but at least I knew she had my back. I decided I’d feel more comfortable hovering near the exit.

      The lights dimmed slightly, and the crowd quieted, leaving Aedyn bathed in a halo of white light on stage as he started his speech. I watched, intently, with great admiration, feeling proud of him for being such a successful businessman.

      When he was nearly finished, my thoughts were interrupted by a voice in my ear next to me. I was so caught up in Aedyn’s speech that I hadn’t noticed a short, spindly man in a cheap, brown suit with rather long shaggy brown hair standing next to me.

      “So, that’s Aedyn Cumberland up there.” He said, keeping his eyes trained on the stage.

      I raised an eyebrow and darted my eyes to the side, giving a questioning look.

      “Yes, that’s him. And he’s quite the businessman. Just completed an important merger of his company and…” Colette’s is what I was going to say, but saying her name only left a sour taste in my mouth. “Well, his company and another prominent one here in Chicago.”

       I turned and gave the guy a good once over. From the looks of his suit, longhair and—I lowered my eyes—scuffed shoes, he didn’t fit in here. “So, that’s Aedyn?” Was that his lame pickup line?

      “Do you know him?” he asked.

      I thought for a moment then answered hesitantly, not sure if I should even be talking to this guy. “Yes, he owns Cumberland Marketing and this is a celebration for the merger of the companies of Aedyn and that woman up there on the stage.” A sort of marriage of the two companies, I supposed, if I’d wanted to think of it that way, although that idea didn’t sit well with me. I didn’t like the thought of Aedyn and Colette together in any kind of relationship, business or otherwise. Why had I even thought that?

      “I see,” he replied. “And how do you know Mr. Cumberland? Are you a business associate of his?”

      “No.”

      “So, a friend then?”

      “No, well, yes but…”

      “But what? More than friends?” he pushed.

      Now he was getting on my nerves. “Does it matter?” I made a deliberate body motion, turning a shoulder slightly away from him and focused my eyes on the stage. Maybe if I ignored him, he’d get the hint and go away.

      “How long have you known each other? How many years? Or has it only been weeks?”

      What the hell? I turned and scowled. “Look, I don’t know who you are, or what you’re getting at with these questions, but I don’t like it.”

      He took a step back and with an apologetic look, said, “Sorry. I should’ve introduced myself first. I’m a journalist from a business newspaper and I’m here tonight to cover this event for an article about the merger of the two companies.”

      Just then the lights were brought up, and Aedyn appeared at my side. His brows were knitted and he had a look of suspicion on his face. He didn’t like the looks of this guy either.

      “Is this man bothering you, Lauren?” he asked, placing a hand on my shoulder.

      “He’s from a business newspaper and says he’s here to cover a story about you and the merger, but he was asking some very personal questions.”

      Aedyn grabbed the man’s arm and twisted it behind his back, moving him out the nearby door and into the lobby area. I followed.

      “Hey, no need for that,” the man said.

      With the man’s arm still locked behind his back, Aedyn reached into the man’s back pocket and pulled out his wallet. “Let’s see a press card then, buddy.”

      The man objected loudly, saying, “Hey, wait… that’s my wallet.”

      Aedyn let the man’s arm go and opened the wallet, to pull out a small card. He read it and snorted. “This isn’t a business magazine.” He looked at me and said, “He works for a gossip magazine.”

      “So what?” the man grumbled. “Give me that and give me back my wallet.”

      Aedyn shoved the card and wallet into the guy’s chest, where he grabbed it.

      “Hey, what can I say? A reporter’s got to do what a reporter’s got to do.”

      “Who invited you? Never mind, don’t answer that… you need to go, now.” Aedyn glared at him.

      “It’s not my fault. Just doing my job,” he said as he fumbled, stuffing the card into the wallet and into his pants’ pocket.

      Aedyn clamped a hand on the upper arm of the guy’s wrinkled jacket and barked, “Let’s go. You’re out of here, pal.” He marched him to the bank of elevators. “And don’t bother my girlfriend again. Do you hear me?”

      I watched as Aedyn pushed the guy along, pounded the elevator button and then propelled him into the elevator cab the second the doors opened.

      When he came back to where I was standing near the ballroom doors, he quipped lightly, with a smile and a tug on his jacket, “Had to put out the trash.”

      “Thanks,” I said, quite impressed.

      “I’ll always have your back, baby.”

      He smiled and offered me his arm, to escort me back into the ballroom. Now that the speeches were over, the atmosphere seemed more like a party. He pulled up short and said, “What do you say we get out of here. I’ve bored you long enough with this corporate mumbo jumbo. I’d rather party in private with you.”

      I gave him a big smile of agreement. Just as he started to turn to the elevators again, my feet became glued to the floor and I pulled on his arm. “Hold on, Aedyn. I’d like to say goodbye to Colette first.”

      His brows shot up with a look of surprise, but he followed me inside without question. We located Colette talking with a small cluster of female friends. Before I stepped up to interrupt, I motioned for Aedyn to hang back.

      “I’d like to talk to her alone,” I said.

      He gave me a quizzical look, but stood close enough to hear every word I was about to unload.

      I cleared my throat and lightly touched Colette’s arm. “Excuse me, Colette. Can I talk to you for a minute, please?”

      She paused and turned her head away from the group of svelte, perfectly coiffed women she’d been conversing with and said, “Uh, huh. Sure.” She threw a haughty glance at her cohorts as if she bore some pious obligation to give me a few minutes of her precious time.

      “I’m sorry, Colette, but you seemed to be a little confused earlier when we talked and I think it’s about time we got this straight. I know you might be just a bit jealous of me… but you’re blind if you can’t see that he’s mine.” I raised my brows and lifted my chin, jabbing a thumb over my shoulder to indicate Aedyn.

      “He’ll never be yours. You see? So give it up, Colette, because he belongs to me.” I gave her a sidelong glance and added, “And, sweetie, that scowl on your face… it’s not becoming of you…” I tapped my index finger to the spot between my eyebrows. “Gives you wrinkles…”

      With head held high, I spun on my heels, latched onto his arm and towed a bewildered Aedyn out of the room. We passed through the door and hoofed it to the elevators, the adrenaline making my feet move faster. As we walked, he leaned close. His voice was low and husky when he said, “Damn, Lauren, that was so hot. I’ve never seen you act like that before. You were so… feral and wild.”

      I pushed the button, and blew out a breath, my heart racing from the thrill of my newfound confidence. “I know, I know.” I broke into a wide smile and pushed my hand through my hair. “I can’t believe I did it either.”

      “Damn, I may have to take you right now, in the elevator on our way to the parking garage.”

      The doors opened and we stepped in, joining another couple also dressed in eveningwear. Aedyn extended an arm in a gentlemanly fashion for me to go first.

      “Let’s at least wait until we get to your car.”
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      I had to take a shower, wash my hair, shave, especially the important parts—gotta be smooth if I’m going to be the dessert tonight—put on makeup, make sure to try the new smoky eyeshadow I’d purchased today… I was running down my to-do list. Aedyn was taking me out tonight for the opening of the latest trendy restaurant in downtown Chicago.

      As shampoo bubbles were rinsed off and circled the shower drain, I marveled at my new life and my new apartment. Most days were spent searching for a job and as many nights as I could wrangle had been spent at Aedyn’s apartment. On his insistence, he’d helped me find a nice, modern two-bedroom in an apartment building that a friend of his owned.

      I closed my eyes and tipped my head back under the shower spray one last time, to make sure all the lather was gone. No sooner had I opened my eyes, than I heard my cell phone ringing where I’d left it on the bathroom counter. I quickly flipped the handle to the off position and pushed open the glass door, in hopes that it was Aedyn. I snatched my towel from the rack, hair dripping, and patted my face as I reached for the phone.

      “Hey, Jules.”

      “How’s life in the big city? Find a job yet?”

      “Not yet, but I have a few leads…”

      Never good with the small talk, she cut me off, typical Jules style.

      “Oh, don’t mind me. I don’t have anything important to say.” I could tell by the urgency in her voice that she had something on her mind. “By all means, go ahead.”

      “Sorry. You know me. I have some juicy gossip I’m dying to tell you.” I could practically hear her salivating over the phone.

      “Okay.”

      “Well, I know you don’t want to hear about your ex, but has anyone told you? Chip’s in the hospital?”

      Part of me wanted to be shocked and yet I wasn’t. “Why doesn’t that surprise me? Continue. What happened?”

      “I was at Red’s Place and Chip was there being his usual stupid self. He was mouthing off, being a big shot, and so, I guess he offended someone, a big, burly dude… and the guy just hauled off and beat the shit out of him.”

      “What? No way.” I was surprised. Not so much that Chip got beat up, but because it finally seemed like the universe was dealing him what he deserved.

      “Yeah, and the thing is, no one knew who this guy was.”

      “What do you mean? Like, he wasn’t an irate insurance client? Or knowing Chip, this was some guy whose wife Chip had been fooling around with?”

      “No. Seemed like an out-of-towner. And Lauren, I tell you… this guy must’ve been something like a UFC fighter. Oh mama was he hot. So good-looking, muscles, tats… I nearly fainted just watching his arms flex as he was pounding old dumbass.” She chuckled and I imagined her fanning her face with her hand as she remembered this guy.

      “One thing struck me odd though. When this mysterious guy left the bar, he said one last thing to Chip, not that Chip even heard, he was curled up in a ball on the floor, pissing his pants right about then. Anyway, I overheard him say something along the lines of, ‘That would teach him not to beat up defenseless women.’ How could he have known? Do you think he was talking about you?”

      Although I had my suspicions, I wasn’t about to let on to Jules. This could’ve been Aedyn’s revenge on Chip for being abusive to me.

      “Wow, Jules. That’s a crazy story, but who knows about that guy. Chip’s pissed off enough people in his life. I guess his bad karma came back to kick him in the ass, after all. It’s not that I wish bad fortune on anyone, even my enemies, but I can’t say that I’m all broken up about it either.”

      “I know what you mean, girlfriend. I just had to call and tell you. I was dying to let you know.”

      I glanced in the mirror over the sink at my dripping hair and realized I needed to get going if I wanted to be ready in time. I picked up a wide-tooth comb and started working it through my hair. Good thing women are good at multitasking.

      “Hey Jules, I hate to cut you off. I’m so glad you called, but I’m getting ready to go out to dinner with Aedyn tonight and I have to look really fantastic. He’s taking me to a new, exclusive, high-end restaurant.”

      “Of course he is,” she said. “He’s always taking you out, buying you expensive things. Next time you see him, be sure to tell him thank you, for the opportunity to channel Julia Roberts. You know what I mean? It’s like he’s giving you the “Pretty Woman” experience.” She laughed.

      “Pretty Woman? I’m not a hooker Jules.” I teased her back.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I saw that necklace he gave you in the picture you texted to me. Text me a picture of the dress you’re wearing tonight, or better yet, take a selfie of you two lovebirds at dinner and text it to me. I bet he paid for the dress you’re wearing tonight, didn’t he?”

      “Well…”

      “I knew it.”

      “At least I picked it out.” We both laughed, sharing a best friend moment even though we were miles away. “Gotta go. Talk to you later and remember you have to come visit. I’ll take you shopping when I get a job and have some money. I’ll buy you a dress or something.”

      “I’m counting on it. Bye, girlie.”

    

  




    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

        

    
    






          Aedyn

        

      

    
    
      A handsomely dressed waiter wearing a black vest and white shirt escorted us to our table. I’d brought Lauren to this new restaurant in downtown Chicago, mostly because I just wanted to spend every minute with her, but okay, I’ll admit it, I wanted to “wow” her too, give her the finer things in life. Hell, she deserved it. She was my girlfriend now, my angel, and I wanted to lavish her with everything I could possibly give her.

      This was my territory, my stomping grounds, my world, and the place where I felt the most comfortable, where I discovered I fit in better with the faster pace of a big city than with what we both had grown up with. This is where I belonged and I wanted to share it with her.

      We were escorted deep into the bowels of the restaurant, walls heavy with wood and sleekly designed chandeliers above. No antique, teardrop glass kinds here. This place was all muted tones and sleek modern designs, things like browns and beiges accented with a splash of orange and lime green. Lime green? Who ever thought that would look classy? But it did and that’s what was so fantastic about modern design. If it was done well, like in this restaurant, it worked.

      “We’ll take that booth.” I nodded in the direction of a curved booth for two along the wall, generously padded with deep button tufts and covered with top grain leather. It looked very rich, very comfortable and very private.

      The waiter seated Lauren first. He removed her linen napkin from the table, gave it a shake and laid it across her lap. I think she blushed, then she smiled and nodded a thank you to the waiter.

      Once the waiter had taken our drink orders I relaxed and rested my elbows on the table as I gazed across to admire my woman.

      “You look amazing. Every time I look at you, you take my breath away. And your necklace makes your eyes sparkle.”

      “You make my eyes sparkle.” She tipped her head down. “And you make me blush. I don’t think I’m all that beautiful, really.”

      “You are to me, Lauren. Always. As beautiful as the heavens and so perfect that I can’t even believe you’re not just some fantasy woman that I made up in my head. You’re here.”

      As I stared across the table at this beautiful creature, I wondered how, in God’s name, I’d ever managed to find her again. These past few months had turned out better than I’d ever dreamed. She came into my life and I was transformed.

      “And I can’t believe I’m here either. I never thought I’d do anything but be Mrs. Harrison and spend the rest of my life in Granger. But look at me now.”

      “My life too. It’s turning out better than I’d ever dreamed.” I stared at my silverware and ran my finger along the ridges in the metal of my dinner fork. “You know, before you came back into my life I was kind of a player. I kept my heart guarded, limited my relationships with women to one-night stands. I always picked women who were like me, not interested in a relationship. Basically, I went to clubs, drank too much, used too much and picked up women.”

      She tipped her head and gave me a sidelong glance and said, “I get it.” She nodded and then slowly, as if carefully picking her words, she spoke. “I want to ask you something. You said you used. I assume you mean you used drugs.”

      “Yea, a little cocaine now and then.”

      “Well, I’ve never seen you use it in front of me.”

      “You’re right.

      “Um… I… well, I feel I should tell you that I sort of found some of your stuff, in the nightstand next to your bed. I wasn’t snooping, honest. I was looking for my cell phone and I found a mirror. It looked like it had been used to cut lines of cocaine.” Her face tightened and she winced. “Are you mad at me? I swear. I wasn’t snooping.”

      I gave a little laugh and took her hand in mine. “I could never be mad at you. And I’m glad you asked. I’m glad you trust me. But I’ll tell you this, I don’t feel the need to use when I’m with you.” She relaxed and smiled. “I told you, I was a player, but that’s over. Now, there’s no need for one night stands. No more chasing the buzz. No more chasing the high. You’re all I need now.”

      Everything I needed was right here in front of me, but there was still one little problem. I couldn’t convince her to move in with me. That’s okay. I could wait, but I wasn’t sure my dick could be that patient. She was on my mind twenty-four seven. And having the typical horny male mind that I had, it was more distracting that she had her own apartment, than if she just lived with me. Testosterone buildup was a bitch. But I didn’t want to push her. No fucking way. I wasn’t going to jeopardize what we had going. Patience may be a virtue… try telling that to men with blue balls.

      I gave a reassuring squeeze to her hand and we turned our attention to the food the waiter had delivered. The conversation was light as we ate and we both enjoyed a romantic dinner together, her hand rushing up and down my thigh under the table from time to time, drawing a mischievous smile from my face. Finally, with the last of the empty plates cleared from the table, and our coffee and dessert order was taken, Lauren leaned her shoulder against mine, and the conversation turned in another direction.

       “Guess what? I got a call from Jules earlier, when I was getting dressed.”

      “Is that so? What did she have to say? Did she find a new gardener? Or was it pool guy?” I liked Jules, but she was a little crazy at times.

      “Gardner, pool guy, moving man, all of the above.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” She nodded. “Not the moving guys who moved your furniture to Chicago?”

      “Yep, that’s Jules. I need to have a talk with that girl, soon and straighten her out.”

      “I think you’re right. She needs to get a clue. That’s just not good, no matter what she claims about her ‘open relationship’ with her husband is like.” I made air quotes around the words, “open relationship.”

      “It’s on my list, don’t worry. Anyway, she said Chip is in the hospital.”

      She took a minute to scrutinize my face for a reaction, but I played dumb.

      “Doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Aren’t you shocked? You don’t seem surprised to hear this information.”

      I gave a flippant shrug like I didn’t know this already.

      “I didn’t think so. Jules told me that the guy who beat up Chip wasn’t from around town. No one there in the bar that night recognized him. So… what’s your take on that?”

      I was busted. May as well fess up. “Um… I wasn’t going to tell you this, but I sort of hired my guy to, let’s just say, teach Chip a lesson.”

      “Your guy?” She nearly spit out the sip of coffee she’d just taken. “What are you? Some kind of Mafia Don now?” She laughed. “Should I be looking over my shoulder for leering men in dark sunglasses?” She teased.

      “You have an overactive imagination.”

      We were sitting side-by-side in deepest curve of the booth. I turned slightly and took her hand with the best apologetic look I could muster. “Now, it’s my turn to ask. Are you mad at me for doing it?”

      “Mad? Would I be mad if someone kicked the ass of the son of a bitch who beat the shit out of me? Hell, no!”

      The tension drained from my shoulders at once. I let out a breath of relief, lifted her dainty fingertips, and pressed the back of them to my lips. “I didn’t think I could love you more than I do right now. I don’t want anyone to ever hurt you again.”

      She gazed at me with amazement in her eyes as if she didn’t already know.

      “You love me?”

      Our eyes locked, and I said, “More than the world.”

      She leaned forward and placed her forehead against mine, casting her eyes down and said, “I do too.” Placing my fingertips under her chin I lifted it, forcing her to look me square in the eyes. I wanted to hear her say it again.

      “You do what?”

      “I love you too, Aedyn Dell Cumberland.”

      I kissed her, pulling her lips slowly and sensually into my mouth, and my heart melted. The black empty void dissolved and filled with love.

      “I’ve found what’s been missing, Lauren, and it’s you. You’re the piece that I left back in Granger all those years ago, when I was young and had a vulnerable, teenage heart.” I shifted in my seat. I’d never told anyone this before.

      “When my mother died, when I was eighteen, my heart was broken. I lost the one person I really loved. My father was a drunken wreck from years of trying to deal with her cancer and all, so his support and love were nonexistent, gone. And then, there was you. I adored you. I wanted you to be my girlfriend so I asked you out, but well, you know how that went down. Anyway, I think that losing the love of my mother and my true love at the same time had a profound effect on me. It colored my world and the things I learned about love. It got all tangled up together, these two deeply emotional experiences, love and loss, you and her. It forged my beliefs about what love is, and for me, it was pain, at least that’s what I thought back then, from my singular point of view.”

      I traced her fingers, up one and then the next. I continued, “I never realized, how those things, those two profound experiences… motherly love and romantic love, had affected me, until now. You’ve put something back in me that had terrified me for years. You filled my heart with love and you fixed me.” I let out a breath. “I think I can forgive my father now. He loved my mother despite his drinking. We men aren’t very good at understanding emotions. And Aunt Melissa was right all along. It was my dad’s way of dealing with loosing the love of his life. I don’t blame him anymore and because of that, I can put the pain of my mother’s death to rest. Now, I have you and you’re all I need.”

      She gently placed a hand on my face. As I looked into her eyes, I saw a tear roll down one cheek. I placed my hand over hers and smiled. “Geez, bring a girl to a nice dinner and make her cry. I must be so suave.” I joked to lighten the mood.

      She laughed through the tears and said, “It’s okay. I’m glad you told me. I remember when your mother died. I just never knew about your father and… I never knew how you felt about me back then. I’m sorry about it all.”

       I hadn’t meant to kill the good vibe of the evening with a pity party about my past, but every word of it was true, straight from the heart and it felt good telling her about it. Lauren was mine now and I was never going to let her go.

    

  




    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

        

    
    






          Lauren

        

      

    
    
      It was Saturday and Aedyn was taking me to a local art gallery in the downtown area not far from his apartment. The sun was shining, the birds were singing and white, puffy clouds drifted overhead. Walking hand-in-hand with Aedyn, it made for a picture-perfect day. My heels clicked along the sidewalk, and my eyes shot to the heavens. I picked out one big fluffy cloud, and smiled to myself. If that cloud had a number, it would be nine. As corny as that sounded, I felt like I was on cloud nine.

      Ever since I’d moved my furniture from the apartment in Granger, I hadn’t heard a word from Chip, or anyone, about the whole IRS audit. So I figured everything had gone well and the tax review was finished.

      We stopped in front of a building with a brick façade. I smiled at Aedyn as he held open the door of the art gallery. If the door he was holding had been made of wood, instead of glass, I would’ve made a superstitious gesture and knocked on the wood for good luck, just in case.

      “After you, my dear,” Aedyn said with an open palm gesture.

      ”Why, thank you.”

      I stepped inside and swiveled my head from side to side, scanning the interior, taking in the colors, shapes and the high ceilings. “This is magnificent, Aedyn.”

      “This gallery has special meaning. It’s owned by a friend of mine from college, an art dealer, who specializes in promoting the art of local artists from the Chicago area mostly, but not exclusively those from the city. It includes artists from the entire state of Illinois. Do you like it?”

      “I love it. Especially this one,” I said as I stepped closer to a large canvas painted in abstract, with swatches of vibrant colors heavy on the reds and blacks.

      “It’s an abstract impression of the downtown Chicago skyline. Isn’t it?” Since he’d said these were local artists, I’d made a guess.

      Aedyn smiled. “I’m impressed, Miss Mitchell. You know your artwork well. Yes, it could be a painting of the city, but who knows? Come over here.” He said and took my hand.

      I followed him to another area of the gallery where a well-dressed caterer was passing around a cork-lined tray of miniature martini glasses, each filled with different colored liquids, red, blue yellow, and green. How delightful. Only an art gallery would think of something this creative to do with beverages.

      “Oh, look at those drinks.” I was hoping they tasted as good as they looked. “They’re so cute. Mini-tinis… like a miniature martini. Get it?” When Aedyn signaled the woman to stop for us, the multicolored liquids sloshed in the tiny glasses.

      “I’ll try a red one. What color do you want?”

      “I’m going for manly, blue,” Aedyn said. “Urine-yellow is just not doing it for me.”

      I made a face and said, “Eww.” We both laughed as the woman floated away to serve the other guests.

      We strolled around, weaving our way through various rooms where other people milled around, drinking, admiring the works of art and generally enjoying the opening event. With mini-tinis in hand, we stopped to linger while I admired a particular painting of a long, tall woman in a black dress, elegantly posed with one hand on her hip. She was painted with her head turned, as if she were looking over her shoulder and the long swoop of her to-the-waist, open-backed dress, artistically portrayed the sensual curves of her body.

      “This one is really nice. I could see this hanging in your bedroom.”

      “Only if you get rid of that damn teddy bear.” He held the glass to his lips to hide the tease of his smile.

      I stuck out my tongue in a playful gesture and said, “You don’t like my teddy bear?” He raised a brow. “Alright. I’ll put him in the closet. It’s big enough to be a room anyway, so it’s not like he’ll be all that hidden, but… anyway, you’d buy this for me?”

      “Sure, baby. Anything you want.”

      He would buy it for me but I’d pictured it hanging in his bedroom. Suddenly, I realized how I’d been clinging to the silly notion that I needed a job before I could move in with him. Like my financial independence would be a buffer to keep me from being totally reliant on someone else.

      I thought for a minute and then said, “You know, I would love to work in a place like this, surrounded by beautiful art.”

      Aedyn’s eyes shifted from the elegant woman in the painting to me. “Funny, that you say that. I was thinking the same thing. As a matter of fact, that’s one of the reasons why I brought you here. My friend is looking for an assistant to work in this gallery. Are you interested?”

      I couldn’t believe it. It took me a few moments to say, “Of course. Can you really get me a job here?” His smile was all I needed as an affirmative answer. “That would be fantastic. Especially since I haven’t been very successful in my job search anyway.”

      “I haven’t seen him yet, but he’s around. Let’s go find him and I’ll mention you’re interested, if you’d like.”

      “I like.”

      “I’ll give him the old wink and nod and he’ll hire you for sure.”

      “That would be great. Are you sure you’re not in the Mafia?” He laughed, and turned to face me straight on, raising his glass, ready to make a toast.

      I started to lift mine and paused, realizing I hadn’t tasted my drink yet. I gave it a sniff. “What is this anyway?”

      “Um, not sure. It doesn’t taste great, but it’ll do for a toast. Let’s salute, to your new apartment, and now, a new job and of course to the future, our future together here in Chicago.”

      Before raising my glass, I thought about my living arrangement and my little apartment that we were toasting. It was lovely, but my future should be with Aedyn in his apartment. It was time and it only made sense. Having my own place for the sake of independence was quickly losing its appeal. I was tired of toggling back and forth between our two places, when I knew in my heart I wanted to be with him. I’d rather be waiting for him to come home from work at his place, than be in an empty apartment. I was ready to do it. I would tell him right now as part of our toast to our future in this beautiful art gallery on this picture perfect day.

       As the rim of my glass touched his, I opened my mouth, ready to announce my decision to move in with him, but before I could get a word out, our attention was diverted by urgent murmurs from the people in the gallery. We both turned to see two police officers with stern faces approaching fast.

      My mouth hung open as one of the officers addressed me directly. “Are you Lauren Mitchell?”

      I closed my mouth and blinked. “Yes.” My heart started to pound. I shot a terrified glance at Aedyn, but before I could say anything else, the officer announced, “Miss Mitchell, you’re under arrest for insurance fraud.”

      Fuck.

      “Aedyn?” I squeaked out, my voice barely above a whisper. One officer took me by the arm and removed the drink from my hand, while the other pulled out the handcuffs. The telltale, metallic rattle of the cuffs turned the heads of all the people, the noise a blaring alarm, as if to say, “Warning! There’s a bad person here. Lauren Mitchel is a criminal.”

      My face was on fire, burning red with embarrassment. Knots twisted in the pit of my stomach and fear tore at my nerves, leaving me trembling.

      Why, Chip? Why are you ruining my life!

      You goddamn,

      Fucking lying,

      FUCKING CROOKED

      FUCKING–FUCKING–FUCKING son of a bitch!

      My once fiancé, the man who claimed he loved me for years, just ruined my life. As the officer tightened the cuffs around my wrists, I had one last wish for Chip, “I hope you burn in hell!”

      “You have to come with us now, Miss Mitchell.”

      How dare they take me away in handcuffs in front of Aedyn and all these people? This was a travesty. I didn’t deserve this. I didn’t do anything wrong. I looked at Aedyn terrified and humiliated, waiting for him to say something that would magically make this go away.

      “Don’t say anything, Lauren. I’ll call Mario and I’ll be right behind you.”

      I threw one last, desperate look over my shoulder, the words Chip had cautioned me with echoing through my head, “If I go down, you go with me.”

      The last thing I saw as the officers burned a path to the exit door with me in tow, was Aedyn, stone faced and seething as he pulled out his cell phone to call his lawyer.

      My heart dropped to the floor. I couldn’t feel anything right now. I heard a ringing in my head and, all of a sudden, there was no sound around me except the constant tone of the deafening ring in my head and the horrible memory of Aedyn’s anguished face.
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          Lauren

        

      

    
    
      The weathered, gray mesh of the screen door left dark smudges on my fingertips. As I looked at the residue of years of neglect, I regretted having dragged my fingers across its surface. I brushed my hand on my cream-colored skirt. As soon as I’d done it,  I realized I’d just rubbed black spots onto my nice clothes. My eyes rolled, and I shifted my weight to one foot, annoyed with myself. I was still wearing the same clothes I’d worn to attend the opening of the art gallery Aedyn had taken me to in Chicago. The exact outfit, but now stained from nervous worry and imaginary germs from the holding cell in the Granger, Iowa jail, which I was convinced would leave me with some deadly disease. Contaminated or not, they were the only clothes available after Aedyn had posted my bail. I considered burning them now that they were no longer nice or clean, but that was just my overactive imagination running wild.

      With my nose to the screen, I took a moment to peer inside before I entered. The cross work patch of the screen door blurred my vision and the sight of the outdated living room, brought ancient memories filtering through my mind. It pretty much looked the same as the last time I’d been here so long ago, in high school. Memories that seemed ancient to me now, filtered through my mind as I turned the knob and let the aluminum door, slowly, swing wide.

      I floated over the threshold into a sparsely decorated front living area, long overdue for a remodel to bring the decor up to date. There was a worn, brown sofa, covered in a faux-suede fabric, the kind that’d been popular in almost every household in the Midwest, a couple wooden end tables, one missing a lamp where a dust ring was left as evidence, and a large over-stuffed rocker, recliner still facing the TV as if someone had just been watching their favorite show. The room was small and dimly lit from having too few windows which bore too heavy of a curtain fabric for such small dimensions. It looked as if time had stood still and the furniture and belongings were held hostage in a void while the world beyond its walls continued marching through time.

      “Do you remember?” Aedyn’s voice pulled me from my memories as he came through the front door and set my suitcase to the side. He had been smart enough to grab some clothes, clean underwear, thank god, and a few toiletry items before he followed me to Granger from the art gallery.

      I turned my head and called over my shoulder, “I do,” as I walked toward the kitchen. “Wow.” My surprise stopped me in my tracks. The print of the tablecloth, pears, apples and fruits, jolted my memory and suddenly I was back to the first time I was alone with Aedyn. “I haven’t been in your dad’s house since high school when you used to help me with my homework.”

      Aedyn caught up to me and joined me, standing behind me, in the threshold of the kitchen. I felt his body press against mine as he slipped his arms around my waist.

      “We sat right there at that raggedy old kitchen table, going over math and science.” His voice was soft, filled with a nostalgic fondness.

      Turning to face him, I slipped my arms around his neck and smiled. Yes, we’d studied in his parent’s kitchen, not exactly the most glamorous place for two teenagers to be alone, but now that I thought about it, I believed his parents had purposely made themselves scarce to encourage Aedyn’s prospects at a little high school romance.

      “I was a fool back then. You were so wonderful to me and I didn’t even know it.” I touched my fingers to the soft curls at his temple. “And now here we are. Light years away from high school and you’re still being wonderful to me, although I’d never imagined you’d have to bail me out of jail.” I dropped my hand and stepped back. “God, I never thought I’d go to jail. For anything. Ever. You must think horribly of me. I can’t believe you bailed me out. I was afraid you’d just say ‘good riddance’ and leave me there.”

      “Don’t say that. Of course I was going to bail you out. I was devastated. I couldn’t stand to think of you in that place for one more minute. I’m here for you, Lauren. You’re my girl.” He pulled me back and traced a finger along my jaw. “You’re my moon and my sun. I’d never abandon you, in jail or otherwise. I love you.”

      I smiled as his fingers tickled under my chin. “I love you too.” He pressed his lips sweetly to mine, washing away my worries. I exhaled and pulled back, taking another look around the kitchen. “Are you sure it’s okay for me to stay here?”

      “Yeah. My dad’s house has been on the market for a long time. In a small town like this, I doubt it’ll sell any time soon. I’ll call Ron and let him know to hold off on any showings until this is all over. You can stay here as long as you need to. I’m sorry it’s a little dirty and missing a few items that my aunt took. But there’s enough furniture, a bed—the most important thing—and we’ll get you some groceries.”

      Aedyn broke free and crossed the kitchen to the fridge. As soon as he yanked open the door, his nose wrinkled in disgust.

      “Aw, Jesus. That’s gross.” He snatched up a moldy looking blob and flung it in the trashcan under the sink. It plopped into the garbage with a loud thud. “That was a science experiment gone wrong.” He straightened, the corner of his mouth curving up into a smile and said, “That thing could take down a nuclear power plant.”

      Now it was my turn to wrinkle my nose as the odor drifted my way. I laughed through my scrunched up face and said, “I thought you hired someone to clean this place so you could sell it?”

      “Yeah, well, the last time I was here, things didn’t exactly go as I’d planned. I had an unexpected date with a metal cot in a jail cell. Remember? I left directly from jail that day. Never came back here to the house. I didn’t even take the time to clear out my stuff or hire anyone to clean. I was angry and hurt. You left me there in jail, missy.” He wagged a teasing finger at me. “I told the realtor to sell it ‘as is’.” He shook his head. “Never thought I’d see this place again. Never really wanted to. But it’s a good thing, because now you have a place to stay since you gave up the lease on your apartment.”

      “I could’ve stayed at my parents’ house. They’re still at their condo in Florida.”

      “I like having you here in my dad’s house. If you stay at your parent’s, I’d feel strange having sex in your old bedroom. It probably has pink rainbows painted on the walls and unicorns.”

      I waved away his sarcastic remark, but he continued, “Plus, don’t you think they’ll come back to Granger once they find out about your arrest? That would make things doubly awkward.”

      I sighed and looked down at my hands, picking at my nails. “I’m embarrassed. I know I have to call and tell them what happened, but I feel so ashamed. Getting arrested and all…I’m disgracing my family here in Granger. This is such a small town. I’m sure my arrest is the hot gossip on everyone’s lips.”

      I slapped a hand to my forehead. “Argh! The newspaper has probably printed a story about it. I can see it now, ‘Lauren Mitchell, arrested for insurance fraud with Chip Harrison, her lover’.”

      Although he wasn’t my lover, I was sure the newspaper would get it wrong and I’d never be able to show my face outside this house again. “Were they in it together? Inquiring minds want to know.” I made a face as I quoted the imaginary headlines. “Ugh. I don’t blame my parents if they never come back. They’ll probably make their retirement official the moment I tell them and hide their shame in Florida. It’s a good thing they’ve already bought a condo down there.”

      Aedyn’s eyes darted to my wringing hands. He walked over and squared himself in front of me. Gently, he pried my hands apart and took them in his. They felt wonderful and strong. After he pressed his lips to the back of my hands, he spoke in a soothing voice. “Lauren, honey, you didn’t do anything wrong. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. I’m sure they’ll understand.”

      “I’m not sure about that,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “They actually liked Chip and wanted me to marry him. They were fooled by his charm and his reputation in town. He managed to convince everyone that he was a good guy, which made me look like the crazy one. I’m afraid to tell them what happened. What if they believe I’m guilty? They’d probably disown me. I don’t know if I can handle that.”

      “Don’t worry. You have me. I’m here for you. I’m going to get you out of this mess, Lauren. I believe in you and I know you didn’t do anything wrong. Mario is the best attorney I know and he’s on it, so you can relax. Who knows, maybe in a day or two all the charges will be dropped and you won’t have to tell your parents any bad news after all. When it’s all over, you can explain that it was a misunderstanding, and you were falsely accused.”

      Aedyn’s reassurance helped immensely, but like an annoying seed that gets stuck in your tooth, a little grain of worry was still lodged in my brain. I gazed into his eyes for strength and managed a convincing smile, happy that I had him to help me.

      “I hope you’re right. This whole thing is Chip’s damn fault and the police can’t even find him.” Seeing my agitation, Aedyn stroked my bare arm.

      “Sweetie, don’t get yourself all worked up again.”

      “I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t worry.” I blew out a breath. “But Aedyn, the judge said they have evidence that there are bank accounts opened in my name. Not just one but five. In my name, Aedyn. That’s not good. That’s bad. Like I’m going to jail for years bad.”

      Aedyn’s jaw tightened and he dropped my hands. He walked to the front door, closed it, locked it, and then proceeded to pull the cord on the front window curtain, drawing it shut.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Just taking precautions.”

      “Do you think Chip might come back here? To hurt me?” With my torso pitched forward, I followed close behind as he went about shutting the curtains on the other windows.

      “If he’s smart, he won’t come back. He’s on the run, but you never know. He’s been known to be rather unpredictable.” He yanked the last curtain cord. “Just being safe.”

      I stopped in the center of the living room and threw my hands in the air with a huff. “How convenient. Just when the police arrest me, he disappears. What luck.”

      “Luck?” He snorted. “Luck has nothing to do with it. That son of a bitch knew.”

      “What do you mean?” I eyed him anxiously. “How could he have known?”

      Aedyn shrugged. “Chip is a snake. It seems pretty fucking amazing that you get arrested and he’s nowhere to be found. Think about it, Lauren. I’m afraid he was setting you up the whole time.”

      I nodded, already knowing the answer but needing to talk through it anyway. “Do you think when he had me sign for those payouts he was doing something crooked?”

      He raised a brow and I grimaced at his silent affirmation. “I think you’re right,” I finally said. “And it was going on for a long time. You know, I bet it all started about the time I noticed a change in his behavior. Every little thing would set him off. It was like there was a volcano ready to go off right under the surface. It was probably because of all the guilt of stealing money from his father’s company. And screwing me over at the same time.”

      “Sorry, I have no sympathy for the scumbag. He knew all along that if he got caught he could pin it all on you. But that little plan ain’t gonna happen. Lucky for us, he’s too stupid to get away with it. Seriously, don’t worry so much. It’s all going to be okay.”

      A crooked half-smile crossed my face. I needed to buck up and be cheery. I took a deep breath, straightened and with a lighter tone said, “Alright. It’s hard to relax knowing what Chip has done in the past, but you’re right. Keep a positive attitude. I feel better just talking about it.” I glanced around the room and waved an arm as I plopped down on the couch. “I don’t know what we are going to do in this house all day until Mario settles this.” I gave him a little wink.

      Aedyn didn’t join me on the couch. He stood in the middle of the room with a blank expression on his face. His gaze dropped to the floor, as if he had something else to tell me, and my heart dropped too.

      “About that…we are not going to be here together. I can’t stay with you except on the weekends. I have to go back to Chicago. My work is there and you know what happened last time I missed work. After my father’s funeral, I was swamped by the time I got back to Chicago. It always sounds good to say I’m going to work while I’m away. I have a laptop and the Internet is everywhere, so there should be no reason why I can’t work from here with all the technology, but it doesn’t really work…”

      I lowered my eyes to stare at my lap. This was awful. “Do you have to go?”

      He pursed his lips and tilted his head with a ‘sorry, I have to do this’ look.

      Then I perked up and brushed it off, covering my disappointment with a false bravado.

      “That’s okay. It’s no big deal. I’m a grown woman. I can handle it. We’ll just do the long distance relationship again and like you said, probably only for a short time.” In my heart of hearts I knew he was doing everything possible so we could be together. “Life is weird. Isn’t it? We’re apart for years; you finally find me and…now this. The devil is determined to keep us apart.”

      “Not the Devil. Just Chip.” He took out his phone. “I’ll call my driver. I’ve already scheduled a pick up for early tomorrow morning. I’ll tell him to bring some groceries with him. Just a few basics for breakfast and lunch until you have a chance to go out shopping yourself.”

      He pressed the phone to his ear and stepped away to talk. I shoved off the couch and went to the kitchen door, turning the lock, double-checking, although it was already secured. My fingers traced over the circles of the necklace I wore. It was the one Aedyn had given me in Chicago, with two diamond encrusted circles; a symbol of reunited paths. His words floated through the air as he talked on the phone, “in the morning”. My heart twisted. I’d hoped he wouldn’t have to leave that soon. Fucking Chip.
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      I was determined to see the glass half-full. Maybe we only had a few hours together tonight, but I wasn’t going to let anyone or anything ruin our precious moments. Like Aedyn said, this would probably be resolved before I knew it. I trusted him. If he said his lawyer could get the charges dropped then I believed him. Anyway, I hoped he could. I didn’t know how, but that was Mario’s job.

      I felt Aedyn’s arms around my waist and I shut the flowered curtain on the window of the back door. My hands dropped to his and I pressed them tightly to my body. A wave of warmth washed over me as my tense muscles relaxed.

      He kissed my neck and then with his lips to my ear he said, “I brought your teddy bear to keep you company.”

      I smiled and turned to face him. “You’re so sweet. I thought you hated that thing.”

      He just shrugged and looked at his watch. “Well, it’s about five-thirty and I have to leave first thing in the morning.” A big grin spread across his face. “That gives us about fourteen hours to see how many times I can make you come.”

      “Oh my.”

      “But the bear stays in the living room.” His look was stern, but I knew he was teasing.

      “Alright,” I replied with mock resignation.

      He brushed his lips across mine and then put a hand on the small of my back. “Why don’t you go have a seat in the living room on the couch while I scrounge us up a couple of drinks? There might be a bottle of Scotch in the kitchen cupboard left over from when I was here the last time, or maybe some beers.” He stepped over to the cupboard and pulled out a half-empty green bottle. Before he set it on the counter he said, “I know you don’t like Scotch.” And then moved to the pantry to search for beer. “Ah, here it is. The beer isn’t cold, but if you don’t mind beer over ice…”

      “Beer and ice?”

      “Yeah, that’s how they drink it in Costa Rica.” He placed a bottle of domestic beer next to the bottle of Scotch and pulled two glasses from the cupboard next to the sink.

      I raised an eyebrow in question. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      He grabbed for a bag of ice cubes from the freezer, but they had been forged into one solid mass in his absence and he had to pound and chip at the small iceberg in order to fill our two glasses. “If you go to a small, casual restaurant and order a beer, they bring you a glass with ice and a bottle of beer,” he said, as he filled two glasses with ice, a tall one for me and a short one for him. “Imperial beer is the popular brand down there. I really like it, but I’m afraid Granger…er, well, probably nowhere in Iowa sells it. Anyway, that’s how they drink it down there. Go have a seat and I’ll bring you a beer, ala-Costa Rica style.”

      “Okay, I’m game. I’ll give it a shot,” I said and went to wait in the living room.

      No sooner had I sat down when Aedyn appeared carrying a tray with a glass filled with chunks of ice, a bottle of beer, and his Scotch on the rocks and placed it on the coffee table. I smiled and moved over, giving him room to sit next to me. He poured the beer over the ice and then lifted his glass to salute.

      “Cheers.”

      I lifted mine, eager to try beer on the rocks. “Cheers.” After our glasses touched I took a small taste, held it in my mouth and then swished it around, puffing out my cheeks.

      Aedyn laughed at my silliness and said, “It’s not mouthwash.”

      I swallowed and laughed. “Are you sure? I could get used to it.”

      “You like it?”

      I nodded as he caught me in the middle of a larger gulp and he continued with more details of his trip.

      “It’s not the real Imperial, but I’d like to take you to Costa Rica so you can have the authentic ice-beer experience and to see a rain forest. Anyone who goes there has to go on a tour of the rain forest. It’s amazing. There are these paths you walk on, very tropical and full of lush green plants and waterfalls. There are several waterfalls along the path, some big and some small but each one with its own unique rock formations. And, of course, exotic birds and flowers like orchids. You’d love it.”

      “It sounds beautiful.”

      He stroked my chin and looked into my eyes and said, “Not as beautiful as you.”

      I blushed at the compliment, excited that he saw me as part of his future. “I’d love to go. You’re so worldly. I haven’t even been out of the United States to go to Canada, or Mexico, let alone somewhere as exotic as that.”

      He kissed me lightly and then, as if mesmerized, held my gaze and in a low voice said, “There are a lot of places I want to take you.” The look darkened his eyes to a sensual blue. “Things I want to do with you…to you.”

      The corners of his mouth turned up. I loved that come-on smile. It made me want to do things to him too, wild things, like I’d never experienced before.

      His eyes shifted to my leg where his playful fingers trailed from my knee to tease the edge of my skirt. My pulse picked up and I had to part my lips for air.

      “So, I was thinking, if we can’t be together every day then I had better get my fill of you tonight to hold me over.”

      Memories of Aedyn’s hard body, pumping on top of mine, all breathy and sweaty jumped into my head I shifted on the cushion. My desire for him never shut off. I could be triggered by the slightest look in his eyes and, before I knew it, I was a dreamy eyed fool, melting into him all over again. I was so easy. I swallowed hard, wondering if I’d make it through a shower before falling into bed with him.

      “That sounds wonderful, but first I need a shower. I feel gross from my stay in jail.” The very word trigged my anxiety. “Oh, god. Aedyn, what if I get convicted and I have to go to prison? What’s the sentence for insurance fraud? Months?”

      “Years, I’m afraid.”

      “How many?”

      “I’m not sure; two maybe three.”

      Three years? Over a thousand days without him. “How will we stand being apart?”

      Aedyn leaned back and took my hand. “I told you not to worry.”

      “But what if?”

      He let out a breath like he knew I wasn’t going to let this rest until I’d finished talking about it. He patted the back of my hand, then brought it to his lips. “Lauren, I’ll always be here for you, even if you have to serve time. I’ll wait for you no matter what. My whole world revolves around you. You’re the center of my universe. Without you, I’d shrivel up into a little ball and die. I’m not going to let anything happen. I promise, this whole thing is not going in that direction. Mario is doing a good job and Chip will be found. Before you know it, the charges will be dropped.”

      He chucked his finger under my chin, teasing out a smile. “Come on, give me a smile.”

      I realized how I’d let my fears rule my thoughts and chastised myself again for not having faith in him. “That’s my girl.” He leaned in, his lips inches from mine and said, “And besides, if you do go to prison, we can have hot…” He kissed me quick. “Prison…” He kissed me again. “Sex…” I felt his breath as he let the air hiss out on the letter ‘s’. “On our conjugal visits.”

      My heart skipped a beat. To be apart with the fear that you may never be together again and then you are; that’s a powerful experience. The tension between us would be phenomenal. Just like now, we’d been apart and it was torture. Every time I was away from him, I turned into a mess. Now his lips were a breath from mine, and he gazed at me with hot lust in his eyes.

      My breath came out with a hoarse sound and I had to clear my throat before I could speak clearly. “I should probably shower now.”

      “Hmm. I might have to join you.” Aedyn flashed a wicked smile at me.

      He looked so perfect, so utterly kissable right now. His voice dropped to a whisper when he said, “You might need someone to wash your back.”

      My lips tingled and my heart raced faster. I couldn’t think of anything other than wanting his touch. My fingers twitched as I thought about running them over the fine dips and curves of his chest. Visions of skin under the shower water twirled through my mind in a sensual dance. Energy was building throughout my body and my stomach twisted into curls. I wanted his arms around me. I wanted to run my fingers through his hair and feel the rough stubble along his strong jaw.

      With one hand on each cheek, he took hold of my face, resting his forehead against mine. My entire body melted. Our eyes locked together. He let out a jagged breath and inhaled again slowly. I felt the warm air on my face, his gaze singularly focused on my mouth. His hand slipped back into my hair and down my neck to my shoulders.

      As he lifted one hand to caress my cheek again, he said, “Let’s go take that shower.” His voice was low and raspy and his lips brushed against mine like a light breeze. I wanted him to deepen the kiss, but instead he pulled back and looked into my eyes. The wanton expression on his face only further ignited the current already pulsing through my veins.

      By the time he took my wrist and pulled me off the couch, I was practically trembling with desire. It was as if there were two women battling it out inside my head. One was needy, carnal in desire, wanting his touch, his lips, his chest crushing against mine. The other was riddled with worry. I felt like I was vacillating between two emotions, but I wasn’t about to let my fear ruin our time together so I pushed it aside. I’d worry about my future as a jailbird tomorrow. Right now I wanted Aedyn.

      He kissed me softy and lead me into the bathroom, leaving the ice to slowly melt into the unfinished drinks.

      I’d kicked off my shoes when we sat on the couch and now I stood barefoot in front of him as he removed his own shoes. He reached into the shower and flipped the handle to the farthest position, until billows of steam were rolling out of the shower, fogging up the mirror. I watched as his hands traced up my bare arms, fingers stopping and flicking at the edge of my short sleeves, as if the fabric was an annoyance to his touch.

      I didn’t feel scared now. The fear no longer choked me like it did when I was arrested. I was reassured by his touch and, in this moment, I truly believed that everything would be okay. I was free to indulge in his love tonight. I was floating. I wanted to get lost in him tonight and forget about tomorrow.

      As if reading my mind, his fingers dropped to the hem of my top and in one move, it was whisked over my head and fell to the floor. Aedyn’s eyes dropped to my bra. His eyes stayed on mine as he bent down, as if he couldn’t tear them away, until the last moment when he cupped my breasts and softly kissed the flesh rising up out of the satin fabric. I close my eyes briefly and inhaled. He pulled the top edge of the bra aside and pushed from the bottom, letting my breasts pop out of the soft foam cups. The straps fell and I felt my nipples harden as he smoothed a thumb back and forth across each one. His eyes darted from one to the other as he admired the view and I could tell he was pleased.

      “Do you like that?” He cooed as his eyelids fell to half-hooded. My knees weakened at the sight of those bedroom eyes.

      “Yes,” I managed to squeak out a syllable, more air than voice.

      This was the ultimate communication. Touching bare skin, viewing aroused body parts, hearing the dryness in the voice, smelling the musky arousal scents of each other and tasting the kisses of lips. What a fantastic fringe benefit of the human body.

      I unhooked my bra and tossed it aside, all the while the bathroom mirror was clouding as the hot water continued to run without us under it. I tugged at his shirt, my fingers eager to get at his bare skin and he tore it off quickly.

      One glance at the steamy shower door made me giggle. Gallons were probably being wasted while we were caught up in our pleasure of each other.

      “Let’s get in before all the hot water is gone.” It was as if I’d roused him from a sleep, he was so lost in enjoying my body.

      “I’d love to peel that skirt off you slowly, but this house is old and the water heater is not meant for long, hot, sexy showers.”

      I took that as my cue and pulled off my skirt, panties and all. He quickly unbuckled his pants and, despite the darn water situation intruding my fantasy, I had to take a moment when he removed all of his clothes and faced me with a raging hard on. I had to touch it. I ran a hand down his chest, over his abs and grabbed his shaft, not sure if I could wait to get under the water before the urge to do something with all of that hot, man flesh over took me. He watched, his head down, as I gave a few preparatory strokes.

      “Oh, baby,” he moaned. Eager to pull me into the shower, he grabbed my wrist, stopping my motion. The steamy Plexiglas door flew open and he pulled me under the stream of warm water and into his embrace. With water pelting down around, us he crushed his lips onto mine, breathless and demanding. When he pulled back, he was all jagged breaths, and his erection was like steel pressing against my stomach.

      I wanted to suck it. Kneel down before him, open my mouth, let it fill with warm water and then put his cock inside, suck him long and hard until he’d throw his head back and beg for me to suck harder and deeper.

      As soon as I thought this, he turned us so he could lean against the white ceramic tiles of the shower wall. He scooped my wet hair into a ponytail as I went down on my knees. Holding my hair high on top of my head with one hand, he used it to guide me as I tipped my head back and opened my mouth. I didn’t mind. It was an erotic move that he enjoyed performing. He didn’t pull or tug. He merely held my hair out of my face so he could clearly see his cock going in and out. And I enjoyed knowing it pleased him.

      As I closed my lips around his shaft, he gave out several small moans, the sounds ratcheting my pulse and his pleasure echoes stimulating my already simmering arousal. As I cupped his balls, I traced a finger along that little ridge on the underside. They were tight now, full and more solid than before, a sturdy base for the long, hard cock sliding in and out of my mouth.

      He opened his fist and my hair dropped, as streams of water separated the long strands into clumps down my back. He was needy and wanted more pressure, faster strokes. The taut muscles in his thick thighs contracted and I knew I could bring him to the top of his orgasm right now, but I also knew he liked to make it last. I pulled my hands from his cock and gripped both of his thighs, stalling, letting his length slide as far down my throat as possible without tripping my gag reflex. I held my position for a moment, letting his orgasm ebb slightly. The thought of orchestrating his pleasure sent a heady rush of excitement roaring through me, like a bolt of lightning.

      “Hold on.” His voice was raspy. “Remember my promise…I’m supposed to make you come as many times and in as many places as possible.”

      I let him slide out of my mouth and he pulled on my arms to help me stand, water splashing happily across the big smile on my face. “I remember and I always trust you to keep your word.”

      He held me under the water and kissed me. “I want to taste you in the shower and make you come here first. Then I’m going to take you to the bedroom and make love to you…make you come that way. After that we can order pizza and I’ll take you in the kitchen. I’ll put the pizza on the table and sit our bare ass right on top of it and make you have a pizza orgasm.”

      Pushing my wet hair out of my face, I laughed at the image of me sitting on a pepperoni pizza, legs spread wide and the two of us going at it. “That might be a little too weird for me. I get it. Men like food and sex. But sex on a pizza? That’s obviously a guy fantasy, but hey, if that’s what turns you on, I’ll try anything for you, baby.”

      He pulled me into his chest. It was warm and strong, rising and falling in a hypnotic rhythm. “I got you to smile. I know you’re worried about everything; I could see it on your face earlier, but I’m not going to let anything happen to you. I can’t live without you.”

      Is this what trust felt like? Not being afraid that every word said or a glance might be mistaken for the wrong thing? It was and I was falling into him, head over heels.

      He spun us around with my back to the white shower tiles this time, kissing me senseless, his tongue doing dangerous things inside my mouth. The pit of my stomach fell to the floor and I couldn’t breathe like a normal person. I sounded like I’d just finished a marathon and I had to leave my lips parted when he broke free to trail his way down my body. His gaze was deep and dark as I watched him lower himself, his hands trailing down my sides as he went. I sucked in a trembling breath and tipped my head back against the wet tiles when I felt his fingers spread my folds. Now it was my turn to give in and get lost in the bliss of that dangerous tongue of his.

      My pulse pounded harder and harder in anticipation. I parted my legs and felt the warmth of his mouth on me. Tingles fired through me, making me hot, hotter than the shower water and the desire for him to rub harder consumed me, but I wanted him to tease it and draw me out.

      He swirled and his tongue flicked, each time coercing a delicious rise inside of me. The rhythm became faster and the pressure harder, increasing the intensity just as I needed it. He knew me. He knew exactly how to wind me up, almost to the most explosive point, let off and then drive me all the way to the top. I climbed higher and higher, twisting and writhing against the wall, digging my nails into his shoulders, trying not to slip on the wet shower floor, barely able to contain myself, until I finally shattered in a monumental orgasm.

      By now, the hot water was beginning to turn cool and it’d be a short time before I’d be shrieking under the blast of ice-cold water. I breathed heavily as I held onto his shoulders for support.

      He stood, his hair all washed down into his face from the shower spray and looking even sexier than before, if that was even possible. He was amazing and I couldn’t believe I had him in my life. I reached up, pushing the hair out of his face as he pulled me into his embrace.

      With a hand behind his back, he flipped the faucet handle to the off position.

      “Before we turn into popsicles, I think we should finish this in bed.”

      I held on with my arms around his neck for just one more second, still feeling the warm buzz radiating through my body.

      “Is that a satisfied smile on those lips?”

      “Mmm, hmm,” was all I could manage.

      He stared at me for moment, as if mesmerized and then brushed my wet hair out of my face. “God, you’re beautiful. I’m so lucky to have you.”

      Aedyn was trying so hard to protect me, and I adored him for it. He had the warmest, most stunning smile I’d ever seen on his face right now. His hands jumped to my waist. “Let’s go to bed. I tasted you in the shower and now I want to make love to you. I’m yours, Lauren, all yours.”

      Aedyn really was mine. He’d protect me, take care of me. Nothing bad would happen with him by my side. It’s a new feeling, a strange one as my last relationship had been a far cry from this kind of attention.

      Without even stopping for a towel, he scooped me up into his arms. I squealed as he carried me to the bed, dripping wet and laid me down. With glistening droplets of water running down his cheeks, he hovered over me. I reached up and cupped his cheek in my hand. The look on his face was perfect, one of bliss, lust, and love all spilling together as I searched his deep blue eyes and said, “I have no intention of letting you go. I love you, Aedyn.”

      “I love you too,” he said and kissed me sweetly.

      We made passionate love, rolling and twisting in each other’s arms, kissing and caressing, holding each other tightly, until we both crashed over that delicious edge again, consumed with the feeling that we’d never let go, that there would never be a time when our intense desire for each other would lessen. We cuddled and stroked each other’s faces while catching our breath, exchanging words that only lovers do with pillow talk, confident that our love was unique, that no one else in the entire universe had ever experienced emotions this deep and true before.

      My grumbling stomach finally roused us enough to get out of bed, as I hadn’t eaten since Aedyn had brought me home from jail. True to his word, Aedyn ordered pizza delivery. We didn’t feel like leaving the house to go out. We wanted to be together as long as possible. We ate at the kitchen table, sitting in chairs, although Aedyn had teased me about his earlier proposition after I placed the pizza on the tabletop.

      As we ate, I stared at a pepperoni sliding off the gooey cheese and thought about how my situation was kind of ironic. Although I wasn’t literally in jail, in a way I was, because tomorrow morning Aedyn would have to leave and I’d be caged in by the city limits of Granger.
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      I’d spent the drive to the airport brooding about my life and this entire fucked up situation with Lauren being arrested as Chip’s scapegoat for a crime she hadn’t committed. Lauren’s only crime was being naive and gullible. By the time the corporate jet lifted off the ground, I was flat out pissed. Last night, I hadn’t wanted to let on to her that things weren’t looking as good as I’d made them out to be. The worry was getting to her. I saw it and it was my job to keep her safe and get her out of this mess. I scrubbed the heels of my hands over my face and exhaled. Maybe the police would find Chip and he’d confess. And maybe goddamn pigs would fly.

      As soon as the pilot allowed phone use, I got my lawyer, Mario, on the phone for a status update.

      “So Mario, where we at with this thing?”

      “From what I’ve gathered, the prosecution has evidence of bank accounts opened in Lauren’s name. Actually, several accounts exist, approximately five. Each one shows dozens of deposits from insurance payouts.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I hoped beyond reason that he was wrong.

      “I wish I weren’t.”

      I pinched my fingers to the bridge of my nose. “What about Chip? Where does he fit into all this?”

      “His signature is on everything too. And I’m afraid it all looks pretty bad for your girl. It looks like they were in this together.”

      His underlying criticism pricked like a pin, bringing short-tempered emotions to the surface. I pitched forward in my seat. “Is that what you think?” I snapped, the acid churning in my stomach.

      “Oh…no, no…” he stuttered. “That’s what the police think.”

      My reply burst out in a rush of words. I didn’t even try to disguise the sarcasm in my voice when I said, “And you don’t think a guy like Chip could falsify the signatures and plant evidence?”

      “Well, yes…I suppose.”

      His dismissive laugh just added fuel to the fire. “I don’t pay you to fucking suppose. I pay you to get results. So stop pissing me off. Pull your thumb out of your ass and get moving. Like ten minutes ago.”

      “Fuck you too, by the way. Who’s the guy who went to law school for years?”

      “Who’s the guy paying the bill? You’d better hustle, man.”

      Mario and I went way back, to my first days in Chicago’s business district when I was a fresh-faced college graduate, and worked for my first marketing company. Mario was no lightweight. His skin was thick as pig shit. Our caustic banter was simply the run off of the hot, molten passion we both had for our jobs and life in general. I knew he wouldn’t let me down.

      “But of course the police have no clue where he is.”

      I drew a hand across  my forehead, squeezing my eyes shut. “That figures. Leave Lauren to take the fall. The guy has no balls.” But then I already knew that.

      “So what’s the next step?” Mario asked.

      “Do I need to remind you? Find Chip. Get Pete Gamble on the fucking case of finding that bastard.”

      After a few more manly, testosterone driven pleasantries, I could bare it no longer. Leaving Lauren there by herself went against every fiber of my being. Not only was I concerned for her safety, but also it killed me to be without her. I needed her near me every minute of the day, even if she was only waiting at my apartment until I came home from work. I desperately needed her to be there to soothe my soul because she did for me what no one else had been able to do. She filled me with happiness. With every tick of the clock, I desperately missed her. She was perfect and always worth it. The way she touched me. The way she said my name. How she looked at me when she didn’t think I noticed. Her laugh. Her moans. The way her body tightened when she came…

      I pressed the call button next to my seat to talk to the pilot.

      “How much longer?” I barked.

      “Thirteen more minutes. Until wheels down.”

      I turned and looked out the small scratched window of the plane. It looked like rain. Fitting. Heavy gray clouds hung in the sky creating a dreary mood that permeated my being. Summer was over and fall was already on its way. I could feel it in the air. It looked about as crappy out there as did my life right now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Damnit. The ring of my office phone invaded my focus, breaking my concentration. At this rate, I’d never get through this file. Annoyed, I shoved the mouse away. As I leaned back and rested my elbows on the armrests, even the casters on my office chair groaned in agreement. One more interruption and I’d officially be behind schedule on this project.

      I picked up the phone and barked, “What?”

      “Aedyn, it’s Pete Gamble.” It was my private detective. “Got some news for you.”

      “It better be good news.”

      “Oh, it’s good alright. I got a raise.”

      “What are you talking about?” I picked up an ink pen and started tapping the end against the top of the desk. It was a nervous habit I’d developed years ago.

      “Well, after I tell you, you’re gonna give me a raise.”

      “Don’t be a smart ass. Just tell me the news, dickhead.”

      I heard a short snort over the phone that sounded like he was laughing at his own joke. “This Chip guy has been on the move. I tracked down one of his credit cards and it looks like it was used at a strip joint in downtown New Orleans. Last night at 9:42 pm.”

      “How’d you get his credit card information?”

      “I hacked his credit card account. It took me all of ten minutes.”

      I was dead silent for ten seconds as the weight of his words sunk in and he took the silence as a question.

      “I never told you what got me expelled from high school?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I hacked into the counseling office to change my grades.”

      “I fucking hope you’ve learned how to hide your tracks better by now.” My words came out unrestrained, gritted between clenched teeth. I’d been snapping at everyone lately. This whole cluster fuck of Chip’s doing was grating on my nerves.

      “Ease up, man. You don’t sound very happy with my news.”

      Why the hell was I the only one with any brains for planning things around here? I had to come up with a plan and fast.

      “Have you ever been to a strip joint?”

      “No shit, Sherlock. I’m a private eye.”

      “Well you’re going there again. Tonight. See if dickhead shows up. Use that picture from your file to identify him. And when you find him, kick him in the balls for me before you call. No wait…let me correct myself. Kick his balls up his ass, then call.”

      “Testy are we?”

      “Just go to the strip club and see if he shows up again. What was the name of it?”

      “Um…it was The Garden of Eden.”

      “A loser like him probably goes to places like that looking to hook up. Or for visual stimulation to get enough juices flowing to cream all over the keyboard of his favorite porn site afterward.” I doubted he could even get a hooker to jerk him off in the alley.

      “Okay, but you’re talking about a fourteen hour drive to New Orleans.”

      “Look, wise ass, it’s only about a two-hour flight. Go to the airport and a plane will be ready for you. Go find that son-of-a-bitch.”

      I snapped the phone back into the cradle with more force than intended and rubbed my brow. I didn’t want to pin my hopes on this one lead, but it was all I had. I needed luck to turn in my direction and for Chip to stay in New Orleans long enough for Pete to find him.
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      Suffocating humidity clamped down on my lungs like a vice grip the minute the soles of my shoes hit the tarmac in New Orleans. It was hot as hell here. The gripping lack of oxygen made me rip off my sports jacket and roll up the long sleeves of my button-down shirt, as if that would help. Although I usually dressed on the professional side for clients in Chicago, New Orleans was a place that required more casual attire. For me, that meant jeans and a button-down shirt. That was my style, professional or casual, most always a freshly pressed button-down. Yea, I gave in to the common t-shirt while sitting at home to watch TV—wait, scratch that—slouching on a couch was for losers. It was a rare occasion to catch me using my high tech, flat screen. If it could be a giant computer monitor, okay. I used computers for everything. Otherwise, my TV was more like a sixty-four inch black work of art hanging on the living room wall. I rarely watched it. As all my teachers told my parents when I was in school, I was too hyperactive to sit still for long.

      That was one reason I worked out at the Martial Arts studio. That and as a private detective, I never knew what kind of trouble I’d get into so I trained to keep myself at the top of my game, agile and ready for any kind of action

      I wasn’t some 1950’s old school private eye, like Dick Tracy. I was more like a cross between James Bond and Bill Gates. I was classy, well-dressed, trained in self-defense, and most importantly—here’s where I’m new school—computer savvy enough to use it as a weapon in the cyber world battles of private detective work.

      Like in the past, when Aedyn used me to spy on his competitors for his marketing business. I used my computer skills to discover any sticky business about them or just to see what the competition was doing so he could get the jump on them.

      It was five o’clock. The flight attendant politely waiting for me at the bottom of the steps handed me my large rolling duffel bag with a smile as I exited the corporate jet. Those things weren’t cheap to charter, but money was no problem for Aedyn. Everything on this trip would be funded by him.

      As I headed to the taxi pick-up area outside the airport, I ran down a list of what I needed to do now that I was here to find Chip Harrison and there’s one place in every town that knows what’s going on. The bars, more specifically, the bartenders. If anyone had seen this guy, the bartenders would know and they talk to each other. There was a network among them that was sometimes even better than the Internet.

      A cordial, Sikh cabdriver wearing a turban approached with a big smile. Hairs that looked like partially graying wires, stuck out in all directions, growing wildly out from under the edges of his white turban. He was very accommodating and offered to take my bag then asked, “Where can I take you?”

      “You can take me to a hotel closest to the Garden of Eden strip club?”

      He profusely agreed, his turban bobbing with his head, and the end of day sunlight glinted off his gold bracelet. I noticed it matched a heavy gold ring he wore as I slid into the backseat.

      If Chip really had been at the club last night, he might have stayed at a nearby hotel. I figured I’d start with the ones nearest to the strip club he’d been at and probe the clerk at the registration desk for information.

      When the taxi pulled up in front of the hotel, I paid the taxi driver, collected my bag and went inside. I leaned on the registration desk and sized up the clerk before I spoke. I had trained myself to quickly notice details about people and my surroundings. My first impressions were usually right. I could usually tell by watching them interact with people and know if they would be cooperative or guarded.

      The registration clerk noticed me and with a hospitable New Orleans style smile said, “Welcome to the Holiday Inn, New Orleans. Are you checking in, sir? Do you have a reservation with us?”

      “No reservation.”

      “Well then, would you like to reserve a room?”

      “What I want right now is some information. Maybe a room later.” I pulled out a photograph and flashed it in his face.

      “Have you seen this guy? He was in the near vicinity last night. I thought maybe he might be staying at this hotel.”

      The clerk thought for a moment as he looked at the picture, his face blank and then said, “Nope. Sorry.”

      I pushed a twenty-dollar bill across the counter. The look in his eye told me that he might know something, maybe not all of it, but something.

      “Who would know?”

      The clerk’s eyes darted to the right and then the left. He palmed the twenty and jabbed his thumb in the direction of the hotel bar and said, “Go ask the bartender. He knows everything. If the guy came in to have a drink, Rey-Rey would remember. He’s good at that. He prides himself on remembering people and what drinks they order.”

      “Thanks,” I shot out a quick answer, impatient and not wanting to waste anymore time. Rey-Rey? For real? How accurate could this guy be if his name had to be repeated twice every time it was spoken?

      If this Chip guy had any brains at all, he wouldn’t stay in the same place for very long. But then, from what Aedyn had told me, the guy wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed seeing that he was wanted by the police.

      I turned to head toward a glowing sign indicating ‘Reynald’s Escape’ written in blue, neon cursive to the right of the entrance to the hotel bar. But before I took a step I turned back and said, “I’ll take a room after all. Book me in one close to the elevator and here…have my bag delivered to the room and put inside.” I gave him my credit card and he handed me a room key. After signing for the registration, I once again went in search of the bartender who had all the answers.

      I slid into a smooth seat of the stool in the dimly lit bar. Piped in music was playing a slow, soft jazz melody. Every business in New Orleans cashed in on the French Quarter atmosphere.

      I repeated my routine, showing the same photograph to the bartender. He was a gregarious type, always chatting, tossing words and phrases at the customers in a friendly banter that was meant to lure them into his charm so he could get them to spend more money than they intended with compliments, and witty remarks. He had a smooth voice and though he appeared friendly to most, I detected a guarded expression under a false front. This guy had better live up to his reputation.

      After taking a look at the picture, he said, “Yea, man he was here the other day.”

      “Tell me where he is.” I said rather sharply. I wasn’t here to play his games. I was the master. I could play the game better than him. He just didn’t know it.

      “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. He’s not here.” He waved his arm around the bar. It was right in the middle of Happy Hour and nearly every seat was taken, some with vacationers and some probably with attendees of a local convention, as I discerned from the identical, large plastic name badges on lanyards around their necks. Only geeks would go to a bar after six pm still wearing a name badge.

      “But he’s around.”

      “Well, that’s real helpful.” My sarcasm was lost on him and every other dim-witted idiot who never made it out of high school. I narrowed my eyes at him. “Around is a rather vague term. How much is it going to cost for you to tell me exactly where ‘around’ is?”

      “Um…why are you asking? Did this guy sleep with someone’s wife or something? Because if he did, I’m not in the business of ratting on horny cheaters for the sport of it…”

      “I need a name…a hotel, a bar, something, you moron, where the hell is he?”

      He raised an eyebrow, mocking me with his gaze. “Would you like to order a drink? A Mint Julep? It’s our specialty. Nobody comes to New Orleans without having a Mint Julep.”

      This guy was giving me the runaround and I didn’t have time for his shit. I lurched across the bar and filled my hand with a fist full of his shirt, yanking until his face was inches from my nose.

      “Your eyesight must be really bad, because I don’t think I look like the type of guy who’d drink a Mint Julep, asshole. Just fucking tell me what you know.”

      His eyes widened even farther as he realized I meant business. “I don’t know shit, man, really. But if that dude is in town, Phillipe will know where he is.” I let go with a shove.

      He smoothed down the front of his shirt and cleared his throat. “Have you ever heard of Phillipe Despre? He owns Le Fleur House, the hottest bar in town.”

      “Where is it?”

      “It’s here, in the French Quarter, just a couple blocks down…”

      Before he could finish, I peeled myself off of the bar stool and strode to the front door. I kicked it open, my feet pounding the pavement as I charged down the sidewalk on Bourbon Street to find the Le Fleur House Bar.

      I’d noticed that Kramer was written on the bartender’s nametag, though I doubted that was his real name. It didn’t match his face or his personality, but he said the Le Fleur House was walking distance, right on Bourbon Street so that’s where I was headed.
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      By the time I found the bar, the sun was just beginning to set. Patrons of the night quickly filled the bars along Bourbon Street, futilely seeking the elusive answer to all of life’s problems at the bottom of a bottle of beer. Or maybe just to find a sublime way of existing in a world full of idiots.

      It took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the darkness inside the bar. Colorful red and blue lights illuminated the area behind the bar top and acted as a beacon, directing me to the silhouette of a male figure mixing drinks. This had better be Phillipe.

      There was a black Creole singer with a microphone, but no stage, wailing out French and English lyrics of love and loss in the distinctive Louisiana sound of zydeco music. The rhythms transported me back in time. I had once danced the zydeco with a hot little Creole bombshell who’d worked her voodoo magic on me one steamy, humid night much like this one, but that was another time and another place, a love lost. And I couldn’t be distracted with old memories now.

      Like a defensive tackle for the Chicago Bears, I drove my way through the sea of Happy Hour friends toward the bar. Wedging my body between two hammered businessmen already teetering on their stools, I yelled over the music to the bartender, “Hey, buddy. Where’s Phillipe?”

      The bartender was swamped with orders, working at a feverish pace. He shoved an empty glass under a spout, flipped the beer spigot and let the amber liquid flow. At the same time, he used a small scoop and shoveled ice into two waiting glasses, and then bounced back to the waterfall of beer at the perfect moment to stop it just as dollops of white foam spilled over the edge. Obviously, he’d done this for a long time.

      Over the din of the crowd, he yelled his reply, “Phillipe? Not here. It’s not his shift tonight.”

      With that, the bartender spun and shot back to where several pressing drink orders waited.

      Fuck. Strike three. I’m out…and an idiot. Pissed at myself for being guidable, I plopped my ass onto a nearby barstool. I should’ve known. That last bartender was just sending me on a wild goose chase. Fucker. Time to regroup and devise Plan B and Plan B involved a drink. I figured I was due one anyway. And I needed some inspiration to grease the wheels as I regrouped. I signaled him with a lifted finger and Phillipe’s replacement faded in my direction again.

      “What’ll it be?” he asked.

      “I’ll have a Bourbon.” This was a manly drink appropriate for New Orleans, not some freaking mint, pansy-julep. What did that guy think I was? A tourist? Fuck that.

      About the time the bartender pushed my drink in front of me, I was pulled from my self-flagellation by a female voice chirping in my ear. “Is this seat taken?”

      When I’d come into the place it was crowded, every stool taken and I hadn’t realized that the one to my left was empty as I’d been sitting with my back to it.

      I turned and replied with a smile when my eyes landed on a gorgeous, dark-haired woman with big, brown eyes and heavy, dark lashes.

      “It is now.”

      I couldn’t help but stare as she wrapped her plump, pink lips around the short straw in what looked like a typical New Orleans’ style drink.

      “I hope that’s not a Mint Julep you’re drinking.”

      She raised an eyebrow and tore her lips from the straw long enough to say, “Oh? What’s wrong with a Mint Julep?”

      “That would make you a tourist and I really hope you’re not a tourist.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing. But if you want, I’ll be a tourist just for you. I aim to please. I can be a nurse, a naughty school girl, or whatever you want me to be…whatever trips your trigger.”

      I smiled and swirled the bourbon in my glass, watching the smooth legs of gold liquid run down the inside. Maybe it was her hot pink lipstick, or maybe the extreme rise of cleavage from her push up bra, whatever. They were all clues I’d taken notice of as she flirted. I was pretty sure this girl was a high-class hooker. Wait. Is that an oxymoron? Can a girl be a hooker and be high class at the same time? I liked what I saw. Did I care?

      “Well, sweetheart, maybe you can help me out.”

      In my experience, bartenders knew a lot, but hookers knew more. In a town like New Orleans, they knew about guys with secrets. Might as well enjoy a little company and tap her for information before checking out the Garden of Eden club. I was gambling on the fact that Chip had a good time there last night and planned to return for more.

      “Sure. What do you need?” she said and leaned an elbow on the bar, tipping her head coyly.

      I took out the photo and gave her a look. “This guy was in New Orleans last night over at the Garden of Eden club. Have you seen him?”

      “Well, that depends. What’s it to you? Are you a cop?”

      I snort-laughed. “No. A private detective. Just looking for this guy.”

      “What’d he do?”

      “He ran out on a deal he made with some guys over an investment. He owes them money and they hired me to find him, to get their money back.” I lied. In my profession, I’d become adept at telling only as much of the truth as needed.

      “And if you don’t find him? Will these ‘guys’ break his legs?” She gave a little laugh, playing along, not really concerned about the details.

      “Let’s just say, that’s none of your concern or mine. I just need to find the guy.”

      She wrapped her lips around the straw, never breaking her gaze from my eyes and purposely sucked hard so the straw made an annoying gurgling sound, sucking air. I took it as a hint. She wanted me to buy her a drink. That was okay. I knew it would ply her for more information.

      “Can I buy you a drink?”

      “Sure thing, honey.” She lifted her chin toward the bartender and called out in a loud voice, “I’ll have the usual, Carl.”

      It was my confirmation. She was a regular at this place. All the better for me.

      I tapped a finger on the picture one last time, before putting it back into the pocket of my sports jacket. It was entirely too hot to even wear one, but it was hard for me to break old habits, even in a place where they didn’t turn up the AC to compensate for the humidity.

      “How about this guy? Do you know him? Have you seen him?”

      She waited until Carl slid a drink on a small white napkin across the counter, a strawberry daiquiri with whipped cream and a cherry, as if she needed some payment before she answered.

      “Yea, I saw him,” was all she said and then she turned back to intensely sucking on the straw of her new drink. She was going to make me work for it.

      “Tell me. Where is he?”

      Her eyes darted to the side before she responded, “Well, it’s gonna take me at least half an hour to remember. See my mind works like that. And honey, I’m a twelve hundred dollar an hour girl.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.” A smile tipped at the corners of my mouth as I slipped a hundred dollar bill onto the crossed legs of her lap. I slid it up her thigh, appreciating her bare skin as my hand moved up just enough to tuck the bill under the edge of her very short skirt. I didn’t care how much it was going to cost to get the information I needed. Aedyn would cover it in the end anyway.

      She flattened her hand on top of mine, arresting its advance. She shifted her weight and leaned in to me, closing the space between us. A captivating smile curved her mouth. We hung there for a moment, our flirtatious negotiation on pause as I took her in. Her fingers brushed her collarbone, lingering there too long to be an accident. I tensed for a moment. She licked her lips, took the money and said, “Usually, I’m allowed a little foreplay before the big payoff. Is this your way of enticing a woman? If so, you have a novel approach. But then, I’ve seen a lot. Nothing much surprises me.”

      I drew back slowly, allowing my hand to retrace its path along her soft skin to her knee and then released it. She was hot, but I was beginning to lose my focus. Damn, she was good. Or maybe I was just horny. Another drink and another few minutes, and it was going to be difficult to stand up and walk out of here without embarrassing myself.

      “Look… um, what was your name?” she said.

      “Pete. And you are?”

      She smiled and said “Catarina. Sorry, Pete. I don’t actually know which hotel this guy you’re looking for is staying at. But even if I did, you wouldn’t find him there. He won’t be in for a while. He’s out with one of my friends tonight. But I like you. And I want to help you out so, here’s what I’m gonna do. I know where he’ll be in about half an hour or so. He’s gonna be at a high stakes poker game and if you want, I’ll take you there.”

      I turned to face the bar, needing a moment to gather my thoughts. I picked up my drink and threw back a swallow of Bourbon. Then I reached into my pocket for my wallet and took out a wad of cash, keeping it low so as not to flash around a large amount of money in a place filled with questionable people. I lowered my voice and turned back to her. “I hope there’s an opening for the poker game. I’d like to get in on that action.”

      She took the entire wad in her hand, and folded it as if she were about to tuck it into her bra the way some women do. “How fortuitous for you. An opening just came up. It’s a 10K buy in, but somehow I have a feeling you’re good for it.”

      I grabbed her hand to stop her. No way was she going to keep that amount of cash. I thought I saw a glimmer in her eye as my hand tightened around her wrist. Her lips parted, her eyes popped wider and she took in a little gasp of air. I removed the bills with my other hand, not letting go of her wrist and shoved them back into my pocket. I held tight and gently pulled her in close, so close our lips were nearly touching and then I brushed past her cheek to whisper in her ear, “If you take me to him, I have a pretty good idea of what we could do until then.”

      She tipped her head slightly, elongating her neck, teasing me with a little free sample ahead of time.

      “Mmm. I have to say, Pete, you are a little rough, but don’t let go, honey. I like that in a man. I can only imagine the fun we could have. From the looks of you, I bet there’s a well-muscled body under that shirt.” Now she was really getting me off track and I gave in to her offer to sample her neck. The touch of my lips on her skin was a delicious sensation. It’s sailed through my veins, all the way to my crotch now twitching with excitement. My senses reeled and my logical thoughts short-circuited. I couldn’t be doing this now. I didn’t have time. I needed to focus.

      “You have an irresistible hint of arrogance about you for being so young. What are you, twenty-five?”

      “Thirty one. Does it matter?” I was now standing next to her, looking down at her juicy lips and stroking her hair, fighting the urge to take her into the hotel restroom, yank up that little skirt and bang the shit out of her right now.

      “It works for you. I can only imagine what it must feel like to have your hard body on top of me.” She took my hand, and encouraged it to explore while staring up at me with those big brown eyes. She was making this extremely difficult, but I had to resist.

      I ran my tongue along my lower lip. Shit. This would have to wait. I checked my watch and slid back onto my bar stool, trailing my hand down her bare arm as I went.

      “You’re damn hot and I’m horny. Normally, I’d do something about it, but I’m on the clock right now. I need to get to that poker game.”

      She sighed. She’d liked what she saw. I think she was as disappointed as I to delay our lusty tryst. “Mmm. That’s too bad, hon. You’re pretty damn hot yourself.” She leaned back in her chair. “But it’s going to cost you five hundred just to walk into the room. It’s on down low, not exactly advertised on billboards around town if you know what I mean. No way will they let you in on the game until they know who you are. But I’ll vouch for you. I’ll say you’re my date for the evening.”

      “Sounds good. Let’s hit it.”

      I offered Catarina my hand. She smiled, took one last draught from her drink straw and slid off the stool.
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      Catarina took me to her pimp who was running the poker game being held in a back room of the Garden of Eden strip club and introduced me as a “John” for the night, looking for some high stakes action. The pimp eyed me suspiciously at first, but Catarina reassured him that I could be trusted.

      The room was dimly lit and choking with cigarette smoke. A seedy, stern-faced group of men sat around a table with a green felt top. The dealer was counting stacks of poker chips and grouping them into ten thousand dollar allotments preparing for the game to begin. The other five men were seated, each with a drink and some were talking in low voices among themselves. As my eyes traced around the faces at the table, none of them resembled the man in the photograph, the one I was looking for. Then I realized, there was an open chair. That was where Chip would sit. At least I hoped it was.

      I pulled Catarina to the side of the room near the door and was about to ask her where this Chip guy was when her pimp called her out of the room. They disappeared and I was left to wait with the others. An uneasy tension crackled in the air, and I began to surmise that my man was either late, or going to be a no show.

      A heavy-set man wearing a Hawaiian print shirt and khaki pants snuffed out his cigarette and bellowed, “Where’s he at? I’m not going to play without a full table.”

      He spoke mostly to the dealer, but loud enough for everyone to know he was not happy with the situation. He shoved back and stood. I didn’t want him to leave. I still held out hope that Harrison might show. I was so close to finding him.

      In an effort to stall, I stepped up to the man and struck up a conversation.

      “I see that your sixth player is late.”

      “If this show doesn’t get on the road soon, I’m out of here. I’ll have to find another game and this time of night, it’ll be hard to find an open seat anywhere.”

      “I don’t blame you. It’s not a good thing to make Lady Luck wait either. When you feel the luck around you, you gotta strike.”

      The man grunted and flicked a lighter to the cigarette hanging out of his mouth. He took a drag and asked, “You want one?”

      I waved him off. “Trying to quit.”

      “Yeah, when the luck is running, it’s always a good night.” He blew out a long exhale of smoke, directing it to the air space to his right. “I’m up five grand thanks to the guy we’re waiting on. He’s the unlucky one. At least he was last night.” He gave a raspy chuckle that turned into a jarring cough. “Hey, but that’s okay by me. I’ll gladly take his money.”

      “Wow. He had that kind of money?” I was fishing for information. I assumed he was talking about Harrison.

      “Yeah, he was loaded. Chip…I think was his name. Can’t forget a stupid name like that.” I raised my brow and nodded. It really was a dumb name. Who on earth would name their kid Chip? “He always comes with five or six grand.”

      “Is that so?”

      “He’s been playing all week. He must be in a hurry to hit a jackpot or something. Playing for the Devil’s delight of money.”

      “Sounds like this Chip guy is some kind of gambling addict?”

      “Oh, he’s got it big time.” He spoke with great authority and glanced at the empty chair. “Yea, I know his type. He’s gonna be here until he loses it all.” He flicked his cigarette ashes on the floor. “They always do.”

      “So you think he’s gonna lose all his money?”

      “Not sure, Mister. It all depends. Much you want to put on that bet?”

      That’s the pot calling the kettle black. No doubt this guy was gambling his way into some serious debt. He’d probably put up his house, his car and his wife just to place a bet. Yep, he was an addict for sure and now I had a little more information on Harrison. But that still didn’t mean he would show for this game. From the sound of it, Harrison was desperate to get his hands on a lot of money. And one way to do that was to gamble and win big. At least that’s the reasoning of people like Harrison, people who consider themselves a card shark. With any luck, he’d stay in town looking for fast action and I’d find him eventually.

      Up until now, the other players had been content to drink while they waited, but they were tired of smoking and talking. They were getting antsy, craving the win, needing a fix to feed their addiction.

      The man approached the leader, Catarina’s pimp and asked, “Why not let this guy…what’s your name?”

      “Pete.” I spoke up and stepped closer to the other two men.

      “Let Pete take the empty seat. That other guy’s not coming and if he shows, he’s shit outta luck. He’ll have to find another game somewhere else.”

      The dude takes Catarina aside and they talk, whisper for a second like he’s asking her if Pete can be trusted. Then they break their huddle and the guy says, “You’re in.”

      The smoker looks satisfied and calls to a waitress who’d just entered the room carrying a tray of drink orders she’d taken earlier. “Hey Peaches, get this man a drink.”

      I gave Catarina a smile and chucked her under the chin. “Maybe next time, baby.”

      She looked a little disappointed and said, “Alright. You know where to find me.” And then she left.

      I took a seat at the poker table and tossed my cash onto the green felt. The other players turned serious and the dealer began exchanging our cash for stacks of poker chips.

      I figured I’d play and make a connection with this group so I could be on the inside. If Harrison were to return, I’d be in the right place at the right time. Plus, I was working on a plan. It hadn’t gelled yet, and I didn’t know for sure the exact details. All I knew was that it was important for me to get in good with the guy running the game. It might work to my advantage later. One never knew how things might unfold and this could very well be my ace in the hole.

      The first hand was dealt. I scooped up my cards and narrowed my eyes as I checked out the combination I’d been given. Two aces. It looked like I was in for a good night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My eyes popped open early the next morning. It wasn’t unusual. Despite being up most of the night, I couldn’t stay in bed another minute. My hyperactive physiology was a wicked taskmaster.

      Damn. The bed was empty next to me.

      I rolled up and swung my legs over the edge of the bed. I scrubbed my face with the heels of my hands. I reached for my cell phone on the bedside stand and tapped on Aedyn’s number.

      When he answered, I cut to the chase. We didn’t exchange pleasantries. “I have some good news and I have some bad news.”

      “Bad news first. Hit me.”

      “I didn’t find Chip last night.”

      “But you did get laid? Is that the good news?”

      “I struck out on that one too. But I talked with a hooker…”

      He interrupted, “No shit? And you still didn’t get laid? Jesus, Pete. Swagger going downhill these days is it? Usually, you can charm any woman’s legs to open.”

      I found no humor in his remark. “Smartass,” I said in a flat voice. “I’m glad my sex life, or lack of it, is so entertaining for you. Seriously, I did get a lead on what Chip’s been doing since he disappeared.”

      I stood and walked into the bathroom with the phone still pressed to my ear. “Looks like our boy has climbed down the social ladder and jumped off the bottom rung.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s a big time gambler and a big time loser. Seems he’s been hitting the poker tables, but not in the casinos. He plays in illegal, high stakes games.”

      “What do you make of that?”

      I paused in front of the mirror and rubbed the stubble on my chin. “It sounds like this guy is a big time gambler and he has a mission. Thinks he can make a lot of money in a short period of time. I talked to one of the other players and so far, he’s not winning. We might be able to use that at some point. Hopefully, he’ll keep trying and come back to the game at the strip club.”

      “Let’s hope Chip stays put in New Orleans, looking for some more action.”

      “Right.”

      “You did good, Pete. Good try, but we’ll have to sit on this one. I need you home tonight. We have a situation.”

      I clicked off the call and returned my focus to evaluating the length of my stubble in the mirror. Damn. I didn’t find Chip and I didn’t even get laid.
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      The darkness of the house crept in with the setting sun. The late afternoon was turning into evening and I had just finished making a grilled cheese sandwich for a lonely mid-week dinner. I was at the kitchen sink rinsing off my plate when I thought I heard a noise. I tensed and stopped what I was doing, straining to listen for it again over the soft music I had playing from the music channel on the TV. Carefully, I set down the plate so as not to make a noise. I peered out the kitchen window over the sink, but saw nothing in the backyard. I walked into the living room, and checked out the front window, making sure to keep my body hidden by the curtain. Just as I was about to go to the door and make sure it was locked, I felt the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. In the next moment, I felt heavy arms grab me around my waist. My adrenaline spiked and out of instinct, I reacted without thinking. I let out a high-pitched scream and stomped my heel with all the force I could muster onto the foot of the man holding me.

      “Goddamnit! What are you doing?” Aedyn cried out and released me like a hot potato.

      “Wha-a…” I spun around in horror when I realized who was behind me. “Sor-ree,” My hands flew to my mouth and I winced when I saw the expression of pain on his face. “Did I break it?”

      “Geez, girl. For being a lightweight you can really pack a punch,” he said, rubbing his foot for sympathy. “I’ll survive. I’ll probably walk with a limp the rest of my life, but I’ll manage.”

      I was relieved. The fact that he was making jokes told me he wasn’t really injured. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” He leaned in and gave me a quick kiss.

      “Why didn’t I tell you I was coming?” He parroted back. “I didn’t know I needed permission to see my beautiful girlfriend.” He traced a finger along my jaw, sparkles of delight dancing in his eyes. “If you don’t want to see me, I can get a room at the Hampton Inn,” he teased.

      “Don’t you dare, Mister. I’m a damsel in distress. And you have to de-stress me.”

      He smiled and pulled me into his arms this time locking me into a deep kiss. His lips tasted so fine. I’d missed him and his magical touch. The moment we embraced I was under his spell again, head spinning and weak in the knees from his lush kisses.

      He broke the kiss, but still held me in his arms. “You sure are jumpy.”

      “Oh, sorry.” I turned my head away. “I’m just so worried about the trial…everything.”

      He pulled my face back with his fingers under my chin and held my gaze, pouring out words of comfort in a soothing tone as soft as velvet. “I promise you. This case won’t even go to court. You’ll never have to see or think about Chip or any of this again. From now on, everything is coming up roses in our lives.”

      I smiled and bowed my head. Once again, I’d over reacted and, once again, Aedyn calmed my fears.

      “That’s all good, but you didn’t seal it.” I bit my lip and baited him.

      “What do you mean? I didn’t seal it?”

      “You didn’t seal your promise with a kiss.”

      “How rude of me. Let me correct that.”

      He devoured me in another long, deep kiss, pushing his hands into my hair and then running them down my body. He took my breath away and I was floating. When he released me from his embrace, I felt like a tight-rope walker, precariously balanced on a fine wire suspended high up in the air, ready and willing to step off and fall into the magical warmth of his being.

      He started to pull me toward the bedroom, walking backward as he spoke. “You look incredibly sexy right now. Simply perfect. I came today because I wanted to surprise you.” His eyes burned with hot desire. “I love fucking you when it’s unexpected. I don’t know what’s coming next and it feels like my head is spinning. I get all disoriented and then the adrenaline spikes. Everything is so intense and…amazing. Like you.”

      Halfway there, he stopped as if remembering something. He pressed my fingertips to his lips and said, “You go get ready and relax on the bed. I’ll be right in.”

      “Another surprise?”

      He pushed on my shoulder, guiding me across the threshold and into the bedroom. He paused, gave a wink and ducked out the door. “Just wait…”

      I undressed down to my panties and climbed onto the bed. I stacked several pillows behind my back and reclined in the sexiest pose I could manage. I was fussing with the arrangement of my hair over my shoulders when he popped back in, holding an opened bottle of wine and two glasses.

      He stopped short at the foot of the bed, as if taken aback. “God, you’re gorgeous, Lauren. Your beauty stops me every time. I could look at you all day, but then we couldn’t partake of this fine wine I brought for you to try.” He raised the bottle and read from the label. “Montrachet Grand Cru. It’s a French wine from my private collection.”

      “It sounds very French and very sexy when you say it.”

      He poured a small amount into each glass and handed me one. As he was sniffing and swirling his wine in the glass like a true wine connoisseur, I threw back my head and swallowed mine in one gulp.

      He stopped swirling and his eyes widened. “Wow. You were thirsty.”

      “Always start with a quick one.”

      “Well, how was it?”

      “Good.” I smiled, proud of herself.

      He nodded. “Good. Because that was about a thousand dollar swallow you just had there.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You just downed a five thousand dollar wine like you were doing shots on Spring Break.”

      “Oh shit. Sorry.” We both laughed at my faux pas and Aedyn poured another one. He set the bottle on the bedside table and proceeded to walk around the bedroom, opening drawers and looking in closets.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “You’ll see.” The smile in his eyes contained a sensuous flame as he ducked out the door to continue his search in other rooms of the house.

      In a couple of minutes he returned holding several small candles of various sizes, some used and some new, and a book of matches. I reclined on the bed with my expensive wine, sipping this time instead of chugging it as I watched him place the candles around the room and light them one by one.

      When he had finished, he flicked off the lamps and the room glowed in a romantic yellow hue.

      He leaned over, pinning me between his hands as he rested them on the stack of pillows behind my back and kissed me. “Romantic enough?”

      “Absolutely, you really are a romantic at heart aren’t you?”

      He smiled and lowered his voice. “I brought the scarves.”

      “Oh?” I teased.

      “Shall I get them?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He walked over to his overnight bag and pulled out the two scarves we’d used before when he fed me pancakes. He stood at the side of the bed, pulling the long silky fabric through his hands. There was a spark of eroticism in his eyes.

      “We should make one little change from last time. Let me tie you up this time.”

      “Do you have a need to confine me?” His mouth twitched with amusement.

      “Do you have a problem with that?” I challenged.

      “Not at all.” He was game and tickled by my boldness.

      “Good, because I believe in equality between the sexes.” I scooted to the edge of the bed and set my wine glass on the table.

      “Absolutely,” he said with a laugh.

      I stood and took him by the shoulders, guiding him to sit at the foot of the bed while I devised a plan to titillate his senses. He reached out to touch my waist, but I swatted him away. “No touching. Hands to your sides.” He complied and looked up at me with dazzling eyes.

      I went to the corner of the room and pushed an armless accent chair into the open area at the foot of the bed. Then I tested it out, eyeing it as I circled the chair.

      “This will do just fine. Come. Sit.”

      Aedyn had come straight from work so he was still wearing dress pants and a button-down shirt, but he’d tossed the jacket and lost the necktie soon after he came in the door and surprised me. The necktie and jacket were on the top of the dresser.

      I stood in front of him, evaluating the set up and said, “Let’s begin.” I grabbed the two scarves from his hands and he locked his eyes on mine as I leaned close.

      “You know this isn’t fair. You’re standing right in front of me wearing nothing but panties…”

      “Shhh.”

      I placed the black scarf on the bed, ready to start with the red one and then his necktie caught my eye. I didn’t have enough binding to do what I was envisioning in my mind so I snatched the tie and walked behind his chair. “Close your eyes, baby.”

      As I secured the necktie over his eyes he said, “I’m liking this already, but this way I can’t see your gorgeous body. You know men are visual learners.”

      I laughed and corrected him. “No, silly, anyone can learn through seeing things with their eyes. You are confusing the terms. Men are more visual than women. They get sexually aroused by looking at women’s naked bodies as opposed to reading about it, like porn.”

      “My point exactly.”

      I moved back around the chair to stand directly in front of him and began to unbutton his shirt. Eager to help, he tried to assist, but I swatted his hands away and said, “Eh-eh-eh. Don’t be in such a hurry.” I unbuttoned as I spoke, my voice becoming breathier as I worked. “Just sit back…” I peeled his shirt down over his broad shoulders exposing his skin. “Enjoy every sensation…” I leaned down and licked across his collarbone to the right. His head tilted back and I felt his breath escape from his parted lips. “Every touch…” I licked to the left. “Every vibration you feel.”

      With a little assistance from Aedyn, I worked the shirt off completely and tossed it aside. I studied him for a moment, drinking in his muscular bare chest, and his hair poking above the blindfold, contemplating what move to make next. My pulse quickened and I thought about just jumping on him right then, but I wanted to tease him before he got the big prize so I restrained my urge for the time being.

      I stepped up and straddled his legs, but remained standing, legs wide apart. Leaning forward, I said in a low voice, “Part your lips.” I hovered close. I could feel the heat rising off of his excited body. Slowly, I ran my tongue over the fleshy part of his lips to moisten them and gently blew out a breath so he’d feel the sensation.

      “How does that feel?”

      He tried to grab my butt to pull me in, but I jumped back. “No, no, no. My, you’re a grabby one. I’ll have to do something about that.”

      He whimpered and said, “Really? I can’t touch either? No seeing and no touching?”

      I strutted around to the backside of the chair again and said, “Nope. Put your hands back here.” And tapped on his wrist. I tied his hands behind the back of the chair, as best I could with the red scarf. Red for hands, and black would be for feet.

      I returned to my previous position in front of him with my legs wide apart, bristling with a new titillation idea. I licked my fingers and wet my nipples, then leaned close and with one breast cupped in each of my hands, I brushed my wet nipples across his chest.

      “What do you feel now?” I let my cheek barely touch the side of his face, but feather light as I spoke.

      “Mmm. Titties. Wet titties on my chest.” I smiled and swirled them around. He jerked with delight and pulled against his restraints. “Have I told you that I love your titties?”

      “Several times.” I drew out the last word with a long exhale; letting the puff of air hit his face before I straightened. He felt my body withdraw and whimpered again.

      Those pants had to go. I unfastened his belt, then pants and instructed him to lift off the seat enough that I could remove everything down to his ankles. The minute the pants were over his hips his cock sprung free, already hard and pointing to the sky. My pulse raced at the sight of it and my hands twitched with excitement wanting to feel it. Once again, I was tempted. I wanted to touch it, kiss it and put my mouth on it, but he’d have to wait and so would I.

      “You’ve got me hard already, baby.” He wiggled in his chair. “I don’t know if I can wait.”

      “Patience, patience, my dear.” I snatched the black scarf from the bed and knelt down on the floor in front of him. “Think about how good it’s going to feel when it finally happens.”

      Sitting back on my heels, I first removed his shoes, socks and then the pants and all.

      I grabbed one ankle and said, “Put this foot against the leg of the chair.” There was enough of a wooden leg coming out of the upholstery to tie it there.

      As I worked hunched at his feet, he joked. “Good at knots?”

      “Uh-huh.” I was concentrating on how I was going to use this one scarf to secure his feet yet, allow for his legs to be open.

      “Is this what you learned in Girl Scouts?”

      I straightened, sitting back with legs folded under me, pleased with the outcome. “Of course, I did. That’s what we girls did to practice knots. Sneak over to the boys’ camp across Red Rock Lake…tie up Boy Scouts and kiss them.”

      We both laughed, but I couldn’t stop staring. His cock was twitching and calling my name. I bit my lip and rose up to my knees, running my hands up and down his thighs. “How do you feel now?”

      “Horny…a little vulnerable, but mostly horny.” His voice dropped to a salacious tone. “What are you going to do next?”

      I continued rubbing, pushing my hands through the lightly curled hairs on his powerful thighs, moving closer and closer to his crotch with each stroke. “First, I’ll give you some pleasurable sensations, but you’ll have to wait for the grand finale. I won’t give you what you want until you beg me for it.”

      “Aaah.”His head went back again and the words sounded dry, as if he were fading into a lust-filled zone devoid of logical thoughts. “So, that’s your idea of…mmm… naughty.”

      I trailed my fingertips lightly up the inside of his thighs, cutting a path to his chiseled abs, arching wide to avoid touching his cock just yet. The pace of breathing increased as it followed my fingers, his body tensing when they got dangerously close and relaxing as they moved past. I loved the feeling of his skin under my hands. It was warm and each dip of his toned ab muscles triggered my nerve endings to want more. Aedyn was “ooing” and “ahing” along the way, as I teased my fingers over his magnificent physique until the last touch.

      I’d reached his nipples and although I heard that men don’t feel the same sensation as women, I tweaked them anyway between my finger and thumb, giving them a pinch. He startled, but remained silent, his chest rising and falling and looking so delicious strapped naked to this chair.

      I stood, leaned close and released slow warm puffs of air into his ear, in staggered breaths. His body reacted. It jerked and then shivered. As a reward, I rested my hands on his shoulders and let my body press against his as I sucked an earlobe into my mouth and savored it. His arms couldn’t reach me, but I swear I felt every muscle in his body strain as if he wanted to embrace me with the entire mass of them. It made me weak in the knees and I decided to allow him more. I lowered my body to straddle him, sitting on his lap, grateful that the chair had no arms, kissing down his neck as I went.

      “Part your lips.” I whispered. They were full and lush and I wanted to kiss him, but I didn’t want him to anticipate what would happen next. I wanted each sensation to be a surprise. Lightly, I touched a finger to his lower lip. The minute he felt it he tried to take it in his mouth. I yanked it away and tapped with two fingers. “Only suck if I tell you to.”

      I touched my finger to his lip again and he complied. “Good.” I slid my finger in. “Now suck.” I watched as his lips closed around it and began moving, working those gorgeous lips, making me envious of my finger, holding it between his teeth and swirling his tongue, then sucking again. I just about died watching it, knowing what he could do to me with those lips and that tongue. He tried not to smile lest he lose his hold, but he was enjoying it too much.

      I pulled out my finger, hot for his touch. “Mmmm, that’s good, baby.” Now I was the one desperate for his touch. Every nerve in my body was alert and tingling. A hot sensation raced between my legs and my muscles clenched in response.

      When I tried to speak, my voice came out raspy. “You got me wet, baby and my finger is wet too. I’m going to have to touch myself with it.” I needed to feel more pressure down below, my clit was already on fire from pressing up against him, but I’d really said it to torture him.

      Aedyn groaned. “I want to watch,” he begged. I slipped my hand down between our torsos, trying not to grab his cock and touched myself. I knew he could feel what I was doing because of his heavy breathing and the way he shifted his body under me.

      “Ooo. You like that, don’t you.” His answer came out as some kind of gurgling noise from deep in his throat. I knew I had stoked his fire so I decided to be a little ornery. I jumped off his lap and said, “I think we need some mood music.”

      Aedyn wailed in protest. “Argh. Come back,” he groaned when he realized I walked away. I turned the clock radio to a jazz station and scooped up the two glasses of wine.

      “Open your mouth a little.” I put the glass to his lips and said, “Drink.”

      Then I set it aside and began rubbing my hands over his chest and shoulders.

      “You’ve really been coming out of your shell lately. What brought this on?”

      “Are you complaining?”

      “Hell, no.”

      I leaned in and started nibbling at his neck, enjoying the feel of his skin. “Um… probably fantasizing…” It was difficult to carry on a conversation when all I wanted to do was get lost in kissing his neck right now. “About what I want to do with you.”

      He rolled his head to the side as I worked my lips up to his jaw line. “By all means, keep up the good work.”

      I kissed along his jaw, teasingly close to his lips, but I wouldn’t let him have my mouth yet.

      “God, I can’t wait to kiss you.”

      “In time, in time.”

      “And taste you.”

      “Mmm.”

      “And fuck you.” His voice was deep and raspy now.

      Swaying to the music, I bunched up a handful of my long hair into a side ponytail, ready to give him a new sensation. I used the splayed out ends of my hair like a feather duster to tickle his skin. I swept it first across his chest, then down his abs and on to his inner thighs. Finally, I brushed it up and down the length of his hard shaft. He smiled and made a pleasure noise as he felt the light sensation.

      By the time I finished the tickle torture, I was sitting on his lap, straddling him again, and that’s when he tricked me. He wanted my mouth. He was desperate with desire. I could tell from the way he jerked and twisted wanting to reach out and take me. In one quick move he lurched forward, his mouth met mine and his arms came free. His hands were in my hair and his tongue was in my mouth, pulling me into his hungry kisses. My heart jumped and my pulse was racing. His kisses were delicious and I didn’t care that he’d broken free. My wet folds, rubbing against his hard body were aching for his touch. My plans of making him wait seemed to have backfired. I was the one who was a hot mess, impatient for him.

      I pulled back, leaving him open mouthed and panting. He yanked off his blindfold and held my arms as I slid down between his legs, not letting go until I was kneeling in front of him, watching his cock jerk with anticipation. He watched me, eyes dark with desire, never breaking my gaze as I took his cock into my mouth.

      With his lips parted for air, he pulled in a satisfying breath as I stroked him with my mouth, plunging deeper with each down stroke. His head fell back and a series of moans filled the air. I loved it when he moaned from my pleasuring him and I could feel my nipples get harder, thinking about when it would be my turn for his mouth to be pleasuring me.

      I increased the pressure with my hand, and quickened the strokes. I felt his massive thigh muscles tensing and I could hear the rhythm of his breathing increase. He was almost there. I grabbed one thigh for leverage and ramped up my strokes, using the other hand to push him in as deep as I could take it. He jerked. He twisted. He reached forward and tangled his hands in my hair and let out one last long throaty groan. I felt his cum spurting, a succession of shots against the back of my throat. I slowed and waited until the last euphoric convulsion, before letting him slip out of my mouth. I tipped my chin to the sky and swallowed.

      His hands slipped down to cup my face and he smiled. “That was fantastic.”

      I grinned and he pulled me up to his face and kissed me. Then, without letting go of my face, he said, “Now untie my ankles, you little love beast.”

      I couldn’t stop my silly grin as I quickly worked the knot on the black scarf. The minute he was free, he snatched the scarf from my hand and jumped to his feet.

      “Ah, ha.” He held both scarves in the air. “Who’s in control now?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about?” I played coy as I got up from my knees.

      He sauntered close, dangling the scarves in my face, a fiery look in his eyes. “That wasn’t very nice of you to tie me up. Make me wait.”

      “Oh?” I pulled my lower lip between my teeth and returned an equally intense stare.

      “That was very naughty of you, Miss Mitchell.”

      He was so close now I could feel his hot breath on my cheek and the soft scarves tickling my bare skin as they hung down from his hand.

      He grabbed my arm and jerked me to his lips, but he didn’t kiss me. “You are being a naughty girl.”

      I gasped, open mouthed for dramatic effect, and looked up into his dark eyes. He wasn’t hurting me. It was merely part of the role-play that excited me.

      “Do you know what I do with a naughty girl?”

      “Wha…” I whimpered.

      “I correct her.”

      I raised a brow, intrigued. Then I hovered my lips close to his and in a low voice said, “You better get to correcting then, Mr. Cumberland, because I plan to be very naughty tonight.” I jutted my chin and parted my lips, letting the breath of the last word blow across his lips.

      A slow smile curled up the corners of his mouth. With his eyes glued to my mouth, he dragged his teeth across his lower lip. It was such a hot move, my knees nearly buckled and before I knew it, he was sweeping me up in his arms.

      I giggled and squealed as he gave me a spin in his arms before releasing me on the bed. I fell back and he launched the two scarves into the air. I smiled as I watched them float down to the bed and my body. Aedyn looked like a victorious winner standing at the foot of the bed. He pounced on the bed, crawled up and straddled my body. He took my wrists and pushed my arms above my head, pinning them to the bed in one movement, all at the same time.

      Hovering his perfectly sculpted physique over me, shoulder muscles bulging as he held his chest to keep from crushing me, he grinned a wicked smile and said, “Your turn, naughty girl.”
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      The foam from the abrasive powder I’d sprinkled in the kitchen sink grew larger with every pass of the sponge. I was elbows deep in a cleaning project. It was my way of killing time while I stayed at Aedyn’s father’s house. It was also a way to keep my mind from torturing me with worries about the impending trial. For years, the house had been neglected. It was in desperate need of a cleaning and I was in desperate need of something to do. I scrubbed furiously at the scratched white porcelain; the rhythm of the mindless task lulling me deep into my thoughts, until my awareness of the sink and sponge faded and the sink became Chip’s face I was obliterating. I was a hit man armed with a sponge. I flipped the sponge to the scratchy side and rubbed harder until my knuckles turned white.

      The ring tone of my cell phone pulled me from my thoughts. I threw the sponge in the sink and wiped my hands on a towel, before picking up the phone.

      I could see from the name on the screen that it was Jules. I swiped my finger across the screen and pressed the phone to my ear, wedging it against my shoulder as I wiped the last bit of moisture from my hands.

      “Are you decent?” she chirped.

      “That’s an odd question.” I tossed the towel on the counter and gave relief to the growing crook in my neck. “And hello, my crazy friend.”

      “I’m coming over. Don’t go anywhere.”

      “Like I have anywhere to go. Alright. See you in a few.”

      I set the phone on the kitchen table and put away the cleaning supplies. Two minutes later, I was surprised to hear a knock at the door. I made my way to the front room, wondering if Jules had acquired the ability to fly.

      I opened the door and there was Jules, wearing sunglasses, a Starbucks in one hand and her cell phone in the other. I stepped aside and she blurted out, “You gotta help me.”

      She entered in her usual flurry, stopping long enough to hand me her paper coffee cup while she pulled off the sunglasses and stuck them on top of her head, threading the sides through her hair like a headband.

      She took the cup from me and said, “Thanks.”

      “How’d you get here so fast?” I turned and led the way to the kitchen. Jules gave a light laugh and followed.

      “I phoned from my car. Anyway, like I said, I’m in desperate need of your help, hon. I’m in trouble.”

      “Me help you? Have you forgotten? I’m out on bail. Who’s the one in trouble here?”

      “Not that kind of trouble. It’s my fundraising event.”

      “You’re what?” I stopped once we were standing in the kitchen and furrowed my brow. This was the first I was hearing of any of this.

      “My fundraiser. I never told you?”

      “Alright. Who are you and what have you done with my friend, Jules?”

      “I guess since you moved to Chicago you’ve been out of the loop. Anyway, since my best friend abandoned me for a hot hunk…” Jules always overdramatized. “I haven’t had anyone to have lunch with, or coffee, or pedicures. I’ve been so bored. You know what this town is like. So, I decided to organize a fundraiser.”

      “Yes, Aedyn is a hot hunk, but don’t worry, you’ll always be my best girlfriend. And Chicago isn’t that far. Hey, you haven’t come to visit yet.” I scolded. “Anyway, tell me about this fundraiser. I think it’s so cool that you’re getting involved in the community.”

      Jules tipped her head as far back as possible and drained her to-go Starbucks cup. She wiggled it and said, “Empty.”

      “I’ll put on a pot of coffee and we can sit outside on the back deck. We can talk there. It’ll be like old times at the coffee shop except…”

      “Except a little less glamorous?” Jules said, finishing my sentence. Jules shot a glance around the room and said, “This place hasn’t seen an interior decorator since the 1980’s, has it.”

      “At least it’s clean.” I shrugged. “But wait until you walk out on the deck. Be prepared.”

      Jules laughed and plopped her oversized, fashion purse onto the counter. She turned her back to it and leaned against the edge of the counter, in her usual multi-tasking mode, poking at the screen of her cell phone as I filled the coffee machine with water from the tap.

      “So let’s hear it. What’s your big emergency this time?”

      “Well, between the pool boy and the gardener I had too much time on my hands…”

      I cut her off for a moment. “Wait, what about your kids? Most people with two small children wouldn’t even have time to take a breath.”

      “I have Wanda for that.” She gave me the “duh” look. “Besides, I do lots of things with my children. I gave Jack Jr. a birthday party with a Jolly Jumper, pony rides and…oh, that’s right. You weren’t here.”

      “Don’t rub it in.”

      “Anyway, I got this fantastic idea to organize a fundraiser for children with autism. So, I was talking to my cousin, Mary Beth, and she mentioned that she grew up with Cranston Caldwell.”

      “Who’s Cranston Caldwell?” I asked as I took two coffee cups from the cupboard next to the sink.

      “Just the most upcoming, fantastic, and amazing, politician this state has seen in years.”

      “Help me make the connection. What does he have to do with your fundraiser?”

      “He’s agreed to be the keynote speaker of my event. He’s running for governor too. Did you know?” I paused to remember if I’d heard of this man, but she rattled on before I could answer. “He’s so charming, and persuasive; a powerful speaker. They say when he gives a speech, it’s like falling under his spell…he’s that good. People say he’s the new Kennedy.”

      “Really?” I raised an eyebrow. Since when did Jules know more about politics that I did? She continued with her blatant admiration. “He’s hot and young, in good shape, not at all the typical image of a politician that usually comes to mind. And he promised to give a speech as the main event at my fundraiser, because he’s a big supporter of research for children with autism. Isn’t that great?”

      “Yeah, it sounds fantastic. So what’s the problem? You said you were in trouble.” I paused for a moment, trying to figure out what Jules’ definition of trouble might be.

      “You didn’t sleep with the guy did you?”

      Her mouth dropped open. “No way. Geez, is that all you think I have on my mind?”

      I gave her a look and said, “If the shoe fits...”

      “Anyway, the entire fundraiser depends on him. He’s the big draw, the reason people are willing to come and spend one hundred dollars for their plate lunch. Everyone wants to meet him and support him as a future governor. I have fifty reporters and media people from all over the Midwest and beyond coming to cover the event, which is amazing, but I have nowhere to house them. What am I going to do? I hadn’t planned on Caldwell’s popularity attracting so many people.”

      The coffee pot beeped, alerting me that it was finished. I filled two coffee mugs and pushed the creamer and sugar substitute along the counter in Jules’ direction.

      “Have you talked to Earl at RV city?”

      “Earl? What’s he going to do for me? Lube my chassis?”

      I rolled my eyes and took a sip of coffee. “No. But he has about fifty RV’s just sitting on his sales lot doing nothing but collecting dust. Why don’t you ask him if he would let you use some of those campers and RV’s to temporarily house the reporters? They would only use them for like, one day. Right?”

      “He’d never do that.”

      “You never know unless you ask. It might help his sales and the city would get great publicity. Plus, all the better for your fundraiser.”

      Jules tilted her head and her eyes darted to the ceiling. “Of course. Wow, Lauren. You’re a genius. What would I do without you? I need you to move back from Chicago and solve all of my problems.”

      I smiled and said, “And if there’s anything else you want me to do to help out, just let me know, like man a table at the event or decorate, whatever you need. I would love to have a reason to get out of this house. I’ve been going stir crazy, not wanting to show my face in public too much as I can imagine everyone in town is talking about my arrest.”

      Jules face contorted into a grimace. “I have heard some gossip around town. But ignore it. Those people are nothing but a bunch of busybodies.”

      I pursed my lips and scooped up my coffee mug. “Let’s go sit outside on the deck. It’s already September and this warm weather won’t last much longer.”

      Jules grabbed her mug, and her cell phone and followed me out to the wood stained deck attached to the back of the house.

      As I sat on the faded fabric of the patio chair, my stomach clenched. Jules’ remark about the gossip had left a sour taste in my mouth. Summer was over and signs of the season changing were already evident as I looked around the backyard. Just like the dying plants in the yard, I also felt a foreboding change in the air.
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      After Jules left, I jumped in the shower. With the steam billowing up inside the stall, and the warm water relaxing my body, thoughts of Aedyn flashed through my mind. I remembered the last time we were together. I closed my eyes and ran my soapy hands over my torso, the scent of the lavender body wash sending me back to when I had Aedyn in this very shower with his strong arms wrapped around me. Just thinking about it, how his body felt against mine, how I took him in my mouth, sent tingles of excitement racing through my body.

      I was totally caught up in my fantasy when the phone rang. My eyes popped open and my hands stopped. Crap. I didn’t want to answer, but then it might be about the fundraiser. With a groan, I shut off the water, grabbed my fluffy white towel and dripped my way over to the bathroom counter to answer it.

      “What are you wearing?” A big smile crossed my face and I pushed the towel between my legs, wiping off the water. With cell phone technology it was never a surprise as to who was calling, but I hadn’t expected Aedyn’s call so soon.

      “Hey, babe. Were your ears burning?”

      “Why, gorgeous?”

      “I was just thinking about you. Did you get my text?”

      “Ah, you mean the naked ‘Girls Gone Wild’ one you texted?”

      “I miss you. I miss your touch. What am I supposed to do? I can’t even take a shower without stopping to rub one off.” I laughed.

      “Did you see the text I sent back?” His voice was playful and full of mischief.

      “No. I’ve been in the shower.”

      “Take a look, hot stuff. I’ll wait.”

      I wrapped the towel around my torso and quickly tapped the screen of the phone to bring up Aedyn’s most recent text.

      There was indeed a picture. My eyes widened as I said, “Oh my God. Your junk is hanging out of your pants. You didn’t take this picture at work did you?” I couldn’t believe I was staring at my favorite part of his body, all hard and stiff, poking out of his dress slacks.

      “Well…it was hard for me to get that shot.”

      I groan—laughed into the phone. “You took a cock selfie?” Suddenly, the thought of him fumbling with the camera phone for the right angle to snap a picture of his private parts while sitting in his office with the possibility of his secretary walking in, struck me as hilarious.

      “I think it’s a rather flattering camera angle if I say so myself. Don’t you think?”

      “You big horn-dog. You’re terrible. What if someone saw you?”

      “It’d be their lucky day. They’d probably be in shock…at the size.” He chuckled. “No, seriously, don’t worry. I was just messing with you. That was a picture I found on the Internet.”

      I let out a breath. “I’m going to kill you for this.”

      “Hey, you sent me pictures of you in provocative poses so why can’t I?”

      “It’s sexy when women do it. But when men send cock shots? I don’t know. It comes off kind of pervy.”

      I heard him snort laugh through the phone. “Alright. When can I show you the real deal? I miss you and I want to come see you soon.”

      “Well, let’s see, maybe this weekend. I have to tell you the good news. Jules is organizing a fundraiser and I’m going to help. It’s for a good cause, autism, and Cranston Caldwell is the Guest speaker.” I emphasized Cranston’s name as if the very sound of it delineated grandeur.

      “I’ve heard of him. That’s very impressive. How did Jules manage to rope a guy like him into working with her? And please don’t tell me she plied him with sex.”

      He knew her well. I laughed. “No, nothing like that. I know it sounds out of character for Jules to be involved with fundraisers and politicians, but she said that without me around she was bored and needed something to occupy her time. She has an older cousin who knows Caldwell. I guess they went to school together or something. She was Jules’ connection and he agreed to be involved in the fundraiser.”

      “That’s great. Now you can have something to keep you busy instead of just hanging around the house waiting for the trial.”

      His reminder of the upcoming trial brought a furrow to my brows. For a few minutes this morning and while talking to him now, my tortured mind had a little respite. But now the ever-present thoughts jumped into my mind, filling me with fear again.

      “Aedyn…I’m scared,” I said, and bit my lip.

      “Don’t worry, sweetie. We’re working on it. Mario is the best at what he does. Just focus on the fundraiser and staying calm. Really. There’s nothing to worry about. I’ll be there as soon as I can and then you’ll feel better.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. Being with Aedyn always calmed my nerves. “Oh good. The fundraiser is this Saturday. I can’t wait to see you. And you’re right. I do feel better when I’m with you. You can come with me to the fundraiser. You’ll come for that right?”

      “Oh…is it Saturday night?”

      “No. It’s during the day.” I didn’t like the sound of this.

      “Damn, I can’t make it.”

      My heart dropped. Were my fears coming true? Was it another meeting with Colette? I’d hoped that his intense work schedule with her would’ve subsided after the completion of the merger. Although I tried to tell myself that his work was really important, deep down I still felt hurt that we couldn’t be together as much as I wanted. I didn’t want to appear selfish; I just wanted to be with him, at least in the same damn town. This whole thing, the long distance relationship, the uncertainty of my future, thanks to asshole Chip, it was all beginning to piss me off.

      He read my mood through the silence over the phone.

      “I want to come, really, I do. Believe me, if there were any way I could be there to be with you and come to the fundraiser, I would come in a heartbeat. But you have to understand, my job is demanding. I have to work long hours and sometimes weekends if I want to be successful and expand my business. I’m really sorry, honey.”

      I was biting back my emotions, trying not to show them. I was angry and disappointed and trying hard not to direct my anger at him.

      “I’ll come on Sunday. I promise. We can be together all day.”

      “Sunday? And then you have to go back on Monday morning? Great.” The last word came out edged in a little more sarcasm than I’d intended and impulsive thoughts of hanging up on him flashed through my mind as the doubts began to creep in. For a fleeting moment, I wondered if his love for me was wavering. I hated the long distance thing. This was a perfect example of what I feared might happen because of the complications of distance and, of course, me not being allowed to travel. Once again, fucking Chip was a thorn in my side, always there, ever present, causing trouble, causing pain.

      I’d been silent and Aedyn picked up on it. “Lauren? Are you there?”

      “I’ve got to go now. I’m dripping wet. Just got out of the shower. Guess I’ll see you on Sunday.” I tried to mask my words with a fake cheeriness in my voice, but I couldn’t manage and they came out flat, like a balloon that lost all its air. I was so tired of waiting. Waiting, waiting and waiting for my destiny to unfold, whatever it would be.

      “Lauren, don’t be like that, Sweetie. I told you my hands are tied. I’ll be there as soon as possible on Sunday. I love you.”

      I clicked off the call and slowly set the phone on the bathroom counter top. I placed both hands on the hard tile surface and stared at my reflection in the mirror, wondering if I could make it through all of this, if I was strong enough, if our love was strong enough to survive the trials ahead of us. I took a deep breath and reprimanded myself for having such doubts. Aedyn’s words floated through my head, “I want to be with you. I love you.” I grabbed onto them for dear life. I was drowning and he was my salvation.
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      Saturday arrived faster than I thought it would. Aedyn was right. Helping Jules organize the fundraiser was a good way to stay busy and keep my mind from drifting toward fatalistic thoughts about the trial. Jules was rushing around like a chicken with her head cut off, making sure every tablecloth was smooth, every centerpiece arrangement was perfect, and checking with the sound producer one last time, to make sure there’d be no embarrassing slip ups once Mr. Caldwell took the microphone.

      Once it was publicized in the news that Cranston Caldwell was coming, the fundraiser sold out. Besides the locals, a large number of people had traveled to the event from the capital city, which was only about a thirty-minute drive away. And of course, there were the journalists and reporters from newspapers and television news, tons of them, all drawn to little old Granger, Iowa because of the charismatic politician, Cranston Caldwell. As a matter of fact, it seemed like there were more journalists than locals. Thanks to Earl, the reporters and journalists were staged in the parking lot in various degrees of recreational vehicles from small campers to full-blown RV’s.

      Pleased with the turnout, I stood back and perused the ballroom of the hotel and our handy work. It was fantastic. The ballroom looked fabulous. As it turned out Jules was good at event planning. Who would’ve thought? She’d done an amazing job and of course, I helped, so I took a little of the credit.

      I stepped over to the back of the large room, scanning the faces for Jules, waiting for her to give me my next assignment. The people milling around the room were dressed in fashionable clothes. Although it wasn’t evening, many of the women wore cocktail dresses and the men wore suits, some from Granger who I’d never seen in a suit before.

      I was wearing a classic, solid blue cocktail dress I’d borrowed from Jules as all of my nice clothes were in Chicago. When I riffled through her closet in search of an appropriate dress, I was surprised to find something so unpretentious. When she’d invited me over to pick one, based on past experience, I’d anticipated that Jules’ fashion sense would be as outrageous as her personality, but I found the perfect dress.

      When I didn’t see Jules anywhere in the room, I took a quick moment to check the table settings. My eyes traced over them one at a time to make sure each had the proper place settings. There were round tables that could seat ten people each, some of which a single company had paid for the entire table in an effort to show their support for the charity at a hundred dollars per plate donation.

      I’d just finished looking for Jules when she came flying up to me in a whirlwind.

      “Can you go help with the brochure table over there?” She pointed to the sidewall, spun around and kept walking backward as she talked.

      “I’m on it,” I said and followed.

      “Make sure all the brochures are spread out on the table and then put up the big banners with the Autism Foundation’s logo. They pull up out of the base kind of like a window blind and hook on top. Maybe place one on each side of the table. You decide. Whatever looks nice.”

      Jewels spoke her last few words as she backed away, her mind already jumping to the next task, then she turned and whizzed off. I shook my head. I still couldn’t believe this was Jules.

      I opened a box of brochures sitting on the table that had been sent from the Foundation’s headquarters and began to fan them out, placing them on the tabletop in an attractive formation. I was completely absorbed in designing an eye-catching display when I heard a voice behind me.

      “We can’t keep running into each other like this.”

      For a brief second, I thought I’d turn around and find Aedyn, hoping that he’d somehow rearranged his schedule and made it to the fundraiser after all, but my hopes were dashed.

      Instead, when I turned, I found a short man in a sorry looking suit with shaggy hair. Crap. It was the seedy journalist Aedyn had thrown out of his merger celebration event in Chicago.

      I narrowed my eyes, pursed my lips and said, “What are you doing here?”

      “What? You’re not glad to see me?”

      I gave him a look like, smartass.

      Oblivious to his ability to make my skin crawl, he simply ignored the daggers coming from my eyes and continued, “This is the biggest media event this weekend. So where else would I be? I’d hoped to see some celebrities here…” He waved an open palm indicating the room. “But now that I’m here, all I see are boring politicians and so-called real journalist.”

      Arrogant and condescending. What an asshole. I tipped my head in the direction of the exit. “The door is right there.”

      He laughed. “Not so fast, Lauren Mitchell.” He said my name like he’d just revealed my secret identity. “I have a few questions for you.”

      Yeah, right. Like I’d give him any answers. “Questions? I’ll tell you where you can stick those.”

      He grimaced in mock hurt, then went on. “And disappoint thousands of people who can’t wait to hear the news about you and your handsome and very rich boyfriend, Aedyn Cumberland? How much money did he shell out to get you out of jail?”

      I snapped to attention. “Who told…?”

      “Don’t look so surprised there, girlie. The gossip business is my trade. I’m supposed to know everything that goes on with you and your eligible, bachelor boyfriend.”

      “How can he be a bachelor if he’s my boyfriend?” I tried to unbalance him by pointing out his faulty argument.

      “Maybe you’re right about that. For now at least. You do know that he’s had several girlfriends this last year.”

      I hadn’t thought about that. I never asked Aedyn about any of his past relationships with women. I tried not to be alarmed, but suddenly I was riddled with jealousy over these unknown women. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, you didn’t know? You thought that he only had one-night stands until you came along?” His greasy remarks were dripping with sarcasm. “That’s rich. Take a look at this.”

      He handed me a large 8x10 photograph that he’d pulled out of a manila envelope. It was a picture of Aedyn standing and talking with a beautiful dark-haired woman.

      I handed it back and said, “So what? I had boyfriends before Aedyn. That’s nothing unusual.”

      “When do you think this was taken?” He didn’t wait for my reply. “It was a month ago, when you two were dating.”

      I took the picture again and reexamined it. “You’re saying that Aedyn was dating this woman at the same time he was with me?”

      He took my hand and patted it in a condescending manner and said, “That’s exactly what I’m saying, my dear.”

      I snatched my hand away and glared. “Don’t ever touch me.”

      I settled my weight into my left foot, crossed my arms and repeated my previous invitation. “Like I said, the door is right there.”

      Defiantly, he raised his eyebrow and said, “You can’t make me leave. I have a press card.”

      Although I was trying not to let this guy ruffle my feathers, he was getting nastier by the minute and it didn’t just involve me. Suddenly, I was overwhelmed with guilt. My actions, my arrest and my involvement in the whole mess could ruin Aedyn’s reputation. Just when it seemed like I was making gains in my self-confidence, some shaggy-haired idiot came along and pushed my buttons. The doubts flooded in and my confidence took a dive.

      I stood there with my mouth hanging open and my cheeks red. I was fuming. Maybe if I looked threatening enough, he’d go away. I glared, trying to bore holes through him and spoke in a low voice when I said, “Leave…me…alone.”

      “Yep. I think this event is going to turn out quite nice for me. I’m going to print the big story of how the rich playboy bailed out his girlfriend. It’ll say, ‘She wanted to escape an abusive boyfriend and used the CEO of a prominent Chicago-based company, Aedyn Cumberland, to get her out of jail.’ How will it look when they find out his girlfriend is nothing more than a scam artist working with her fiancé on an insurance fraud deal. The stockholders will reel back in horror.” He looked to the side, tilting his head as if thinking then continued his mock news article. “Two scam artists taking advantage of Cumberland and his money.”

      As if pleased, he ended with an arrogant laugh. “Chew on that one for a while, why don’t ya?”

      I was frozen in my tracks, my pulse racing. I watched him walk away and fade into the crowd filling the ballroom. What was I going to do? I’d noticed he had a camera slung around his neck this time and suddenly the thought of my picture on the front cover of some gossip magazine jumped into my mind. Worse, a picture of Aedyn and me on the cover with some horrible, damaging headline that would ruin his reputation.

      I swallowed hard and shoved the photograph back into the envelope and tucked it into my purse under the table. Once again, it seemed like I was doing nothing but causing trouble for Aedyn. I blinked back hot tears when I heard Jules step up behind me and ask, “Are you okay?”

      I turned and looked at her, flicking away a tear with my finger so as not to ruin my mascara and be even more humiliated than I already was. “Yeah, but right now, I just need a drink. I’ll explain later.”

      Jewels nodded and handed me the cocktail she’d been holding. I downed it in one gulp.
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      My eyes fluttered open. As I attempted to sit up and get out of bed, a headache with the force of a jackhammer forced me to lay my head back on the pillow. I slapped my hand to my forehead, squeezed my eyes shut and began rubbing my temples. What was I thinking last night? I groaned and the memories of the previous night’s wine faded in. I patted my hair on top of my head. Had some rodent, as drunk as I, invaded in the dead of the night and built a nest up there?

      Jules and I had stayed up way too late, until three o’clock in the morning, drank way too much wine and poor Jules had to put up with my worrisome whining about the sleazy journalist.

      My arm flopped to the bed and to the empty pillow next to me. I turned my head, already knowing what I’d see, and stared at the empty spot next to me, longing for the day when it would be filled with Aedyn’s comforting body—permanently—not just on weekend visits. I furrowed my brow, wondering how long I’d slept.

      It’s Sunday. Oh my God, Aedyn is coming.

      A bolt of excitement raced through me as I pictured him on his way. First, I saw him sitting in the plane but then I thought, no, maybe he’s already with the driver and on his way from the airport. Yes, that was it. He was probably only minutes away and would be knocking any moment. I’d better hurry and get ready. My hair was going to take at least an hour to look good.

      I sprang up to a sitting position and threw a glance at the clock. If I’d overslept, I’d have to do the short hairdo version, straight with a flat iron instead of curls. It’s ten o’clock. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and froze. My heart dropped. Ten? He should’ve been here by now. Oh, please, don’t let it be what I’m thinking.

      I got out of bed, stumbling over a small decorative pillow that had fallen to the floor, searching for my cell phone. I had to call and find out why he wasn’t here yet. I slapped my palm on the bed stand where I normally left my phone at night, but it wasn’t there. Damn.

      As I turned to go check the living room, my ankle got caught up in the mess of the sheet and blanket that’d been thrown off the bed and I nearly fell. I cursed the evilness of the linens as I hopped on one foot to release them, desperate to find my freaking phone. I’d probably missed Aedyn’s call to say he’d be late, but like an idiot, I’d left the phone somewhere else in the house. Why hadn’t I put it on the bed stand like I always did? I blamed the wine.

      The minute I entered the living room, I spied it. There it was, sitting on the coffee table among dirty wine glasses, empty wine bottles and that horrible photograph of Aedyn with another woman. Wearing nothing but pink lace panties, I snatched it up, eager to read the string of alerts showing on the screen and there were a lot of them. Both missed calls and texts from Aedyn populated the screen. I scrolled to the text message first. It was short and simply said, “Call me.”

      Once again, a sick feeling twisted in the pit of my stomach. The fact that he wasn’t here and there was a screen full of alerts was a good indication that something was up. I only hoped that he was going to be late. I didn’t think I could take another postponement, especially not after the incident with the reporter.

      After the fundraiser had ended, Jules stopped by the house with a bottle of wine, anxious to hear all the details. She told me that I’d looked pretty upset when she saw me right after talking to him and I’d promised to explain later.

      She said, “Lauren, why did you even talk to that sleazebag?” She had a good point. Looking back, I probably should’ve just walked away, but that unstable part of me kicked in and I was sucked into his web. When he mentioned Aedyn being with another woman, it was like turning back the pages of time. I fell down that same slippery slope, greased with self-doubts once again. Sometimes it seemed as if I were my own worst enemy. When was I going to get over this? Why was it so difficult for me to be confident and trust my own instincts?

      She told me, “Building self-confidence isn’t accomplished overnight. It’s a process. Baby steps.” She patted my hand and said, “You’re making great progress, sweetie. You’re not used to standing up for yourself this much. Especially when it comes to a slick reporter. They are clever devils, very manipulative. Remember, gossip reporters will say anything to get what they want.”

      I replied, “Don’t all men?”

      She told me I was being cynical and not to be like her and Jack and keep my feelings hidden, then take it out on your partner by sleeping around. That would lead to bitterness. The best thing to do would be to confront Aedyn with the information the reporter told me and hear his side. I owed him that. If I wanted an honest open relationship, I had to tell him what was worrying me.

      It surprised me to hear this kind of advice coming from Jules. Since I’d moved away, Jules was changing. First, she got involved with the fundraiser and now it sounded like she was beginning to realize that an open relationship didn’t make for a solid marriage.

      We’d spent hours, talking and drinking, passing relationship advice back and forth. As the night went on, my fantastic marriage advice improved with each glass of wine. I tried to remember how Jules got home. I’d almost expected to find her asleep on my couch when I came out of the bedroom. Then I vaguely remembered as I looked down at the coffee table littered with dirty wine glasses, we’d both fallen asleep on the couch. She must’ve gone home after I stumbled into the bedroom. My shoes were kicked in one direction and my clothes were dropped like a trail of breadcrumbs from the couch to the bed.

      As amazing as it was, Jules actually came up with a plan after all the wine. I would confront Aedyn, show him the photograph, which I still had, and at least give him the courtesy of offering an explanation before jumping to conclusions. She said that the best way to handle the situation would be face-to-face. If I confronted him over the phone, I couldn’t see the expression on his face. Jules had been right about it before so I trusted her plan now. If what the reporter said was true and Aedyn was dating this woman at the same time he was dating me, I would see it in his eyes.

      That all sounded good last night, but he wasn’t here and all I knew was that my mind was spinning with worry. I had to calm down before I called or else I might blurt it all out and make a fool of myself. I chewed my lip, trying to talk myself down from the ledge. I fought the urge to go ballistic on him, demanding to know everything. Why he wasn’t here yet and why he was dating another woman. I took a deep breath and prepared myself. I hit the call button.

      Aedyn answered immediately. “Lauren, thank God. Why haven’t you answered your phone? Are you okay? I’ve been calling and texting…”

      “I’m sorry. I forgot to put my phone next to the bed. And then when I found it, it was on silent.” I pushed my hand through my hair. “I’m sorry. Jules came over after the fundraiser and we both drank entirely too much wine. You know how we get when we have a spill-all girl talk.”

      “Ah, that explains it. I should’ve known. Jules and wine were involved. I just couldn’t figure out why you didn’t answer. I sent a ton of voicemails.”

      “I know, I know.”

      “Well, at least everything is okay. I worry about you, babe.”

      My nerves were getting that scratchy feeling again. I had a horrible feeling that the next thing he would say would be that he wasn’t coming.

      “So, I thought you would’ve been here by now. You’re still coming, aren’t you?”

      I knew my last sentence came out sounding desperate and then I heard a noise over the phone like all the air just went out of his lungs.

      “Ah…I’m really sorry, baby. I know you don’t want to hear this, but I’m not going to be able to make it today.”

      My heart dropped and all I could manage was a weak, “Oh.”

      I wasn’t sure he even heard it as he continued, talking over me.

      “Something came up at the last minute. Everyone working on the Yokomoto project is in Japan and it’s already Monday over there. I’m afraid I just can’t make it. It’s out of my control. But I wish I could. Believe me, I really wish I could come and be there with you. I miss you.”

      I tried to put on a good face on the outside and not let him hear the disappointment in my voice, because I was falling apart on the inside. I was afraid to speak. The words would just get stuck on the huge lump forming in my throat right now. And it didn’t help when I looked down to see the envelope with the photograph. I blinked hard, hoping to hold at bay my rising doubts and my tears.

      I took a deep breath, swallowed the lump and tried to pull myself together. “I miss you too. But I’m here and you’re miles away. You missed the fundraiser, and now, you can’t make it today. You don’t know how hard this is for me, Aedyn. Sometimes I feel like we’ll be stuck in this long distance relationship forever. I hate it.”

      “Come on, baby. It’s me you’re talking to. You don’t think I feel the same way? Ever since we met, I’ve done nothing but think about you and each time I have to come back to Chicago, I’m already missing you even before I leave. I want to be there today too. But we have to deal with this for now. It’s not going to be much longer and this separation will all be over. Then we can be together in the same town, in the same house and you’ll be right here in my arms where you belong. Okay?”

      I’d been silent, listening to his words this whole time, wiping away a tear or two as he spoke. All the “swallowing hard” hadn’t staved off the waterworks.

      “You’re right.” Despite trying to put a cork in my hemorrhaging emotions, my words came out a little gravely. “You’re always right.”

      “Feel better?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know I can’t see you, but give me a smile.”

      I laughed and cleared my throat at the same time. “You always make me feel better. I was just disappointed, that’s all.”

      “See, it’s not so bad. We can talk on the phone and you can tell me all about the fundraiser and what happened there. No more worries?”

      “No more worries.”

      Except, I just wished I knew the truth about the woman in the photograph.
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      Sometimes, when my phone rings, my mind is preoccupied and I just assume the call will be from either Jules or Aedyn. They’re the only ones who really call me anyway. So when my phone rang, I just answered without looking at the number. And that’s exactly what happened when he called.

      “So what did he say?”

      “Who is this?”

      “Ryan Pearson, your favorite reporter. So what did Aedyn say when you confronted him about that photo I showed you?”

      “Look Pearson, you and I…we’re not best buddies. Got it? So what business is it of yours?”

      “I’m writing an article and so far you’re the bad guy in the story. You’re the one who ruins a millionaire’s career. So how about you give me an interview?”

      “Why on earth would I want to do that?”

      “For one thing, you’ll have a chance to redeem yourself and for another thing…don’t you want to know her name?”

      “Name?” Until now I tried to block it out. Somehow putting a name to her face would make it seem more real.

      “The woman in the picture with your boyfriend. Don’t you want to know who she is?”

      “Yes, of course. Who is she?”

      “Quid pro quo. I’ll tell you something and you tell me something. But I don’t want it over the phone. In person. I can also tell you how many times they’ve been together. Interested?”

      Shit. This guy was slick. I really didn’t want to talk to him or see his stupid face again, but my curiosity was getting the better of me.

      “I don’t know when I’d ever have time to meet…”

      Before I could answer he pushed on. “Her name is Mercedes. There, I gave you a little piece of information now, how about we meet today since your boyfriend didn’t show up?”

      I was aghast. “How’d you…”

      “Yes. I know. I’m good. Really good. Meet me at one o’clock at the café in town.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’d about shredded one whole napkin into pieces while I waited for Ryan. I was sitting in a booth at the café. I wanted to get there first, plus I was nervous. I’d already paced a bare spot on the carpet at the house so I decided to leave. Now, I was feeling anxious, and nursing a coffee while watching the waitress serve a slice of apple pie to some over-the-road trucker sitting at the counter.

      I really resented the fact that when the reporter entered, he sauntered in and slipped into the booth like he owned the place.

      “I guess you know why I picked this place.” He said and flopped a manila file folder down onto the table.

      Damn it. He’d been following Aedyn for longer than I thought. Spying on him and obviously taking pictures. Anything for his gossip story.

      “Of course. This is where Aedyn and I met? Do you ever get tired of slithering around on the ground with the snakes?”

      He gave a cocky smirk. He almost seemed proud of the fact that I called him a snake. I eyed the folder as he pushed it aside. Just then the waitress appeared with menus in hand. The last thing I wanted was to sit here and share a meal with someone who was an appetite killer, not to mention that my stomach was bouncing like a ball from nerves.

      He just nodded his head, arrogantly and gave a toothy grin to the waitress. She tried to hide her reaction, but I denoted a hint of repulsion in her stance.

      “Can I get you started with a drink? Or would you like to order?” she asked.

      “I’m ravenous. How about you?” he said.

      “I’m fine with coffee.” I said to the waitress.

      He shrugged and turned to the waitress. “I’ll have a coffee for now. Check back in a while. I might order something then.”

      The entire time he was talking to the waitress, my eyes kept jumping to the folder, now pinned, partially beneath one of his elbows covered in the same dreary brown suit he always wore. Can’t this guy get some new clothes?

      As the waitress drifted off to retrieve his coffee, he leaned forward, both elbows on the table.

      “Impatient aren’t we. You haven’t taken your eyes off of this folder since I sat down.”

      “Well, that’s what I’m here for, isn’t it? Let’s get on with it. You said you have more pictures, explicit pictures. Show them to me.”

      “Not so fast, missy. Remember the deal? You have to tell me something first. How about you tell me something juicy I can use in my article. Something about you and Cumberland’s big bucks. I imagine that he’s one of those control freaks. Has to let everyone know who’s the boss, especially all his women in tow.”

      “Contrary to what you think, Aedyn is a gentleman and he does not have ‘women in tow’ as you said. Exactly why are you so interested in him anyway? It can’t be that you simply want to report on who he’s dating. It’s not like that’s some kind of earth shattering news.”

      He picked up the spoon from the place setting on the white paper napkin and turned it over in his hands as if examining it, calculating his response.

      “Why’d he bail you out of jail and put his hot shot lawyer on your case? Was he in on the insurance scam too? Was that his plan? Meet up with an old high school classmate to run his scam in this little town. Take advantage of the goodwill of the small town folk? They’d be easy targets. Maybe that’s how he’s made all that money he throws around hiring private jets and the likes. I mean you can’t really expect me to believe that a big city millionaire would do all of this for…what? Love? Doubt it.”

      “How dare you…Aedyn is not like that. You don’t know him. You may have been creeping around, following him in the shadows, but you don’t know him.”

      He gave a short laugh. “You’re really in denial, sweetheart. He’s worked a number on you, that’s for sure. Very clever of him. Get you to fall in love with him so you’ll run his scam. How’d he do it? Is he one of those alpha male types? Did he push you around? Or did he blindfold you and then tell you what he wanted to do to you?”

      “Stop it. I told you. It’s nothing like that and I resent the fact that you’re implying that he’s abusive to women, and especially to me. Aedyn would never do that. He’s trustworthy, and…and he’s a saint. And as far as his money goes, he made it the old fashioned way, the honest way, by working hard and creating a fantastic business through his own ingenuity. He’s a goddamn marketing genius. And as far as Aedyn and I, we met here at this café.” I leaned back in my seat, trying to reign in my flaring anger. “But you already know that. You know everything. You’ve been following him with your nose up his ass for God knows how long. You don’t need me to tell you anything about our relationship. You just want to cause trouble.”

      “Isn’t that sweet? The small town girl standing up for the all-American boyfriend. You’d think it was the freaking Fourth of July or something. I hate to break it to you, but Mr. wonderful there isn’t as squeaky clean as you think.” He patted a hand on the folder. “Remember, I have proof. I have these.”

      I glared at him, and in a steady voice said, “Show it to me then.”

      “If I show you now, it’ll ruin the surprise. Tell me something I don’t know and I’ll give you a sneak peek.”

      The waitress returned with the coffee and placed it in front of the reporter. Before turning away, her eyes met mine for a split second. It was as if she were asking me if everything was okay. Or had I imagined that. Maybe she was simply looking at me as the one she’d heard about who’d been arrested, the shameful one who’d ruined Mr. Harrison’s insurance business.

      My eyes snapped back to the reporter. It felt like the walls were closing in and the room was getting warmer. My mind was racing, trying to come up with one bit of information I could reveal just so I could see what was in that folder. Or lie. I could make up a lie. Call his bluff. But I wasn’t any good at that. What if I said something that ended up making things worse for Aedyn? Right now, my emotions were flaring, my pulse was racing and I couldn’t think straight. I never was good at thinking fast on my feet. He looked at me with inquiring eyes. He knew I was stalling.

      “Come on. Tell me…” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “Does he like it rough? Does that get you all hot? Does he like to do it in kinky places?”

      With that last remark, my creep-o-meter hit the high mark and I jumped to my feet. “I’m not answering any more of your perverted questions. Show me the…”

      Before I could finish, his cell phone rang and he reached into his jacket pocket to answer it. I reached for the folder, hoping to snag it while he was distracted, but he was too quick. He put his clammy paw on it and tucked it under his arm, keeping it secure while he pressed the phone to his ear and talked. He finished the call in a few short words and said, “I’ve got to go. Something important has come up. A good lead.”

      I couldn’t believe it. He was standing, getting ready to leave and I hadn’t seen the photographs. It wasn’t fair. Without giving it a second thought, I gathered all the gumption I could find, crossed my arms and stepped in front of him, blocking his exit.

      “You don’t get to leave until you show me those pictures.” My words came out through gritted teeth. Then the unthinkable happened. He grabbed me by the arm and said, “I’d be careful if I were you. You’re out on bail. If you do anything and I called the police, you’ll go back to jail. And with no bail this time.”

      My eyes widened. I had to part my lips to suck in enough air. I couldn’t believe how low this guy would go. But he was probably right. If he wanted, he could get me put in jail again at the snap of a finger. I felt like a criminal, like the scourge of the town. It took every ounce of energy to keep it together. I pulled in my lower lip and pursed hard.

      I stuck out my chin and batted his hand off my arm. He let go with a laugh and suddenly was all smiles again. While walking backward toward the door he said, “Don’t worry. No cops for now. Can’t we all just get along?” And then spun on his heels and walked out the door of café, whistling like some kind of goddamn king of the hill.

      I was still standing there with my mouth hanging open. I was so wound up, I didn’t know what to do. I glanced around the café. Thank god no one saw. He hadn’t yanked my arm with any force and there was no yelling. I guess he knew better than to make a scene, but I still felt completely helpless and dejected. There was nothing I could do. He’d managed to tap into the part of me that made me feel like maybe I wasn’t such a good person after all. And maybe Aedyn deserved better.

      With head down and my feet like cement blocks I was dragging along with me, I stepped over to the cash register feeling like a shit storm was about to rain down on me and paid for the coffees. Would my life ever be normal again?
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      I was sitting with my yellow legal pad and a pen scribbling notes in a business meeting whey my secretary stuck her head in the door. I thought I’d told Kayla no interruptions, no calls. It was crucial that my team settle this issue at once.

      One of our biggest clients had come in guns blazing and mad as hell. Apparently, he and his partner, representatives of a large Christian owned fast food, chicken franchise didn’t approve of the ad campaign blitz our creative team came up with. The ad was approved via storyboards and the final idea went into production for a TV ad and aired immediately. Although the storyboard version showed a pretty young woman eating their chicken sandwich, somehow she became a hot, sexy babe by the time the video version was filmed. And if that wasn’t enough to put us in the doghouse, someone noticed an indecent camera shot when the girl’s skimpy bikini top slipped and exposed a little dark edge of her nipple. They were furious, to say the least.

      I had to stifle a grin when I watched the video at the beginning of the meeting. I didn’t mind seeing it. But then I’m a guy and I appreciate the female form in all of its artistic magnificence. I even wondered if possibly, one of the film’s team members let the faux pas slip on purpose as some kind of statement against this company. Rumors had been flying in the news lately that this particular business discriminated against women. They held a strict dress code for the women employees, but not for the men. Plus, women were not being promoted to high-level positions. Maybe it was karma coming to kick them in their ass. Or maybe it was just a mistake. Whatever. I knew this screw up would cost us. My partner and I were working damage control. If they pulled out all together, so be it. I sure as hell wasn’t desperate for their money.

      Kayla hung there, her hand resting on the door handle waiting for a pause in the conversation before she said, “Excuse me, Aedyn…”

      I lifted my pen from the page and turned to look over my shoulder with raised brows. “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but there’s a woman out here who says it’s an emergency.”

      My first thought jumped to Lauren. Was something wrong? And then my second thought; why is Lauren here? She’s not supposed to leave the state until the trial is over.

      I jumped to my feet and set my notepad on the desk. “Excuse me for a minute. I have something I need to take care of. I’ll be right back. Roger will go over the details of a filming schedule remake for your ad. I’ll just be a minute.”

      Kayla was standing at the door, still holding the handle as I walked out and her cheeks turning red from embarrassment from the look I’d given her. She realized she shouldn’t have interrupted.

      The minute I stepped into the reception area, I saw a woman standing in front of Kayla’s desk, smiling, a small purse dangling from her arm on a long chain strap. She twirled the purse, swinging it like a toy and with a look on her face like she’d just pulled one over on me. I’d expected it to be Lauren. It was Mercedes.

      My facial expression softened. I was relieved that it wasn’t Lauren. I turned to Kayla who was sinking into her desk chair and asked, “This is the emergency?” She opened her mouth to protest, but I didn’t give her time to talk.

      I looked at Mercedes. “What are you doing here?”

      She looked hot. Dressed in a short, sexy dress, heels and her long dark hair falling down around her shoulders. She smiled coyly, twirled a strand of hair around her finger and pouted. “You didn’t call. I was expecting you to call.”

      “I’ve been busy working. I haven’t had time.”

      “Yeah, that’s what they all say.”

      “Look, I’m up to my elbows in there…” I turned slightly to my office door.

      “But I’m here now.” She shot a glance at the clock. “And besides, it’s lunch time. Don’t you at least owe me lunch?” She was really working it. She threw her weight into one hip and tapped her foot.

      I stifled a grin and tipped my chin to my chest. “Look, Mercedes, I just don’t have time.”

      “You’ve got to eat.” She persisted and I could see that she wasn’t giving up that easily. Damn.

      I clamped my teeth together and my jaw twitched as I thought. I glanced at my watch and said, “Tell you what. Come back in an hour and we’ll go to lunch.”

      “An hour? What am I going to do for an hour?”

      I gave a short laugh. Did I have to solve everyone’s problems today? “I don’t know. Take a walk, go shopping, or something.”

      Kayla had been sitting at her desk this whole time, listening in but pretending to work. She chimed in, “Macy’s is having a big sale on shoes. It’s only a couple blocks from here.”

      “There you go.” I was glad to see Kayla finally helping me out again. “Go shopping and I’ll see you back here in an hour.”

      Mercedes agreed and I watched her walk out to the elevators. I turned to go back into the meeting, but before I did I paused, hovering over a beaming Kayla, sitting at her desk. “I thought you said it was an emergency.” I softened the blow by tilting my head and raising a brow.

      Kayla’s face dropped like a scolded child’s. “I’m sorry. She said it was an emergency.”

      “I know, but wanting to meet me for lunch doesn’t qualify as an emergency.” Although in Mercedes’ book I’m sure it did. I smiled. I wasn’t angry with Kayla. “Okay? Next time, don’t let Mercedes manipulate you like that. She’s a wily one. I’m going back in. No interruptions.” I gave her my best mock scolding look. “And I mean it. No more interruptions.”

      Kayla smiled and nodded as I opened the door to my office. Back into the fight.

    

  




    
      
        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        

    
    






          Lauren

        

      

    
    
      My soup of despair was a bitter one. I threw the dead geraniums into the trashcan outside the house. They were still in the plastic shopping bag from Hank’s Hardware store that Aunt Melissa had brought to the house. Aedyn told me that his aunt had dropped off the flowers a couple days after the funeral. She had hoped that Aedyn would fix up the place and love it so much that he’d move back to Granger. But I knew Aedyn well enough by now to know that that would never happen. Aedyn loved his life in Chicago and I wanted nothing more than for this whole situation to be over and go back to Chicago with Aedyn.

      Another day of waiting, another day of long endless hours of nothing to do but let the mix of crap in my life fester in my mind. I’d already cleaned the house and now I was tackling the row of overgrown Lilac bushes along the back edge of the property. I’d found some hedge clippers in the garage and had just finished taking out my frustrations on the bushes, clamping the handles shut harder with each cut as I committed Lingchi, a slow death by a thousand cuts, on the woody plants.

      I couldn’t leave the state to go visit Aedyn in Chicago. Snip. He couldn’t come here because he was busy with work. Clip. Life was so unfair. Snip. Clip. Thump. I threw the clippers on the ground and stood back to assess my torture of the tall leafy shrubs. As my eyes followed the row from left to right, there was a definite decline along the top edge. They were crooked. I’d been so carried away that by the time I got to this end I’d chopped them down way too much. Now they were uneven.

      I pulled out my cell phone from my back pocket to check my texts for the zillionths time. Still no answer from Aedyn. Feeling disappointed, I picked up the hedge clippers and returned them to the pegboard on the wall in the garage where I’d found them hanging above a dirty and un-kempt workbench. The clutter in the garage was overwhelming. If I stood there much longer, I’d be compelled to start cleaning up the garage next. My mind would start planning how I could get large plastic storage bins, fill them with all this mess and then stack them along the garage walls. Not today though.

      I pushed off the workbench I’d been leaning against and returned to the living room where I flopped on the couch next to the same magazine I’d been reading all week. I was restless. Unconsciously, I flipped the pages but my mind couldn’t focus, it was stuck on one thing, Aedyn. I decided to call his office number. I’d already called his cell and along with the text messages had received no answer.

      I decided to try calling his office number, but when his secretary answered she told me he was in a meeting and he wasn’t taking any calls. A meeting. He’s always in meetings, but I could usually get through with a text. Strange. All this technology and I was getting nothing back from him. As I hung up, I couldn’t help but feel a little pang of dismay. His secretary had told me that when Aedyn went into the meeting he told her, “no interruptions.” I guess that meant not even for me.

      With my frustration level skyrocketing and feeling like I’d been knocked down a notch in my ranking of what was most important in Aedyn’s life, I decided to get out of the house. Maybe I’d walk to town to Red’s Place for one of their fantastic burgers. That might lift my spirits.

      I put on something better than yard work clothes, slung the strap of my small purse across my body and started walking. I’d hoped the walk would put me in a better mood. Isn’t that what exercise was supposed to do, release the happy chemicals in our brains?

      I took one last look at the messages, shoved my cell phone into my purse and zipped it shut. I told myself I wasn’t going to check it every five seconds anymore. If a message came through and I didn’t see it immediately, Aedyn could wait on me.

      I kept walking, my strides getting faster and longer as I progressed, waiting for that mood change phenomenon to kick in, but it wasn’t happening. The more I walked, the more my mind conspired against me. With each step, I spun myself up into a worried mess with all those dreadful, “What if” thoughts. What if Aedyn was purposely ignoring me? What if that reporter was right and the photograph of Aedyn and the dark haired woman was for real?

      I hadn’t been able to confront him about the photograph in person the way I’d wanted and I refused to do it over the phone. I began ticking off a list in my mind of all the things that seemed to be going wrong. He didn’t come for the weekend, he missed the fundraiser, and to top it off he didn’t even come to visit on Sunday like he said he would. This morning, I tried to contact him and what did I get? Nada, not even a short little “ok” text and then when I finally called the office, I was put off by his secretary. By the time I reached Red’s Place, I was bristling.

      Inside, it was the usual lunch hour scene and there were few empty seats to be found. I noticed one available table set for two, but everyone knows the ultimate picture of loneliness is one person sitting at a table meant for two. I didn’t need to add insult to injury, so I took the one open seat at the bar next to a businessman, wearing a white shirt and tie and with his suit jacket draped over the back of his tall bar chair. As I slipped into the chair next to him, I noticed he was fairly handsome, light blond hair cut into a sharp business style, a strong jaw and sturdy hands that gripped his burger as he ate his lunch. Nobody I knew, he stood out with his good looks and professional attire, from the group of locals who came here for their daily business lunch.

      I twisted in my seat and hooked my purse over the back of my wooden chair. The bartender approached with a menu in hand and said, “Hi, Lauren. How’s it going?”

      “Hey, Tommy.” As soon as the words came out of my mouth, I realized how despondent I sounded. I gave a shrug and said, “Things are okay. You know. Just hanging out. Waiting for the trial.”

      “Yeah, I heard about that.”

      Oh great. I was the talk of everyone’s gossip. He noticed me shrink in my chair a little and tried to back paddle.

      “Um, sorry…I guess everyone in town is kind of talking about it. I mean, I wasn’t talking about you or anything like that. I couldn’t help but hear…do you want to look at a menu?”

      I smiled to let him off the hook and said, “That’s okay, Tommy. I know I’m the talk of the town. As long as the townsfolk don’t come after me with some scarlet letter to make me wear on my shirt.” I tried to play it off with a joke, but that was just a cover for how I was feeling on the inside. “Um, maybe I’ll have a burger. At least I can always count on Red’s Place to be here and deliver the same good food every time. It’s important for people to be honest and reliable. Don’t you think?”

      Tommy gave me a funny look as he’d heard the cynicism in my voice and said, “Are we still talking about hamburgers here?”

      I smiled. “I’ll take a look at the menu anyway,” I said and he handed me the one he was holding in his hand.

      “I’ll let you look that over while I get you a water. And from the sounds of it, I’m thinking you’re going to want to order a drink first.”

      “Yup. That’s why you’re a good bartender, Tommy. I’ll have a glass of white wine, please.”

      “I’ll get that right away. And good luck with that trial.”

      As he stepped away, I perused the menu though I didn’t know why I was even looking at it. I knew every item listed on this plastic-sealed card. It’d been this way for years, just like the worn edges where the plastic had begun to separate. Nothing new.

      After a moment, the businessman to my right spoke up and said, “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. You’re waiting for a trial? Nothing bad, I hope.”

      I looked up from my menu to take a better look at the guy. His eyes were a deep, ocean blue and his smile was disarmingly charming. I let the menu flop down onto the countertop, uncrossed my arms and straightened. I hadn’t realized my body language was screaming out its message. My legs were crossed, my arms were crossed and my back slightly hunched from feeling weighted down by life’s problems.

      For the sake of being polite, I perked up a little. “Oh, no. Nothing really bad. I’m not an ax murderer or anything like that.”

      I felt his eyes capturing something from inside of me as they raked my body, up-and-down, and then he nodded with that hypnotic smile, as if he’d just taken something from me with his gaze. It was the strangest sensation. Very commanding, very exciting and I was such a sucker. I’d just let a complete stranger control my emotions at the flash of a smile on a good-looking face.

      “That’s good. You don’t look like an ax murderer to me.” He chuckled and stuck out a hand across his body to introduce himself. “I’m James Dean.”

      I furrowed my brow. “James Dean? As in, Jimmy Dean? Maker of Jimmy Dean’s pure, pork sausage?”

      We shook hands and then released. He laughed and said, “I know. I get that all the time. I guess my parents must’ve been big sausage fans or something. Who knows?”

      I laughed too and it felt good. I wondered why I’d never seen him in Granger before. “I’m Lauren. The town criminal. No, wait.” I held up my hand. “Let me correct myself, the town’s white-collar criminal, that is. Like I said before, nothing really bad. And besides, I didn’t really do anything wrong. I was framed…but enough about me.” The last thing I needed was one more recounting of my story to remind me of my woes or to get pity from a stranger. “You’re not from around here are you?”

      “No, I’m not. I’m a traveling salesman. I don’t suppose I could interest you in a nice set of kitchen knives, can I?”

      I could use a really sharp knife about now. I’d like to stab Chip in the heart for what he’d done to me. I shook it off with a little laugh and loosened up. “No, thank you. I’d probably just use them to get into more trouble.”

      James gave me a long sideways glance as if sizing me up. Or flirting and said, “Is that why you came to Red’s Place today? To get into trouble?”

      My thoughts jumped. What was he implying? I studied the expression on his face. He was definitely flirting with me and this wasn’t a good time. I was skating on thin ice, feeling vulnerable. Aedyn was indisposed, with allegations of seeing another woman.

      Maybe I should flirt back. Get a little revenge. As the temptation grew, so did my devil horns.

      Tommy returned with my wine and took my order. However, I was more intrigued with this man sitting next to me than an Iowa beef burger. I ordered chips and salsa just to have something to chew on while we talked and to keep my hands busy. I took a sip of wine as I eyed him next to me, his jaw muscles tightening and flexing with each long swallow of his beer. I settled in on my stool, ready for a long conversation with my newfound friend.

    

  




    
      
        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        

    
    






          Lauren

        

      

    
    
      From where I sat, Jules’s face looked sullen, her eyes slightly sunken. Had she been crying? She’d called in a fit of excitement—insisting, no demanding—we meet at the café immediately. Said she needed to release her frustrations via mounds of sugar in the form of the café’s famous chocolate brownie pie, which consisted of a cake-like brownie, capped with a large scoop of ice cream, dollops of whipped cream and then the entire mountain bathed in warm rivers of chocolate ganache sauce.

      “Jules, what’s up? Your eyes look a little swollen and red.”

      She blew out a breath right before filling her mouth with a huge spoonful of the mountain of her drug of choice as possible. Something had taken the usual flamboyance out of her.

      “Jack and I had a big fight. Things aren’t going well. He even talked about moving out.”

      “That’s serious.”

      “Mmm-hmm,” was all she could say through another sticky mouthful.

      “I’m not here to judge, but haven’t you sort of seen the writing on the wall? Both of you have been, um…exploring other options. I know you said that you both agreed to it, but it doesn’t seem to be working. At least that’s my opinion. I think that in a relationship each person wants to feel like they are number one and the only one in their partner’s eyes. You know, you want to feel special like when he looks at you, you’re the only person who exists in the whole world. Don’t you agree?”

      With half of the chocolate mountain carved away, Jules let her spoon rest on the edge of the plate and slumped in her chair. “I think I’ve already made up my mind. I’ve known for a while that our marriage was in the toilet. I just didn’t want to say it out loud. Once I acknowledge it, then I have to do something about it.”

      She shrugged and pushed away her plate. “Yeah, I do want to feel special. I want to be treated like a goddamn princess, you know me. In the beginning it was that way, but then life got in the way and pushed us apart.”

      She straightened and seemed to perk up. Dwelling on the negative wasn’t one of Jules’ qualities. She was resilient and had a way of charging forward, taking the bumps in life as some kind of adventure.

      “Like you and Aedyn. He adores you. How are you two holding up under your banishment to small town prison life?”

      It felt like my entire body groaned. “Oh god. Don’t get me started. This purgatory is torture. I’m so sick of it, Jules. I haven’t been able to confront Aedyn about the photograph—that stupid other woman. It’s been playing on my mind, twisting my thoughts. That, along with the uncertainty of the trial and the waiting, waiting, waiting. It’s driving me crazy. I tell you, Mario has been working with me, but he said the police haven’t been able to find Chip and everything is a big mess.”

      I was on a rant. Jules paused with her coffee halfway to her mouth and let me vent, like the good friend she was. “I’ve been imagining Aedyn talking to that woman. Meeting with her and doing all kinds of things. I tried contacting Aedyn this morning, but it’s been hours and he hasn’t called or texted and I mean nothing. Can he really be in a meeting that long?”

      Jules returned her thick porcelain mug to the smooth brown tabletop and said, “It wouldn’t be so bad if you hadn’t seen the picture that jerk-wad tabloid reporter showed you, the one of….what’s her name?”

      “I don’t know. Bitch? Hey you? My fuse is so short. No part of me needs this right now.”

      “You are wound up. Look, hon, shit comes flying at you and how you deal with it defines you. That's what life is about. It’s natural to be worried. Don’t let it get to you. The reporter might just be playing you to get information.”

      “Maybe…it’s hard to fight the doubts. Those feelings come so easily still. I’m trying to be strong.”

      “You’ve made some progress.”

      “Thanks, but it seems like time is the enemy. All this waiting isn’t helping.”

      “Well, you know the old saying; one step forward and two steps back. Just hang in there, hon, everything will work out.”

      “God, I feel like such an idiot.” I was beginning to feel really guilty about flirting with that salesman at the bar. I grimaced and decided it best to purge myself of my guilt. “Jules. I sort of did something earlier that wasn’t very nice.”

      “What do you mean?” Her head cocked with the question.

      “Well, I was sitting around the house, stewing about my hopeless situation, feeling like it’s been an eternity since Aedyn came to visit. In my frustration, I went to Red’s Place.” I paused as her eyes drilled into me with anticipation. “I met a guy there having lunch. He was really good-looking, hypnotic eyes, strong jaw, charming smile. You know the type. Hard to resist under any circumstance.”

      “Oh, no you didn’t.” Jules leaned forward interested in hearing details. Anything to do with romance and hot guys and she’s interested.

      “I just flirted a little. Honest, I’m telling the truth. It wasn’t even real flirting, just like a little bit, but now I feel awful, just awful, Jules. How could I do that to Aedyn? He’s probably just busy with his job, but that damn picture…and me with nothing to do all day except get spun up into a frenzy over this…I guess in that moment I wanted a little revenge. I wanted Aedyn to know what it feels like to be miles away not knowing what’s going on and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      “Well? What happened? I mean, did he put his arm around you while you were talking? Did he suggest you go somewhere for a quickie? Did he kiss you? Did you kiss him?”

      The wilder her questions, the more appalled I became. “No. Nothing like that. Nothing happened.” I insisted. “We just talked. But, I mean, I led him on. I didn’t tell him I have a boyfriend and the more I drank the friendlier I got. We talked for quite a while.”

      “I should’ve known. Alcohol was involved. So how did it end? You didn’t like, give him your phone number or anything, did you?”

      “Absolutely not.” I slumped down in my chair. Retelling it now it all sounded pretty pathetic on my part and I felt ashamed of my behavior. “I don’t know how it happened. We were talking about something, I don’t even remember what, but it sounded sexual, had sexual undertones. You know? Then he said something really sleazy and laid his hand on my knee. That’s when I realized…I don’t want to do this. I’m not that kind of woman. And I certainly don’t want to ruin my relationship with Aedyn.”

      I hung my head and shook it. “What’s wrong with me? What kind of a woman am I? Just because I couldn’t get a hold of my boyfriend for a couple hours I’m ready to jump into the arms of some stranger?”

      “Hey, it’s okay. Don’t worry. Fear can make people go against their principles. We all have our moments of insanity.” Jules reached out and patted my hand. “That reporter was fucking with you. He showed you those pictures for this very reason. He wants you to get all spun up so you’ll do something irrational and crazy. I’m telling you. This doesn’t mean you’re a bad person you’re just under a shit load of stress.”

      “Thanks, Jules.” I managed a weak smile. “You’re a good friend.”

      A ping from Jules’ technology appendage tore her eyes from me as she reached for her cell phone. I swear, that girl would have that thing surgically attached to her body if she could.

      She talked as she tapped out a message, her eyes fixed on the screen. “It’s Wanda. I’m gonna have to go home to the kids now.” She looked up. “You gonna be okay, hon?”

      “Sure, sure. Come on. Let’s go. I’ll pay and walk you out.”

      She slid out of the booth and we locked arms like school-girl chums, then made our way to the cash register.

      We parted ways in front of the café and I began walking the short distance back to the house.

      About one block from the main part of town, my phone buzzed under the zipper of my purse. I fumbled with the darn thing and pressed it to my ear.

      “Hey.” I guess I wasn’t very good at covering my emotions. Aedyn sensed immediately that something wasn’t right.

      “That was a rather lackluster greeting. Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, everything is fine.” I had to lie. At this point I didn’t want to get into a long conversation. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be completely open with him until I had a chance to confront him about Mercedes. Even her name sounded sexier than I was. Still brooding, I remained guarded and kept the conversation short.

      “I just miss you. That’s all.”

      He seemed to accept that explanation and continued. “I miss you too, babe. Hey, I’m really sorry for not returning your calls until now.”

      “And texts. Don’t forget the texts. Your screen was probably blowing up with all of them. I know, I did send a lot today.”

      “I’m really sorry. This client was going ape-shit over an ad campaign one of my people totally screwed up and then it was another meeting and geez, just back-to-back meetings all day. Anyway, enough of that...how was your day?”

      “Um, the same old.” I didn’t dare tell him about the man at Red’s Place. I walked along the sidewalk, slowly, with the phone to my ear, kicking any small rock that dared to enter my path.

      “I trimmed your hedges in the backyard of the house. I guess I’m no Martha Stewart so don’t be surprised when you see them. They’re a little crooked. That is if you can ever find time from your busy schedule.”

      “Are you sure there’s not something bothering you?”

      “Everything is fine. It’s just this…”

      “Hold on, Lauren. I have a call on the other line.”

      The line went dead for a few seconds, leaving me in limbo. I was put on hold. Then his voice popped back into my ear with a groan attached. “Oh man, I hate to have to do this. It’s a business call. So sorry, honey.”

      Here we go again. My stomach twisted. “That’s okay. Go take it.”

      “Let me call you later.”

      “No, that’s okay. I’m going to bed early tonight. I’ll be in bed in an hour. I’m really tired.”

      “What? What’s wrong? I can feel you shutting me out.”

      “No, really. It’s just that I don’t sleep much. My nerves are a wreck because of all my worrying. I think I’ve chewed off every last fingernail by now. That’s why I don’t get much sleep so I should go to bed. Maybe I’ll take a long hot bath. That might help.”

      “I’ll definitely come on Friday. No matter what. This time I’ll be there for sure and nothing’s going to stop me from seeing my girl.”

      “Well, alright then. I’m sorry I’m being so snappy.”

      “I guess I’ll say good night then. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” I paused at the front porch of the house and shoved a stray strand of hair behind my ear.

      “Sweet dreams.”

      The sound of the key in the front door lock was a lonely one. Aedyn’s father’s house was like a tomb, a place of forgotten memories, abandoned photos still ornamenting the walls, and Venetian blinds closed tight. Once my eyes adjusted to the dark house, I pulled my sweatshirt jacket around my body. The warm evenings of sitting on the deck out back of the house were over. I flipped the light switch and shut the door behind me, filled with hurt, filled with doubts.
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      From beneath a barrier of polyfill-stuffing insulation, a loud banging noise roused me from my sleep. My head was heavy on the pillow and had another on top. My eyes were rebels and refused to open, so I waited and listened. Nothing. Must’ve been a dream.

      I inhaled a deep breath and waited to drift back into the slow-wave sleep phase of pleasant dreams when I heard the banging again. It was louder this time. I sat bolt upright and the pillow covering my eyes fell to the side. It was the door. Someone was pounding on my front door. In the past, the only one who pounded that hard was Chip. My adrenaline spiked and my heart began to pound inside my chest. It couldn’t be. Chip was on the run and the police couldn’t even find him. But still—I worried.

      I jumped out of bed and snatched my robe. I shrugged it on, tying the belt around my waist as I tiptoed to the door. Making sure not to make a sound, I carefully rose up on my toes and looked through the peephole. To my great relief, it wasn’t Chip. Instead, the fish-bowl image of a deliveryman holding a large arrangement of flowers greeted my eyes.

      With one last tug on my belt, I ran a hand through my bed-head hair and open the door with a smile.

      “Are you…” He glanced at a paper in his hand. “Lauren Mitchell?”

      For once, I didn’t mind answering. The last time a strange man approached and asked my name, I was arrested at the art gallery. Beaming, with a big grin on my face, I said, “Yes, that’s me.”

      My eyes danced with delight as I stared at the velvet red petals. They were gorgeous. At least two dozen red roses in a sparkling crystal vase.

      He stuck out a clipboard and ink pen and said, “Sign here.”

      I scribbled my name quickly, all the while eyeing something else he had tucked under his arm. The box was all elegance, a glossy silver paper with a red satin ribbon. Bright squares and circles ebbed and flowed, reflecting the morning sunlight off its surface as the deliveryman moved to take the clipboard again. My imagination took me far beyond curiosity as to what was in that box.

      He handed me the vase first, and then the box. “Looks like someone is a very special person.”

      As I transferred the box and tucked it under my arm, bulky as it was, I found it impossible to stop grinning. I thanked him and closed the door with my foot, and then pushed it completely shut with my butt, as it took both of my hands to support the heavy vase, with its massive red bouquet arching out in a glorious display of promised love.

      My mood suddenly buoyant, I nearly danced over to the coffee table in the living room where I placed the roses with a grand formality in the center of the coffee table and the box next to it. I stepped back to admire them. A flutter of happiness rose up from my stomach, transforming into a fuzzy warmth that carried its joy all the way to my toes. This had to be from Aedyn. I quickly found my phone and snapped a picture for posting later, wanting to capture the pristine beauty of my gifts before I tore into opening the box.

      A small white envelope sprouting from the center of the ocean of red velvet petals had been impatiently calling my attention since I first accepted the vase from the deliveryman. I plucked it from the plastic stick that held it and pulled out the card.

      It read:

      The beauty of these roses pales in comparison to you.

      I miss you terribly.

      Love you, baby.

      Aedyn

      My heart melted and I clasped the card to my chest. With a lightness in my step, I jumped to the couch and slid the box directly in front of me, wondering. Chocolates possibly? The box was too large for that and not heavy enough to be candy. I tugged on the red ribbon and lifted the lid. With hands like a skilled surgeon, I delicately lifted the layers of white tissue paper. My eyes widened and I gasped as I put my hand to my mouth. Sitting in its nest of white contrast was a black, lacy lingerie set.

      Sitting atop the lacy garments was a large, white envelope. My name was written in Aedyn’s languid scrawl across the front of it. I couldn’t resist touching the fabric of the bra, feeling its silky texture between my fingers before I took the envelope out of the box. I bit my lip and opened the large envelope. Inside there was a handwritten note. All it said was, “Wear these tomorrow for a dinner date.”

      My heart leapt and my nerves danced with giddiness. I’d been waiting so long for Aedyn to come. He hadn’t made it to the fundraiser and then cancelled on Sunday and like an idiot, I’d let it get me down. In an instant, all of my worries and doubts were washed away like so much soap down the drain.

      I set the card to the side and began to remove the lingerie, holding them up and marveling at each piece, as I pulled them out of the box one at a time. I laid them out in sequence along the cushions of the couch. A bra, panties, garter belt and black stockings, a complete set. They were gorgeous and very sexy. The matching bra and panties were two-toned, black lace over creamy-white satin fabric, with the black lace accenting the edges. Curving under and up the sides of the cups of the bra where delicate miniature rhinestones sparkled their dazzling appeal from their embedded stronghold in the webbing of the lace.

      I jumped up from the couch and held the garter to my hips to see how it fit, spinning around the living room, the loose garters flying. I picked up the bra next and checked the tag for my size. How’d he know? He got all the sizes right. Even if he hadn’t, it wouldn’t have mattered because all that mattered right now was that he was coming to Granger and I’d be blissfully in his arms again.

      Carefully, I placed the garter over the sofa cushion and grabbed my phone to call and thank him. I sat on the couch, cupping a rose in my hand, pulling it to my nose for a whiff. The breath of the roses swirled thick in the air, sending out their message as I waited for the call to go through.

      I was relieved that it didn’t go straight to voicemail and I actually got through this time.

      “Hey baby. Did you get my message?” he inquired, his voice velvet-edged and smooth.

      “Ye-e-es,” I drew out the vowel sound with a coy lilt. “Thank you. The roses are beautiful.”

      “Beautiful flowers for a beautiful woman. What about the other items?”

      A little giggle floated up from my throat as I pulled my bare feet up onto the couch, and hugged my knees to my body. “Oh, the other items? I love them. Very sexy and I can’t wait to wear all of it. Are you really coming tomorrow?”

      “Is the sky blue? Of course I am. I’m taking a day off just to see you. I can’t survive without getting my fix of your kisses. I’m addicted. No kidding. I can’t go more than two minutes without wanting to be with you. Without you, I drag through the days. I think I’ll never make it. Then, when I’m near you, I soar, I fly and everything is fantastic. But without you, I can barely breathe. See what you’ve done to me?”

      “I feel the same way. You don’t know how difficult it’s been for me. Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

      “I wanted to surprise you. I knew you were feeling down so…”

      “That’s very brave of you. Last time you surprised me, I nearly broke your foot. Remember?”

      “Yeah, that’s why I sent a delivery man this time. Didn’t want to have two broken feet.”

      A blush crept to my cheeks that he couldn’t see and my voice changed to a more serious tone. “Sweetie, you’re the best. I’m sorry about the way I spoke to you last night on the phone. I was upset and acting like a brat.”

      “I kind of picked up on that.” He chuckled. “Subtlety is not your strong point. But that’s okay. Just be you, Lauren. That’s the way I like you best. Tomorrow, you get all prettied up for me and I’ll be there to take you to dinner. It will be the most remarkable dinner you’ve ever experienced. I have something very special in mind. Dare I say it’s a surprise?”

      I smiled. “I promise. I’ll try not to break any other appendages.”

      “Try?”

      “I promise.” I insisted. “I won’t.”

      “Okay, gorgeous. Just be ready by seven o’clock and that sexy lingerie better be on your hot body.”

      “So you want me to greet you at the door in nothing but underwear? Don’t you think the neighbors will wonder?”

      “Who gives a shit about the neighbors?” A low growl rattled in the back of his throat. “You’re mine and you’ll dress however I tell you, baby.” He laughed and I could tell he was teasing me. “No. Seriously, you’re a goddess of sexiness and I’m the only one who gets to enjoy that. I suppose I’ll allow you to wear a dress, but it’s coming off the minute we are alone.”

      I giggled at the mental image of the two of us at dinner, him in his suit and me in underwear. “I can’t wait to wear it for you, baby, but it may be a short dinner.”

      “Definitely. I think I had a wet dream just now thinking about it. Haven’t had one of those since high school. Come to think of it, you were the cause of many a happy wet dreams back then also.”

      “Is that so?” I assumed he was in his office at work so I decided to see if I could make him squirm.

      “You mean that when you think of me wearing, let’s say, nothing but the garter belt, black hose and high heels, you get excited? Aroused by your fantasy even to the point where your body believes your thoughts are for real and it responds?”

      “Oh, you know it.”

      “Suppose I were to come into your office right now dressed like that and sit on your desk in front of you while you’re on the phone?”

      He made a peculiar gurgling noise, a kind of groan that’s usually accompanied by the eyes rolling back. I took it as a good sign and continued my torture.

      “And part my creamy, white thighs invitingly, just enough for you to notice I’m not wearing any panties…”

      “Oh fuck, baby. You’re killing me. That sounds sooo freaking hot, but you’ve got to stop talking dirty over the phone. You’re giving me a hard-on. Right now. I’m at work here. What’s Roger gonna say if he walks in and catches me jerking off to phone sex?”

      “Mission accomplished?” I laughed. “Alright. To be continued later. I’ll let you go back to work.”

      After we said our goodbyes, I ended the call feeling happy and excited. I still hadn’t confronted him about the photograph, but there’s no way I was going to ruin a nice dinner date by bringing it up. Maybe Jules was right. Maybe the photograph meant nothing after all and that reporter was just looking to create gossip for his tabloid.

      A knock on the door pulled me from my thoughts. I put down my cell phone, leaped off the couch, and bounded to the door all smiles and happiness. I was so lost in thought about being with Aedyn again and our dinner date that I neglected to look through the peephole. The minute I opened the door, I immediately regretted not checking. That was my first mistake.
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      To my surprise, I was greeted by the false, cheesy smile of the sleazy reporter. He had a large manila envelope in one hand and a small paper sack in the other.

      “If you have coffee, I have Danishes.” He stretched his arm in front of him. A white paper sack with the top edge rolled into his fist, dangled in the air in front of my nose like a worm on a hook.

      “Oh, it’s you.” I said dryly. I was tempted to just shut the door in his face, but the envelope taunted me. “I’m not in the mood to talk to you today. And don’t think you can ply me with Danishes. I’m allergic to false promises.”

      “I have another photograph.”

      “I don’t care about your pictures. You’re probably bluffing anyway.”

      “You’ll care about this one, trust me. Aren’t you even a little curious? I can run it in the paper and you can be shocked. Or…” He held up the envelope.

      I sighed, crossed my arms and reluctantly stepped aside for him to enter knowing that I was probably going to regret it.

      He walked in, the picture of cockiness and went straight to the kitchen saying, “Don’t suppose you have an espresso machine.” After placing the bag and envelope on the counter, he paused as if waiting for me to join him and start the coffee. I was rolling things over in my mind. Believe him and talk to him this one last time? Or just throw him out?

      “If you’re not going to make coffee, I’ll make it myself,” he said and began rooting around the kitchen for the coffee and the pot. He spied it quickly and began to fill the glass carafe with tap water.

      I had been standing just inside the door this whole time, in shock at the gall this guy had. I shut the door wondering if I really wanted to be closed in with him. I’d probably need a shower after he left to wash off all the grease. I shuddered and hung back, hovering around the threshold of the kitchen, not wanting to get too close.

      “Didn’t your parents teach you any manners?” I shook my head in disbelief. “Maybe I should call the police and have them throw you out.”

      He paused with pot in hand and turned to look at me. “We already went through that at the café.” Then he continued making the coffee.

      Exasperated, I folded my arms across my chest and leaned against the door frame. I watched as he opened the paper sack and peered inside. “What’s your favorite? I brought Danishes and donuts. I bet you like chocolate icing…with sprinkles.”

      The way he drew out the sounds in the words “chocolate” and “sprinkles” annoyed me. He didn’t know anything about my likes and dislikes and the way he said it, you’d have thought he was talking about something sexual. I was already repulsed by his arrogant attitude, but now I was just plain grossed out. He implied that I liked things kinky.

      He busied himself with placing the donuts on a paper towel, one for him and one with chocolate icing and sprinkles for me. He could set out all the donuts he wanted, but I wasn’t going to eat it. Just as he finished, he looked up and his eyes caught sight of the vase of roses on the coffee table. The house was built with a large cutout opening in the wall between the living room and kitchen, so the flowers were clearly visible to him. His head turned to follow his gaze and his eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “Oh. I see that somebody got flowers.”

      Before he could finish the sentence, my heart jumped and I nearly had a panic attack. My new sexy lingerie was laid out all over the couch, right in plain view next to the flowers.

      “Wait, I think I’ll have a donut after all…” I tried to cut him off, but I was too late. He’d already noticed and the heat of a serious flush warmed my cheeks as he stepped over to the living room to take a better look.

      “My, my, my. You do like it with sprinkles.”

      I shoved past him, marching over to the couch and snatched up the items, one at a time, working down the row. I threw them in the box, my beautiful new lingerie all balled up into a mess and slammed the lid shut.

      “Do you always invade people’s privacy like this? Is that how you get your jollies? Looking at women’s underwear? That was not meant for your eyes to see.” I huffed. I snatched a decorative throw pillow, shoved the box into the corner of the couch and buried it with the pillow on top, as if that would do any good. I straightened and shoved my hair behind my ear, but when I looked again, the box was bigger than the pillow and part of it was still showing. And to make matters worse, part of a lacy bra cup was hanging out of the box, as I hadn’t put it in properly since I was so flustered. I poked and jabbed at the pillow until most of it was hidden, then spun around and said, “You’re probably one of those creepy guys who goes creeping around the bike racks outside stores, sniffing the women’s bicycle seats.”

      I was trying to insult him, but he just raised a brow, not even offended.

      “I thought you said you had something juicy to show me. If so, let’s see it or you can leave.”

      I walked back to the kitchen and stood over the envelope on the counter.

      “Oh, I have juicy, alright.” He opened the envelope and pulled out an 8x10 photograph and laid it on top of the envelope.

      I cocked my head sideways and glanced at it. At first it looked almost identical to the other photograph he’d already showed me. “You already showed me that.”

      “No. This was taken yesterday.”

      I picked it up to examine it more closely. It was the same dark haired woman and Aedyn. They are sitting at a small, cozy looking table, but I didn’t recognize the restaurant. There wasn’t enough detail in the picture to tell, but it appeared that Aedyn was on a date. He’s holding the woman’s hand across the table. The camera angle was such that Aedyn’s expression was not clearly visible, but the woman, Mercedes I was told was her name, had a big smile on her face.

      I tossed it on the counter like it was on fire, grinding my teeth, fuming inside and debating how to react. In my head, my logic was swinging like a pendulum, from don’t fall for this, to maybe it’s true. My emotions were running wild, calm, then panic, then calm and then panic. For a moment, I felt dizzy and I didn’t know which way was up.

      “Take a deep breath,” he said.

      It annoyed me that he noticed I was reeling and I certainly didn’t want any sympathy from him. I tossed my hair back and said, “I’m fine.”

      “Okay. I showed you. Now you tell me more information about you and Aedyn’s relationship. I’m going to make a really grand news article…”

      His words faded out and suddenly everything spinning inside of me settled. I felt a calm wash over me. I set my shoulders straight, determined not to give this guy what he wanted and not to be manipulated by his tricks. I didn’t even know what he was saying. I just cut him off and said, “You’re not getting any more quid pro quo out of me with a bunch of photographs. Anyone can falsify a photograph with the right computer program.”

      As I started for the door, I said, “You can leave now.” I didn’t like this creep in the house with me. “And if you don’t leave, I’ll call the cops and you can spend the night in jail.”

      On the way to the front door, I passed by the living room to retrieve my phone from the coffee table. But when I straightened from picking it up, he was right behind me. I startled and spun around to his contorted, red face. He had a wild look in his eyes that frightened me and my mind started to buzz with an escape plan. Shit. How was I going to get past him? My eyes darted to the door and then windows. There was no clear path to either way out. Any escape was blocked and he was right on top of me now.

      He grabbed the wrist of my hand holding the phone to stop me from calling. Oh shit. He was really angry now. His voice was low and his teeth were gritted. He spoke slowly, and deliberately. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. I need my story.” He demanded, “You’d better tell me something really good that I can use in this article. Right now you are the bad guy in the story and it’s only going to get worse...”

      And then something snapped inside of me. I didn’t think. I just reacted. I pulled my knee to my chest and stomped down on the arch of his foot remembering how much pain it had caused Aedyn. It was easy to wrestle free of his grip while he was wailing in pain and I bolted for the kitchen and the back door to the house. Then I remembered, the pepper spray. Jules had given it to me. It was inside an empty cookie jar sitting on the kitchen counter, right near the back door.

      My mind was like a laser beam, focused on that cookie jar. With the agility of an Olympic athlete, I wove my way around furniture, bee-lined it straight to the cookie jar, flipped the lid, and snatched out the canister in one smooth move. Honestly, I didn’t even have time to think about what I was doing, I just did it. I spun around and smashed my finger on the spray button. Even if at that point he hadn’t been right on top of me, I was bound and determined to spray the damn air or anything.

      He cried out in pain and his hands flew to his eyes. I’d hit my mark.

      I yanked open the back door, flew threw it, lost my footing and stumbled, crashing into an old aluminum lawn chair on the back deck. I regained my balance and kicked it aside, then vaulted down the wooden patio stairs, taking all three steps in one jump to the ground below and took off running. I ran as fast and as far as possible until my breathing was labored and my lungs ached from the sting.

      Out of breath and out of steam, I slowed my pace and took a look around to assess the situation. I’d run all the way to a small park at the end of the housing development. I shoved my hand through my hair, blowing out long, heavy breaths. I bent over, with my hands on my knees and sucked in large gulps of air. As I straightened, I pulled my cell phone out of the back pocket of my jeans and dialed.

      “Jules…” I spoke the words between panting breaths. “Can I come over?”
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      I poked my head through the top of the dress, wiggled it over my hips and turned my back for Jules to zip me up. I was standing in the middle of her massively large master bedroom trying to find a dress to borrow for my dinner date with Aedyn. I pulled my hair aside and waited.

      “So by the time the police got to the house last night, the douche bag reporter was gone?”

      “Yeah. The snake slithered away before they got there. I hope I never see him again.” I made a face as I looked at my reflection in the full-length mirror.

      “I’m afraid leeches like that are hard to get rid of.” Jules tugged at the skirt of the dress, trying to make it fall smoothly over my hips. The problem was, my hips were a bit rounder than Jules and no amount of adjusting was going to help.

      Jules scrutinized dress number four so far, looking into the mirror over my shoulder from behind me and shook her head.

      “Well…?

      “Nope. That’s not going to do.” She unzipped the dress and started for the closet. “What you need is my fuck-me dress.”

      “Your fuck me—what?” I raised a brow and slipped off dress ready for try number five.

      I followed Jules to her large walk-in closet, where she pulled out a dress so skimpy that it barely had enough fabric to warrant a clothes hanger. She held it high in the air, beaming, like she’d just won a prize ribbon at the fair. “This, is a fuck-me dress.”

      I was already wearing the lingerie set Aedyn had sent and from the looks of the dress, I didn’t think there was enough fabric to cover it all.

      “Wow. It’s hot, all right. But I don’t know if I can wear that. The weather is cold enough now that I’m sure I’d turn into a Popsicle before the night was over. That is if I didn’t cause an accident walking down Main Street first.”

      “Oh, you’d stop traffic in this, for sure.”

      We both laughed and Jules returned the dress I later dubbed, “the ribbon” to the closet.

      We both laughed and Jules returned it to the closet and searched for another one. With her voice slightly muffled in the closet she said, “By the way, did you ever ask Aedyn about that woman in the photograph?”

      I chewed the inside of my mouth as Jules walked out of the closet with two more choices, a red one and a black one.

      “Not yet. I wanted to ask him in person, like you said, not over the phone. And tonight’s dinner date will be the first time I’ve seen him for a while, like way too long of a while.” I emphasized the last part of my sentence with a dramatic flourish but Jules already knew how difficult it had been for me being stuck here in Granger. “I’m waiting for the right time. It’s not the kind of thing you just spring on somebody.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And I certainly don’t want to ruin our nice evening. Unless the topic comes up naturally, or something. I guess it depends on how tonight goes.”

      I frowned. I hoped the evening would be a fantastic one. I couldn’t imagine how the topic of Aedyn and another woman could possibly be dropped into a conversation without ruining our date.

      “You know, there could be a natural explanation to all of this.” Jules said as she handed me dress number five.

      I sighed and looked down at the beautiful bra I was wearing. I couldn’t wait to see Aedyn’s eyes pop out of his head. I had plans to parade around in it, maybe tease him with a slow reveal before he would get to see the entire lingerie set.

      “I really hope so. I’m so head over heels with him. I’d be crushed if I thought he dated that woman and me at the same time.”

      “Have you really ever seen any of these so-called explicit pictures that the reporter said he had? I mean, think about it…”

      I shifted my eyes to the left. “Well, not really. He always said that I had to tell him something first, give him some juicy gossip about Aedyn and me and then he’d show me the pictures.”

      Jules paused, dipped her chin and gave me a look from under her lashes. “Lauren, girl. I think he’s bluffing. He’s just trying to get you to talk. Those pictures could’ve been taken at any time. Who knows when?”

      “But, he said the last one was taken less than a month ago…”

      “Lauren, Lauren, Lauren. Don’t be so gullible. That’s how these guys work. It’s a scam, or blackmail, or something like that.”

      I shifted my weight to one foot, and rested a hand on my hip, feeling stupid for being so easily fooled. He probably was just running a scam on me. I looked again at my reflection in the mirror.

      “I like this one.”

      Jules looked too and said, “You can’t go wrong with a little black dress. It’s elegant and yet sexy the way the back is cut out.”

      I smiled. I did look pretty damn good if I did say so myself. I slipped on a pair of Jules’ high heels sitting nearby and struck my best runway pose watching myself in the big mirror as I sucked in my cheeks and pouted my lips. “This one will do just fine. I’ll wear these shoes too. What do you think?”

      Jules’ eyes brightened with an approval. “You look fabulous, darling.”

      As I continued my mock runway show, my eyes caught the reflection of the bed-side clock. I’d been having so much fun trying on dresses with Jules that I’d lost track of the time. I turned in a panic. Now I could read the clock clearly. “Shit, Jules. It’s later than I thought. Aedyn will be here in less than an hour and I haven’t even done my hair or makeup yet.”

      “You’re already dressed. All you need is makeup.”

      “But my hair…” I protested. “I wanted to do it up in a special look.”

      Jules clamped her hands on my shoulders and started pushing me toward the vanity in her bathroom. “No worries. You’ve come to the master, my dear. Text Aedyn and tell him to pick you up from my house. I’ll do your hair and makeup and you’ll be ready right on time.”

      “That’s a great idea. You’re a lifesaver, Jules.”

      I sat, texting, on a small stool with short black legs and a leopard print seat facing the vanity mirror while Jules plugged in her curling iron. She went to work, pulling out combs, hair clips, bobby-pins and a large can of super hold hairspray from the cupboards below the sink. Next she opened a drawer filled with so many palettes of eye shadows, face powders and lip sticks that you would’ve thought she was the Avon lady herself.

      She picked solid black eyeliner and carefully drew a line across the tops and bottoms of each eyelid. She brushed my lashes with equally dark mascara. Then, with the skill of an artist painting on a canvas, she applied a gradient of four shades of gray eye shadow between my brow and eyelid giving my eyes a very sexy effect.

      “Jules you’re really good at this. I never knew that many colors could fit in such a small space.”

      She stepped back to admire her handiwork. “This color really makes your eyes pop. A little foundation, powder, raspberry lip color and we’ll be ready for hair.”

      I turned my head from side to side, admiring my eyes in the mirror, pleased with what I saw. “Are you my fairy godmother? This looks great.”

      “Just you wait and see when I finish with you. You’re gonna be so hot you’ll melt his popsicle tonight.”

      We both laughed as she continued whisking on foundation and then powder. She had found the perfect lipstick. The color complimented the dress perfectly. I had no idea my mouth could look that full and wet. She assured me that the lipstick was smudge proof, the twinkle in her eyes saying that she wasn’t thinking about leaving lip marks on wine glasses either.

      She divided my long hair into sections, pinning the ones not ready to curl to my head while she rolled the hot barrel of the curling iron around each strand, one at a time, until all of it was curled.

      I thought she was finished, but she said, talking to me in the mirror, “I think it needs to be up.”

      “Do we have time?”

      “Of course we do. I’m the master. Remember? I work fast,” she said and began pinning up strands from the sides.

      When she was finished, I looked like a fashion model. My hair was twisted up on top of my head in an elegant style. A dozen or so pins held the curls up so that they were mostly contained. A few curls had been pulled out to frame my face and spilled over my shoulders and back.

      I stood and gave Jules a hug, which came out mostly as an air hug as neither one of us wanted to smudge her work of art and we headed out to the living room to wait for Aedyn.

      At exactly seven o’clock, the doorbell rang. My mouth went dry and my heart began to pound as I stood in the middle of the room. The moment Jules opened the door, I forgot all about the stupid pictures, why I’d felt jealous, even my name. All I could think about was how amazing Aedyn looked standing in the threshold. The tux he wore was tailored specifically to his narrow hips, broad shoulders, and muscular arms and legs. The material clung to his body in all the right places. In contrast to the black of the tux, his eyes nearly glowed, but soon darkened to a night sky-blue as his gaze ran over me.

      He couldn’t contain the huge smile on his face. “Wow,” he breathed the word to break the silence. “I’m speechless. You’re absolutely stunning.”

      I blushed. “Thank you. You’re looking very handsome too.” It seemed like an eternity since I saw him and all I wanted to do was run into his arms and forget about wrinkling our fancy evening clothes or messing up the beautiful hairdo Jules had worked so hard on, but I had to contain myself for the time being as I knew he had something special planned.

      “Are you ready for a magical night?”

      “I’m so ready, I think I’m going to explode if we don’t get on our way.”

      He offered me his hand and Jules gave me a little nudge forward.

      “Well don’t just stand there and ogle each other. Get going you two.”

      We said goodnight to Jules and once again I was in the arms of the one person who centered me in my universe. Unable to tear my eyes from his gaze, we walked down the walkway, arms roped around each other’s waists and to the Town car that was waiting in the drive.
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      As the Town car pulled out of Jules’ drive, I wondered what the surprise Aedyn had promised could possibly be. Dinner couldn’t be it. The restaurants in Granger were mostly casual family-style, except Johnny’s Place, the one expensive steakhouse in town and that place hardly warranted wearing a tuxedo.

      “Are we going to the capital city for dinner?”

      He gave me a smile with a twinkle in his eye and reached over to take my hand. “Just wait and you’ll see,” he replied cryptically and kissed my temple.

      I tried to scowl at him, but couldn’t manage it. We hadn’t seen each other for what seemed like forever and I wanted tonight to be perfect.

      Being such a small town, it only took us a matter of minutes until the Town car pulled up in front of Johnny’s Italian Steak House. It was a Wednesday evening and I didn’t think much about the fact that the parking lot was nearly empty.

      I smiled and patted the top of his hand that was holding mine. It wasn’t the kind of place one would call a surprise, but I didn’t care. I was just happy to be with Aedyn.

      “So this is it? I love Johnny’s. They have the best steaks,” I said as he helped me out of the car.

      “Don’t be so impatient. Do you think I’d do something as ordinary as bring you to a local establishment? I want to blow your mind. Just wait.”

      He held the door and let me enter first. The minute I stepped inside, I knew something was different. There was no crowd of people, no murmuring voices locked in dinner conversation hovering in the air, no waiters rushing from table to table and no customers at all. But there was a man dressed in a black dinner jacket and white shirt approaching with a pleasant smile.

      “Good evening, Mr. Cumberland.” He nodded with a slight bow and then addressed me. “And good evening, Miss Mitchell. You look lovely.” He turned to Aedyn. “You’re a lucky man to have such a beautiful woman.”

      I blushed and nodded my reply mutely. I was in awe at what I was experiencing. I peered over his shoulder into the main dining room, dimly lit with low yellow lights glowing along the wood paneled walls and smaller ones flickering at a cozy table for two covered in a fine ivory colored linen. The sparkle of the candle flickered off two empty wine glasses, and to the side of the table, a silver ice bucket stood waiting. Aedyn had brought me to the finest restaurant in town, but no one was here.

      The waiter bent at the waist and waved an open palm. “Right this way. Your table is ready for you.”

      I threw a glance at Aedyn, like, “Where is everyone?” But he just took my hand and lifted it, pressing his lips against the back of it.

      With his hand on the small of my back, he nudged me forward, and that’s when I heard the music begin. A soft etheric melody caressed the airwaves and drifted to my ears as I floated across the plush, burgundy carpet. To my amazement, right there to the side of the main dining area, was a live harpist in a long flowing gown, playing a huge golden harp. She looked like the picture of an angel who’d just flown down from heaven, with long, blonde hair, porcelain skin, and a touch of pale pink on her lips. She played an etheric melody with her head tipped down and arms gracefully plucking the long vibrational strings, each one singing out a lovely note.

      Aedyn pulled out my chair and I sat. My eyes widened and I was bursting to state the obvious. “There’s a real harpist over there. With a real harp, playing music just for us.”

      Once Aedyn settled across from me, he leaned in and took my hand. “I hope you don’t mind. I arranged for live music.”

      “Of course I don’t mind. I love it. I don’t think I’ve ever heard someone playing a harp in real life, only on a recording.” I paused as another beautiful cascade of notes fluttered through the air as her fingers trailed across the strings, quickly producing a run. “This is so cool, Aedyn. She plays like a professional, well, obviously, she is. How did you find a harpist, let alone one that talented, in funky, old Granger?”

      “I didn’t. I had her flown in from Chicago. She plays for the symphony orchestra there.”

      My brows shot up to my hairline. “Wow. That’s all I can say. Just, wow.” I was speechless. He really had blown me away. I leaned in and, in a low voice, asked, “I mean, thank you, sweetie. You did this just for me?”

      “Just for you, my love.”

      “But where are all the other people?”

      “We are it tonight. I booked the entire restaurant for us. I don’t want to share you with anyone else tonight.” He smiled that low, sensual smile that made me quiver inside and my heart melted.

      The waiter returned with wine and poured each of us a glass and then set the bottle in the wine bucket. We raised our glasses and said, “Cheers.” But before I took a sip, he cautioned me, his eyes dancing over the rim of his glass. “Easy girl. Don’t down it in one gulp like last time.”

      I rolled my eyes, feeling a heat in my cheeks. “I promise. I’ll savor every drop.” I made a dramatic gesture of sniffing, swirling and sipping as I’d watched him do with the five thousand dollar wine he’d brought for me the last time.

      The waiter came back with two small glasses of tomato juice and placed one in front of each of us before floating back into the shadows.

      I tilted my head with a questioning look and Aedyn answered, “It’s the first course.”

      “Yes, but the waiter didn’t let us see the menu first.”

      “We don’t need menus. I wanted to do something really special to make up for not being able to come see you. I feel like a heel for canceling out on you and not being there to support you at the fundraiser…and well, just everything that seems to have been going wrong lately.”

      I softened as he spoke, seeing the sincerity in his eyes.

      “So I booked the place for a private dinner for just you and me. I flew in a chef from France. He has the use of the entire kitchen and staff to assist in preparing a five-course meal. And of course the harpist. I threw her in at the last minute.”

      “From France?”

      He smiled. “Okay, the last part I may have exaggerated a little. I planned to have her here all along.”

      “Oh my. If I wasn’t blown away before I am now. First, the lingerie and flowers, then the music and now the chef. You’ve really outdone yourself this time.”

      “I want you to have the best in life. I want to give you everything and you deserve it all. Everything your heart desires, I want to be the one to give it to you. And since you can’t leave the state to go for a nice dinner with fine French cuisine, I brought it to you.”

      Butterflies fluttered in my stomach and I began to feel guilty about obsessing over the stupid photograph. Tonight there would be no shadows across my heart. Aedyn wouldn’t have done all of this if he didn’t really care.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. I hated that I’d been so jealous and doubtful, but tonight I was going to make up for all of that and show him how much I wanted him. He was mine. And I was his. With a deep certainty I felt that somehow the two of us were meant to be together in this world and no one was going to get between my love and me.

      Aedyn leaned forward enough so that I could place my hand on his cheek. “You never cease to amaze me. You are so good to me. No one has ever treated me like this, made me feel so special. Every day, I need you more and every day you bring me happiness.”

      A satisfied light came into his beautiful blue eyes as we sat alone, the only people in the world floating on the notes of an angel at our cozy table for two. I closed my eyes and made a wish, that every day, when I opened my eyes I would see Aedyn’s just like now, gazing back at me filled with love.
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      I loved the five course French dining experience Aedyn had arranged for me. I felt like a princess, being treated to the finest things, but once we got to the house, I was glad to finally have him all to myself. He’d ordered a bottle of champagne to bring back with us and we went straight to the bedroom, only stopping long enough in the kitchen to scoop up a couple glasses for the drinks.

      With the candles lit and a soft yellow glow bouncing off the white walls, he paused to admire me. He peeled off his tuxedo jacket and pulled off the tie, tossing them aside. Standing in front of me, he reached out a hand, touched my hair and said, “This looks nice but for now, I’d like it down.”

      Using both hands he threaded his fingers into the curls on top of my head and pulled out the hairpins, letting my hair fall down around my shoulders. His gaze was riveted to my face and then fell, following the path of my hair until slowly and seductively it slid downward. He ran his fingers through the long strands and gently fluffed it out to its fullness. His hands lingered on my shoulders, caressing them and stirring a tingling in the pit of my stomach. When he reached for the zipper of my dress he stopped and pulled back. I knew he was excited to undress me and rake his gaze over the new lingerie set he’d sent me so I was puzzled when he stopped. I had to fight the overwhelming need to grab his hands and put them back on me. I longed to feel his touch, and his kisses. I’d been staving it off for days. We both had struggled through dinner trying to keep our passion at bay until we could be alone and have each other’s complete and full attention.

      His gaze traveled over my face and searched my eyes. “Ever since I met you, ever since the first day I saw you in high school, I was mesmerized.” He cocked his head to one side and lightly touched my cheek. “You’re the most beautiful and magnificent woman I’ve ever met. I’d be lost without you. And then when we met again, I was in a pretty bad place, too much partying, too much drinking and all, and you were there, bright as the sun, wonderful and warm.”

      He lifted my hand, kissing the backs of my fingertips with his warm lips and my heart melted. He stroked my face, pushing a strand of hair behind my ear and started a trail of chiffon kisses, delicate and gentle, first on my forehead, then on the temple and finally he kissed my lips, slowly and sensually pulling them into his mouth, lingering to feel the tenderness of mine before drawing back.

      I was left with my lips parted and panting lightly, I was so completely swept away. I’d imagined that the minute we stepped through the door we’d be ripping and clawing at each other with the heat of wild animals. But now, his gaze was soft and his eyes filled with tenderness. He looked like a lost puppy, adoring me, vulnerable and completely enamored with what he saw. The total image of him dressed so eloquently, the shadows of his strong profile soft now in the candlelight and the burning passion boring into my eyes, set me on fire in a way like no other man ever had. The very air around him seemed electrified, his appeal devastating, and it was all I could do to resist ripping off the dress myself and jumping into his arms, but he wanted to savor each touch, each kiss, each pass of his hand over the curves of my body.

      He released the zipper and my little black dress slid to the floor. Totally entranced with the sight before him, his eyes were dark and smoldering with fire as they rolled down my body, taking in the satin and black lace.

      “Normally, I’d want to fuck the shit out of you while you wear nothing but the garter belt and heels. But tonight, I want to make love to you. Softly…slowly, savoring every kiss, every touch.”

      I was totally entranced and aching to feel his touch. I quickly forgot all about parading around and teasing him in the garter belt and stockings. I quickly kicked off my heels and removed the garter belt and rolled the stockings down my legs. Before I could completely finish taking off the lacey bra and panties, he slipped his arms around my waist and tenderly lifted my body, placing me on the bed. Gentle fingers removed my bra, laying bare my breasts as his supple lips kissed my skin, my nerves softly fluttering under his touch.

      He drew back off the bed, keeping his eyes locked on mine, and removed his clothes. I gazed at him, reveling in watching his actions as he opened his shirt to reveal his strong taut chest. When finished, his eyes raked over my body and he breathed a sigh, endowed with deep satisfaction. Slowly, he crawled up onto the bed and hooked a finger under each side of my panties and slid them down over my hips. Our eyes locked and I bit my lip as the panties were tossed to the side. When the cool air hit my bare skin a passionate flutter arose in my stomach at the thought of what he was going to do to please me down there.

      He lowered himself, holding my gaze, and I shuddered under his firm hand on my breast. Instinctively, I arched, surrendering my nipples, aching for the raking pass of his hand to send that familiar tingle shooting to my sweet spot, as fast as summer lightning. He knew what I wanted and his hand found my bare mound. I moaned as he caressed my folds, feeling my muscles tighten in response.

      I felt the hardness of his manhood pressing against my thigh and with his head down, he whispered, “I need you, Lauren. I need to be with you…inside you…always and forever.”

      His soft brown, wavy hair spilled over the edges of his face. I pushed my hands into it, and filled my nostrils with his scent in one long, deep inhalation, absorbing the magnificence of his sublime nature. “I’m yours…forever. I always was. I just didn’t know it at first.”

      He moved his body on top of mine, positioning himself to enter me, all the while stroking and stimulating my folds. My blood rushed in pounding waves and I parted my lips for air. His shoulder muscles strained and bulged in magnificent formations under his skin as he held himself over me, the sight of his masculine virility blasting a fresh wave of excitement that ran all the way to my toes.

      With a rumble rolling out of his throat like distant summer thunder, he growled and thrust inside of my wet opening. As if I were glass, he stroked me gently, lovingly and rocked me, like waves of a smooth ocean, rhythmically rising and falling to delicately lash the shore.

      Soon breathless echoes of ecstasy filled with passion reverberated in the air. With each motion, the tug on my hot spot corkscrewed my emotions winding me up like a tornado, shooting me in the direction of my climax until he consumed me. I was completely taken under and gutted by our lovemaking and the sum of our passion for each other

      My release rolled in like clouds heavy with their duty, and I quivered, as it was unleashed in his final strokes. The anticipation broke and the deluge came, pelting down like razor hot rain, rushing through my body, swirling into my core and spilling out again in all directions from my head to my toes. With an airy exhale of breath, he said my name as he came deep inside of me and then slumped with his head in my neck.

      Slowly, as if savoring every moment, he rolled off of me to lay next to me, his hand trailing away last as if he didn’t want to deprive his fingers of one last touch of my skin. Silently, he pulled my body into the curve of his, holding me close, caressing me with his eyes until our breathing stilled.

      I nestled up against his beautiful body, soaking in the sensual feel of his bare skin against mine. He stroked my face with one finger gazing at me with blue eyes as deep as an ocean. He took my chin in his fingertips and tipped my face to his and my heart was filled with bliss. I forgot all about asking him about the pictures, or progress toward the trial, or even the room. I forgot about everything, all my worries were gone as I was floating in happiness. This is where I belonged. Wrapped in the arms of my one true love, Aedyn Cumberland. I belonged to him and he belonged to me.

      “I love you,” he whispered, still holding my gaze.

      “I love you too.” I returned with a soft smile of contentment.

      Soon, I began to fall asleep with his shoulder as my pillow, feeling the rise and fall of his chest until it slowed and he was drifting off to sleep also.

      I slipped into a dream filled slumber, one of Aedyn holding out his hand, palm up. The minute I took his hand, I was totally consumed with a warm feeling of love. It permeated my entire being though I had no awareness of a solid body now in the dream state. We held each other’s hands and suddenly we were flying, soaring through the air together like Superman and Lois Lane, light, etheric, and free, floating and flying. Floating for some stationary moments as if suspended, then flying again as if pulled by a magical force, but always filled with happiness and love. At the end, we were moving in a distinct direction, still flying, still being pulled by an unseen force, almost guided, one might say, toward what seemed like a beautiful mansion. I didn’t see it with my eyes. I felt it. I simply knew it. It seemed as if we were almost there, we’d almost reached our goal. I sensed that Aedyn and I were just within reach of our destiny of being together forever.
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      I couldn’t remember the last time I woke up this happy. Aedyn’s eyes fluttered open and his mouth curved into an unconscious smile as he threw me a long languid look. Like the cheerful morning light streaming in the window, it cast a bright start to my day.

      The smile remained on his handsome face as he turned and propped himself up on one elbow. “I could wake up next to you for the rest of my life, beautiful.”

      I closed my eyes and absorbed his words, with a sense of contentment and warmth radiating all the way to my toes. A smile filtered across my face and my eyes opened to catch him watching me, studying my face as if mesmerized.

      “Me too, honey. Having you here with me is wonderful.” Just when I was flying high in a bliss filled bubble of warmth, a sour thought crept in and ruined everything. “When do you have to leave?”

      “Right now, I’m afraid.” In an irritated huff, Aedyn rolled over and climbed out of bed. I knew he wasn’t upset with me. He was feeling just as frustrated as I.

      Reluctantly, I got up and shrugged on a robe. As I tied the belt around my waist, I debated. Was now a good time to confront him about the photographs of him and the dark-haired woman? It had been eating at me for so long, if I didn’t get it out and clear the air, I knew it would just fester and become the cause of more worry, not that it hadn’t done that already. I knew myself and I knew I had to bring it up now. Wanting to rip the bandage off fast and get it over with, I forged ahead.

      I called to him from the bathroom door. “Before you go, I…well, could we talk about something?” I tried to sound as nonchalant as possible so as not to alarm him.

      He appeared in the doorway, the handle of a toothbrush protruding from his mouth and completely naked. He paused, removed the toothbrush and raised a questioning brow.

      “I hope it’s something good,” he said through a mouthful of toothpaste. “Let me get dressed first.”

      My eyes rolled down his stomach, bouncing over each dip and rise of his toned abs, and landed on his large, thick shaft, hanging lazily against his thigh. My tongue darted out of my mouth and moistened my lips. The thought of swirling my tongue on that fleshy head sent tingles skittering through my body. He noticed and glanced down also as he caught me with a huge smile on my face drooling over his fine physique.

      “Unless you want me naked. We could have our conversation and I’d bare all.” His silly joke snapped me back to reality and I waved a hand in the air, rolling my eyes.

      “Just get dressed. I’ll start some coffee. We can talk at the kitchen table.”

      I went to the kitchen, flipped on the water faucet, stuck the glass carafe under the stream of water and waited while it filled. As the water level rose in the pot, so did my anxiety. I shut off the water with a slap of the handle and blew out a breath, trying to still my jangled nerves. I was probably totally over reacting to this. There was probably no reason whatsoever to think that I couldn’t trust Aedyn. Why had I even let myself get all worried? I cursed myself for letting that reporter get to me and with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee filling the air, I took the manila envelope with the photograph and placed it on the table.

      I was staring at it, wringing my hands, when Aedyn strode into the kitchen looking all dapper and dressed in a dark, fashionable suit and tie as he planned on going straight to the office.

      I handed him a cup of coffee and said, “Sit,” motioning to the chair.

      I also took a cup from the counter and sat in the chair opposite him, with the envelope under my nose. I set my coffee aside, swallowed hard and placed my hands palms down on top of the envelope. Aedyn glanced at it, but remained silent waiting for me to begin.

      “Well, here goes. Okay, remember that sleazy reporter that you kicked out of your big merger celebration?”

      He stared back, knowing it was a rhetorical question.

      “He’s been following you.”

      “What?” His brows knitted together suddenly, raked with concern.

      “And he’s been following me too.”

      Aedyn shifted in his chair and opened his mouth to speak, but I interrupted. I held up a hand and said, “Just let me finish. Let me get it all out before you say anything.”

      I bit my lip and continued, “He showed up at the fundraiser event. I was there to help Jules and as I told you, there were tons of reporters, the TV news crews…tons. Anyway, he just popped up out of nowhere and said a bunch of crap about you and me and how he was going to write a scathing article about you dating a criminal. Um, that would be me.”

      I’d been rattling on, rushing my words, trying to get it all out so I could relax. I paused for air and caught a look at Aedyn’s face. Holy hell. He looked like a volcano about ready to burst. I regained my composure and went on.

      “Anyway, I tried to just ignore him, but he wouldn’t go away. Then he started saying stuff about you dating other women and more specifically, he implied, well…no, he flat out said that you were dating another woman at the same time as me.”

      I paused and fumbled with the small metal clasp on the envelope. “And then he showed me this picture he’d taken of you and another woman.” I pulled out the photo as I spoke and placed it on the table, turning it so he could see.

      He continued the silent treatment, but still with a look that told me he was fuming on the inside. I would’ve just preferred that he let it all out. Yell, cuss, and pound the table, anything but the stone face.

      He leaned forward and turned the photo to be straight in front of him for a better look. That’s when I saw his eyes pop with recognition. My stomach twisted in response.

      “Do you know her?”

      He gave a short laugh. “Yeah, that’s Mercedes.” He shrugged and straightened. “I dated lots of other women before I met you. So what? That could have been taken at any time.” He leaned toward me and caught my eyes with his gaze. His voice softened and he said, “But Lauren, I didn’t go out with Mercedes while I was with you.”

      I relaxed a little. I believed him. The sincerity in his eyes proved to me that he wasn’t lying. But still, there was the second photo, the one I didn’t have in my possession. The reporter must’ve taken it that day after I pepper sprayed the fool.

      “I thought of that too, but then he said he had more pictures. He told me that if I gave him an interview for his article, he’d show me the others and that they were far more incriminating than this one.”

      Aedyn’s face went blank. His jaw twitched. He closed his eyes and then opened them as if giving himself a minute to regroup. When he replied, his tone was even, yet restrained. “And did you ever see these other photographs?”

      “No…well, actually, yes. One, but it wasn’t explicit or anything like that…”

      His patience had run out. The explosion was about to erupt and he cut me off so fast, I was left stammering.

      “You mean this dirt bag reporter has been here in Granger, harassing you…no, threatening you and you didn’t tell me? Lauren…” He stopped himself, as if struggling with his rage. I began to wither inside, hoping that he wouldn’t hate me for being so stupid.

      “So you’ve been waiting this whole time to what? Ask me if it’s true?”

      I swallowed and stammered. “I…um…wanted to get your…side…” My voice trailed off to barely a whisper as I realized how foolish I’d been for not trusting him and I slumped down in my chair.

      “I’m sorry. I was just so scared and overwhelmed with worrying about the trial and my arrest charges. I guess I let my imagination run wild. Please, don’t be mad at me.” By now, on the inside, I was cowering like a beaten dog. I knew what men did when they got angry and although I knew Aedyn would never lay a hand on me, my old reactions had been triggered by the anger I saw on his face.

      “When I saw the picture of you two holding hands at dinner…”

      “Wait. What?” His expression changed, his anger diverted by curiosity.

      “The only other picture he showed me was one of you and Mercedes sitting at a table like, you were out to dinner. You were holding her hand and she had a huge smile on her face. What was I supposed to think?”

      He groaned, pushed both hands through his hair, and leaned back in the chair. His hands dropped and he launched into an explanation. “Okay, look. The day after I was released from jail, after Chip had me arrested for assaulting him, I went back to Chicago and I did call Mercedes for a date. You’ve got to remember though, you disappeared. You didn’t contact me or answer any of my messages so I thought my chances with you were over. I was going to go back to my same old, same old.” He leaned forward. “I called her and told her to meet me at the T-Bone Club, but when I got there I didn’t go through with it. I couldn’t. All I could think about was you.”

      My eyes darted to the side as I thought. “Then what about the dinner date and holding hands? Where did that come from? Was that before we got back together too?”

      He tipped his head in thought. “Um, no.”

      Unconsciously, I furrowed my brow. “So the reporter was right. That photograph was taken while we were dating?”

      “Yes. I guess it was.”

      My eyes widened and I didn’t want to accept what my ears were hearing.

      “But Lauren, it was an innocent lunch. I went to apologize for standing her up. That night I’d told her to meet me at the club, I didn’t even go into the bar and talk to her, face to face like a man. I just sent her a drunken text, later. I left her sitting there. I felt bad for treating her that way and then I ran into her at lunch and invited her to join me. I offered her a meal as an apology.”

      “And you had to hold her hand to apologize?”

      He gave a little chuckle and shook his head. “It was the other way around. She’s the one who took my hand. But Lauren, I’ll tell you this, when that picture was snapped, at that moment, I was telling her I was in love with someone else. You. I told her I couldn’t see her again, or ever, because I was in love with Lauren Mitchell.”

      Filled with shame, I dropped my chin to my chest. “Oh.” All I could manage was a little peep.

      “I love you, Lauren. Please, don’t ever doubt my feelings for you. You’re the only one for me. And promise me this, please, don’t talk to any more reporters, especially tabloid reporters. You know they’re just out for themselves and their story. I don’t think of myself as having celebrity status, but I guess they do.”

      I looked up with tears stinging my eyes. “I love you too. I’m sorry I ever doubted you. I never should have brought it up.” I picked up a paper napkin from the holder on the table and dabbed at the corners of my eyes.

      “You can talk to me about anything. Hey, come here.” He pulled me from my chair and sat me on his lap and kissed me, taking away my shame and filling my heart with love. “You’re going to have to grow thicker skin now that you’re with me, baby.”

      Then he asked, “You said the reporter showed up at the fundraiser with this photograph and later you saw another one, the one of Mercedes and me at lunch. There’s only one here, so where did you come across the sleaze to see the second picture?”

      “He showed up at my door.”

      “Jesus, Lauren. I hope you didn’t let him in.”

      “Well...” I squinted my eyes and lifted my shoulders to my ears. “I sort of did.”

      “Woman…” He blew out an exasperated breath. “Are you trying to make life difficult?” He shook his head and relaxed. “What’d he do?”

      “He was all nice at first, but then when I refused to give him any information about you, he got a little grabby.”

      “What do you mean?” The look on Aedyn’s face was like, how could things get any worse. “Did he touch you? Did he hurt you?”

      “He grabbed my arm…”

      His body tensed. “I should’ve been there. How’d you get away?”

      I slid off Aedyn’s lap, retrieved the pepper spray from the cookie jar and held it up. “This. Jules hooked me up. She got us each a can back when Chip was still in town. You know, just in case.”

      His eyes widened as his anger was replaced with amazement. “You pepper sprayed him?”

      I nodded with a big smile.

      “Well, I’m impressed. Shocked, but impressed. You seem to be able to defend yourself quite well without any help. Will you be joining the Granger SWAT team now?”

      I cocked my head to the side, playing along and said, “Well, maybe next week.” I was relieved to see that he wasn’t upset.

      “I’m glad Jules gave you pepper spray, but you don’t need it. You’ll never see that fucking paparazzi again. Trust me.”

      He stood and put his coffee cup in the sink, preparing to go. “I hate to rush off. It seems like I’m always rushing off, but it won’t be for much longer. Mario said that all the preparations for the trial are coming along fine.”

      “I hope so.” At the risk of sounding like a broken record I added, “This waiting game is wracking my nerves. You’ve seen what it does to me. How it puts all kinds of crazy thoughts in my head. And then I worry.”

      Before he walked out of the kitchen, he slipped his arms around my waist and pulled me close with a big smile. “Yes…obsessively. I’m here to tell you, I’ve witnessed it, first hand.” He was gently teasing me to make his point and I didn’t blame him. I was prone to over think things and always in a negative direction.

      He tipped his forehead to mine. “Just hang in there a little longer. Okay?”

      I nodded. “And don’t worry about that reporter guy. I’ll make sure he doesn’t bother you. His shiny white teeth won’t be blinding anyone again. Because after I’m through with him, he won’t have any.”

      “You men and your testosterone.” I smiled and rolled my eyes. “Okay. I promise I’ll do a better job of staying calm. I’ll be like that motivational catchphrase people post. What is it?”

      “Oh, you mean the posters, like, ‘Keep calm and carry on’?”

      “Yeah, or ‘Keep calm and drink coffee’. But my phrase will be, ‘Keep calm and love Aedyn Cumberland’. How does that sound?”

      “That sounds perfect to me.” He grinned.

      I looked up into the eyes that had unlocked my heart and soul. Aedyn was the most amazing man I’d ever met and I was the luckiest girl in the world to have him. He cupped my face with his hand and pressed his lips to mine. I leaned into him and deepened the kiss, relishing in the pure bliss of being in his warm, secure embrace.

      I knew he had to leave, but this time I was left with a fine, solid feeling inside. The nausea rolling in my stomach had been replaced by a feeling of self-confidence and it felt good. Somehow I knew everything was going to be okay.

      I closed the front door behind Aedyn and turned to find a white envelope sitting on the coffee table. I hadn’t noticed it before. Aedyn must have slipped it there when I wasn’t looking. I sat on the couch and opened it, smiling. It was a hand written letter on a nice piece of stationery, which read:

      Lauren,

      I couldn’t sleep. My mind was spinning with thoughts of you so I got up. I can’t find the words to express what has happened to me and how I feel about it. Somehow, I think, maybe it is destiny. I don’t know. Anyway, I was awake so I got a pen and thought I’d give it a shot. Here goes:

      I am an angel who swept down from the sky to bring you light and love, to open your heart, and to expand your soul so that you could feel the connection to the universe that you thought was lost.

      My spirit looked down and saw you drowning in a cold ocean of darkness. I threw you a lifeline of the purest, white energy of love. A love that was needed in order to reignite the fiery passion within you, so that you could witness the expanse of the universe as you once did, and to give you the love that would bring you to life again.

      It is with eternal gratitude and love that I thank you for coming back into my life and allowing me to be of service to you in this way.

      I am the angel who swept down from the sky to bring you love and in doing so, I’ve fulfilled my mission to bring you to life again.

      With all my love,

      Aedyn
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          Aedyn

        

      

    
    
      From my perch on my favorite bar stool at my favorite watering hole, I estimated it must be about five o’clock Chicago time, the magic hour of a work-a-day life when people drug their weary bodies in for a little stress relief, an alcoholic massage, a Scotch, a martini or two. It was a place where brightness and soul repair was doled out one and two ounces at a time as their dreary faces came to life. Happy Hour always filled most every seat in this establishment. Couples, some just newly acquainted, leaned in close, shoulders bumping, heads colliding and throwing their laughter up to the genteel romance of antique, tin ceiling tiles. This too had become my after-work routine since Lauren had been arrested and confined to Granger.

      I loved it. I hated it. I needed it and I hated the fact that I felt like I needed it. There was no way in hell I’d tell Lauren, though. Knowing how worried she gets, I didn’t want to add to her already shaky nerves. Just like her I was fucking fed up with waiting for the trial too. When she told me about the reporter and her fears about those pictures he showed her, I almost went ape-shit and came out with it all. But that would only make me look like a whiny little bitch. I had to be strong for Lauren. She was fragile. I mean, most of the time she was good to go, and damn, I couldn’t believe how she’d handled herself with the pepper spray incident. For that I was proud of my girl. I hoped that she gave the fucker a good one and right in the eyes, but I could tell this whole thing was wearing her down.

      The last time I walked out her front door all I wanted to do was scoop her up in my arms and take her with me so badly. Being away from her beautiful smile, her soft kisses and—damn—her fine ass. It was killing me. Sure, I had my guys, Mario and Pete, working on it from my end, but there was no way in hell I was going to tell Lauren that Pete had found Chip and that we knew he was in New Orleans. She just didn’t need to know that shit right now, but Pete and I had a plan. And after my last visit to Granger, with all that garbage about Mercedes that the reporter stirred up, I’d called Pete that very morning, the minute I’d shut the door of my limo to the airport, and told him in no uncertain terms; get that fucker Chip to shit or get off the pot. I was done waiting for his sorry ass. I told Pete to put the screws to his thumbs—no, put his balls in a vice grip and make that fucker do something. I was tired of waiting and I was tired of letting him call all the shots. I’d rather put my dick in a blender than let Chip pull one over on everyone and send Lauren to prison for a crime she didn’t commit.

      Any day now—actually—any moment now Pete would be calling with some news. That was part of the reason I was slugging back so many Scotch on the rocks and breaking my neck to look over my shoulder at the slow moving clock on the wall.

      Finally, with my cell phone strategically placed in front of me on the bar top, the screen lit up with the call I’d been waiting for.

      “Yeah, man. What’s up?” I threw back the rest of my Scotch as I listened with my phone pressed to my ear.

      “It’s time to pull the trigger,” Pete said.

      “Fuckin-A. Let’s do this.”

      “I just heard from my source in the underground poker scene. There’s a huge game lined up and your guy will be there.”

      “Can you guarantee it?”

      “As long as he’s not spooked. He’s been up and down. Wins just enough to keep him chasing the big one and loses just enough to stay in the game. So he’ll be there.”

      “When?”

      “Tonight. It’s going down for real.”

      “I’ll be there. Text me the where and the when. I’ll be on my jet.”

      I glanced at my watch as I ended the call and punched in the number of my corporate jet service to schedule a flight to New Orleans, immediately. I called for a driver to pick me up directly from this bar. I didn’t even bother to pack. Who needed a shaving kit and toothbrush for a knockdown round anyway?
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      In a dimly lit backroom, behind an unidentified black door, I lit another cigarette before the poker game—or rather, the final round of the fight of the century between Aedyn and Chip as I called it—got started. I was here under the guise of being “just another gambler” for all these guys knew, sitting with elbows on the green felt tabletop, tapping the ashes off the end of my second smoke of the night.

      With smokes and drinks ready and waiting all around the five of us were kept waiting, once again, for Aedyn’s guy, Chip Harrison, to join the game.

      At last, a haggard looking Harrison slinked through the same door painted a flat-black color, which once closed, blended effortlessly into the equally dull, flat-black walls. In the low lighting, if it weren’t for a weak glare from the doorknob, it was barely noticeable that an exit to the stuffy room even existed.

      Hunched and walking with his head down, Harrison pulled out a chair and was about to take a seat when two big, burly dudes dressed in all black, rose up out of the shadows, each one grabbing one of Harrison’s arms. They popped him up with the ease of an Olympic beast, the guy flopping around in their grip like a rag doll. Another, rough looking guy in a dark sports coat over a polo shirt appeared, nodding and shooting caustic glances in a manner that told me this guy was the leader. He was a short man with a big nose and deep creases were visible in his weathered beaten skin.

      Having been around the block a few times, I knew to keep my head down, stealing glances when I could, nonchalantly teasing back a small piece of dry skin from my fingernail until a small dot of red began to appear. Some others looked up, faces contorting as they watched the two beasts drag Chip to the side, but all quickly put their heads down again, trying to act as if they didn’t know the horror that was about to unfold.

      The leader faced off with Chip while the two goons restrained him and said, “Hold on there, dickhead. You don’t get to play tonight. Not until you pay the $30,000 you owe me.”

      I slid my chair out and adjusted my legs like I needed the room to stretch so I could turn my ear closer to their conversation.

      In a voice that sounded very worn out, Chip whined, “But I can’t give it to you until after I play and win. Yeah, then I’ll have it all.”

      I stiffened when I heard the blow. It was a familiar sound, a fist making contact with the gut. Chip wheezed and doubled over. I bent at the waist with him, reaching for my right ankle and crossing it over my left knee. I leaned back in my chair; my eyes fixed on the red glowing tip of my cigarette and listened.

      “It don’t work like that. I need it now. Pay up or else…you know the rules.”

      “I…I…just give me one more day, twenty-four hours…” It was Harrison’s voice I heard pleading now.

      “Sorry, Charlie. No cigar,” the leader barked.

      I turned my head, pretending to scratch the back of my neck to get a look. The leader peacocked in front of Chip then lurched forward and got in Chip’s face. “Do you have it or not?”

      Chip merely hung his head in response, swinging it sadly from side to side. I leaned forward to flick my ashes in the ashtray. Things were not looking good for our guy. I knew how these loan sharks operated.

      The leader tipped his head in the direction of another door at the back of the room and the two goons dragged Chip off, protesting as he went. “What’s going on? What are you going to do to me? Don’t kill me. Please, please. I’ll find a way. I’ll get your money…”

      His disparaging pleas faded out as the door shut. The leader followed, stopping along the way to turn the volume knob on a sound system and raising the level of the music in the room. Then he too disappeared through the door, closing it behind him.

      I had some thoughts about Chip’s chances behind that door and they weren’t very good ones. Everyone sitting around the poker table sensed it too. The tension in the room was palpable as the seconds slowly ticked by. Even the tune of the music that had been turned up to cover the noise was harsh and grated on nerves. Eventually, I heard a loud wail shoot out from the room, loud enough to rise over the pitch in the music.

      The door opened and Chip staggered out alone, beaten, bruised and hunched over, holding his right hand to his chest. The goons walked out, shoving Chip out of their path as he cringed in pain. The leader strode out of the room next, following behind, walking like he was a king in a royal procession. In his world anyway, he was a king.

      The two goons opened the black exit door with the small silver knob and stood one on each side, like sentries waiting for their leader to exit. Before he left, the king jabbed a stubby finger in the air in Chip’s direction and threatened, “Pay up. Or you know what happens next.”

      As he exited, all heads were down, focused on the table, drinks or their cigarettes as if some very important thing were happening in the bottom of the ashtray.

      As soon as the black door shut and they were gone, I grabbed my whiskey and jumped to my feet. I rushed over to Chip who was moaning and teetering, still holding one hand to his chest, looking like he was about to hit the dirt.

      “Here, let me help you, man.” I took him by his good arm and hustled out the door, down a dark narrow hallway that smelled of mildew and urine and into the bar area of the strip club where the girls were dancing on poles on a stage and customers were sitting with drinks and watching.

      I paused to check and make sure the loan shark and his entourage had left the building before I ushered him over to a table with two chairs that were positioned against a dark wall in a back corner of the club. The music droned and the girls bounced their bare tits and pumped their young round asses, as the men leered with glassy eyes and drunken grins. But Chip didn’t notice. He fell into the chair, wincing and babying his injured hand.

      I shoved my glass of whiskey into his good hand and said, “Here, drink this.”

      He looked up at me for a moment through the one eye that wasn’t a swollen slit, the skin on the cheekbones red from too much contact with a heavy fist. He narrowed the good eye and looked at me like, “Who the hell are you?” and then took a long swallow of the amber firewater.
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      A topless waitress with teacup sized breasts and a rouged smile spotted us sitting at the small round table. I held up two fingers as a signal and she floated in our direction, carrying a tray.

      “What can I get you two gentlemen?” she drawled in a tired voice. Despite Chip’s obviously battered appearance, she took the order without notice, as if this were a common occurrence. And in a place like this, it probably was.

      “Two more. Jameson and Jack Daniels.” She nodded and returned to the bar to fill the order.

      “Why are you doing this?” Chip gave the empty glass a shove and it slid to the center of the table, drawing a long wet streak across the surface.

      “Can’t a guy help another guy out? They were pretty rough on you back there.”

      “No shit. They fucking broke my finger.” He glowered, and slumped over his injury, then thawed and said, “I’ve seen you at some of the poker games lately. Who are you?”

      “In this town?” I leaned back in my chair. “Nobody.”

      A shadow of annoyance crossed his face. “So, where you from?”

      “I told you. I’m nobody from nowhere.” I narrowed my eyes, cautioning him not to ask any more stupid questions. He gave a short snort. He finally got the message. I’d fill him in on a need to know basis when the time was right.

      “We need to get you to an emergency room and report this to the police. You have to press charges.”

      “No cops.” Alarmed, he stiffened and shifted in his chair. “Are you fucking crazy? If I go to the cops, those guys will kill me.”

      “True, but they’re probably going to kill you anyway, no matter what you do.”

      “What do you know? All I have to do is get the money I owe them and pay it back.”

      “I heard you’re down thirty grand.” I kept my expression deceptively composed as I worked through the plan Aedyn and I had engineered.

      “Are you going to rough me up too?” He straightened and lifted from his seat as if he were about to bolt for the door and run. “Do you work for them?”

      “Calm down. I’m not gonna do anything like that. I’m here to help you.”

      Chip slumped back into his chair, his voice despondent. “And why would you help me? I don’t know you from Adam, except for seeing you at a few poker games.”

      “Because I’ve never seen so much talent at the poker table until you.” I lied. I was plying him with compliments, baiting him for the kill. “Look, I’ve seen you play and you’re good. We’ve even played at the same table once or twice.” I pulled a fresh cigarette out of my pack and tipped the box in his direction. He shook his head and waved it off. I lit my cigarette and took a long drag. The cigarettes were just part of my act. I didn’t even smoke, but a lot of these poker players did so I used it to blend in. Plus, making the gesture to share something was a good strategy to gain someone’s trust. Even if they don’t accept, it shows your good intentions toward them.

      I scratched my chin and said, “In my estimation, I’ve seen you lose about sixty thousand. But hey, it was just bad luck. These things go in cycles. Up then down, then up again. Sometimes you just get a bad hand. Anyone can have a streak of bad luck.”

      “Man, you’re right about that.” His shoulders slackened and he shook his head. “I am a good poker player. I’ve played for years and I always win. I don’t understand what’s been going on lately.” Listlessly, he stared at the tabletop, still holding his hand.

      The waitress appeared and dropped off our drinks. Chip didn’t even look up. He just grabbed his whiskey and downed a mouthful in one gulp, trying to dull the pain.

      I sipped on my Jameson and then pushed it aside. I waited for the waitress to leave before I went back to the plan of schmoozing Chip. I was selling him on the idea that I was his buddy and he could trust me so he wouldn’t bolt, because he looked that way at first. He was still pretty skittish, but I was edging my way in.

      “You gamble a lot don’t you?”

      Chip swirled his drink and shrugged.

      “It consumes you doesn’t it? You live for the rush of winning.” He was momentarily speechless, caught off guard, surprised that I knew him so well. “You’re addicted, aren’t you?”

      He pulled in his chin, belligerently. “No way…I can handle it.”

      I picked up my drink, leaned back and held it, resting my elbow on the table. I stared at the water drops sliding down the outside of the glass and said, “You got a girlfriend?”

      “What’s it to ya?” he snapped back.

      I set my drink on the table and looked straight at him. “I bet she doesn’t know about your gambling habit, does she?”

      “We’re not together anymore, but she knew I played poker…I just never told her about the big games, the ones with the high stakes. She didn’t need to know…” He paused like he realized he was telling me more than he’d wanted. “Hey, look here. I’m not addicted if that’s what you’re getting at and besides, who cares?” He scowled. “I just need to figure out how to get back into another game. I just need to win a little more money. Then I can get the hell out of this town and disappear.”

      “Sounds like you’re in some kind of trouble.”

      He glared at me. “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “I guess your girlfriend didn’t know that when you stole money from your father’s company that you had a big time gambling habit to support.”

      His head came up slowly; his eyes widening in surprise the more he listened. “And when it looked like you were about to get caught, you took some of the company’s money, came to New Orleans figuring you could win enough to buy a new passport, ID…buy a whole new identity. And then disappear and leave someone else holding the bag.”

      “Wha…?” He was fighting the urge to run. I could tell from the shock in his eyes and I almost thought I’d lost him; that he’d be heading for the door, but his eyes narrowed and he calmed.

      “You didn’t count on losing at the tables though, did you? And you didn’t count on that…” I nodded to his broken finger. “Looks like you’re in a hurt locker.”

      Chip furrowed his brow and bluffed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t do any of those things.” He was lying through his teeth. “And who are you, really? A cop? I don’t have time for this.” He jumped to his feet. “Thanks for the drink, but I gotta go.”

      “Hold on, man. I’m not a cop. If you leave now, they’ll kill you for sure. I have a proposition for you. I’ll get you off the hook for the thirty grand you owe those sons of bitches.”

      Chip paused, his eyes shifting to the side. He ran his good hand through his hair and paced a step or two next to the table. He dragged the back of his hand across his mouth and said, “You can do that?”

      “You’d be surprised at what I can do. And I’ll give you enough money to pay for a fake ID and whatever else it takes to turn you into a ghost.”

      I watched him as he turned it over in his mind, calculating the odds like the gambler he was, but he was desperate now.

      “You know you’re a dead man if you don’t do something.”

      “Yeah? Well, life’s a bitch and then you die.” His chest sunk in as he exhaled and he withered into a heap into the chair, hitting the seat sideways with his feet sprawled out and his throbbing hand hanging between his legs. “And mine seems to be in the shit tubes lately. Whoever you are, I know there’s a catch. You don’t get something for nothing.”

      He cupped the hand with the broken finger and cradled it to his chest. He turned and looked at me with sad eyes. He was beaten. He had no other alternative but to listen to my offer.

      With resignation in his voice he said, “Whose dick do I have to suck in return for this big favor of yours?”

      I smiled and pulled a folded paper from the inside pocket of my sports jacket and laid it on the table. Chip was slumped over the table, reeling from a new wave of pain and looking like a drowned rat.

      I relaxed back in my chair and said, “Here’s the deal, Chip Harrison.” His eyes darted up to mine at the mention of his name. “That’s right, Chip. I know who you are. I’ve been following you since you left Granger.”

      He perked up another notch as my words sunk in and he scowled. “So you are a cop.”

      “I’m a private detective.”

      “Who hired you?” He shot back.

      “That doesn’t matter. Like I said, here’s the deal…I know you’re wanted by the police for insurance fraud in Iowa. You made fake accounts, opened PO Boxes in your name and had payout checks mailed to those boxes. You collected the checks and put the money in a bank account with Lauren Mitchell’s name. You laid a trail, so if you were ever caught, everything could be pinned on Lauren and no one in your quaint little town would know that you stole money from your own father’s business to support your gambling addiction. I have to say, what kind of lowlife steals from his father and pins it on his girlfriend? You’re a dirt-bag and a loser. But that’s neither here nor there. Right now, as you sit here, the cops and the loan sharks want you. I don’t know which is worse, but you can count on this…the minute I leave here, the cops will know where to find you and you might think you can run from the cops, but you and I both know, loan sharks find everyone.”

      I paused for a moment to let it all sink in. “So…” I pushed the folded paper a little closer to him. “Here’s the good part.”

      Chip eyed it suspiciously, still gritting his teeth against the pain from all of his injuries. “What’s that?”

      “I have a paper here, a confession saying that you purposely framed Lauren Mitchell in an insurance fraud scam. It says that she had no knowledge of it and was tricked into signing papers and documents in order to get you off the hook. You sign this, and I’ll give you the money you need for everything.”

      Chip furrowed his brow, jumped back in his chair like the paper was a poisonous snake and blurted out, “No way. I’m not signing a confession. I’ll go to jail.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could get a word out, Aedyn appeared, standing at edge of table. I’d texted him when the deal was going down. He’d been watching from another table and when he heard Chip say, “No way,” and saw him draw back in his chair, I guess he felt the need to intervene.

      Chip’s head popped up in surprise. “Aedyn…” Then his expression changed as he realized that it was Aedyn who hired me.

      “I should’ve known you were involved.” He gave a nasty chuckle and sneered. “You hired this detective, didn’t you?” His words were filled with bitterness and anger.

      Aedyn pulled up a chair and leaned into Chip’s face. “Sign the paper, you goddamn fucker. What kind of piece of shit lets his fiancé take the fall? You’re in no position to bargain. If you don’t sign the confession, you’re a dead man and you know it. Sign it.”

      I watched the two as they faced off. Chip was as angry as Aedyn, steaming under the collar.

      “Fuck!” He pounded the table with his fist. He knew we had him over a barrel, but his action just sent new shock waves of pain shooting through his body and he clamped his injured hand to his chest and started rocking on the edge of his seat.

      Once the pain subsided, he lowered his voice and said to Aedyn, “You think you’re something, don’t you? Living large in Chicago, stealing Lauren from me. I needed her. She was mine. Everything was fine until you showed up and fucked everything up.”

      “You needed her to use her, you shit-bag,” Aedyn spat.

      “I’m not going to sign it.” He crossed his arms over his chest and stuck out his chin. “I’m a dead man now. It doesn’t matter. Besides, you don’t have enough money for what I need. To create a new identity using the black market, and enough cash to live on, I’d need about $200,000.”

      Aedyn coolly said, “Done.”

      Chip blinked and his jaw shifted as he thought about it.

      “This way you get to walk away free. You keep your miserable, worthless life. The loan sharks won’t kill you. The cops can’t find you. It’s a good deal. Yeah, I would’ve loved to see you rot in prison, but at least Lauren’s name will be cleared. And she’ll never have to see your fucking face again.”

      “Yeah, and you two can live fucking happily ever after.” He said it with disgust, but he knew he was beat. “Fuck,” he said, exasperated. He threw his hands up in the air and then motioned for me to hand over the paper. “You better not be fucking with me, Aedyn.”

      “The deal is good. Just sign already,” Aedyn said and handed him the document.

      “There better not be cops jumping out to slap cuffs on me once I sign.”

      Aedyn’s hand balled into a fist and the veins on his neck were damn near popping out of his skin. He shot a threatening look at Chip. Nothing more needed to be said. He understood. Now he had Aedyn Cumberland ready to kill him if the loan sharks didn’t get to him first.

      “Alright, alright. Jesus, give me a fucking pen.”

      Aedyn stood and pulled one out of his sports jacket pocket. He stepped behind Chip’s chair and watched as he signed the confession, making sure he didn’t try some funny business at the last minute.

      When he’d finished, Aedyn snatched the paper from him, folded it and tucked it into the inside pocket of his jacket. Using his foot, Aedyn pushed a briefcase with the money over to Chip’s feet. At least I assumed that’s what was in it.

      I stood up and buttoned my jacket as we waited. I knew Chip would want to check the briefcase. He wasn’t a very trusting kind of guy and why would he be? Trust is a two way street. If no one could trust him, then he wouldn’t trust anyone in return. I guess that’s probably what got him into trouble in the first place, that and his gambling addiction. Whatever the case may be, this sorry ass loser deserved every nasty thing that happened in his life and my friend, Aedyn, and his sweetheart, Lauren, deserved the best.

      Chip lifted the briefcase and balanced it on his lap as he fumbled to open it with one hand. Aedyn and I hovered near him, blocking anyone’s view so they wouldn’t see the massive stacks of fresh green bills and try to cause trouble.

      To add insult to injury, Aedyn had to lean over and help him get the latches open since Chip’s finger was broken and swollen now to the size of a sausage. The lid was opened only slightly, just enough for Chip to see stacks of bills in bundles. He reached in with his good hand and flipped through the edges of one of the stacks, checking to see if they were all real bills. When he was satisfied, he closed the lid and nodded.

      We turned to leave and before we could take two steps, Chip said, “Hey wait. Aren’t you going to take me to the hospital?”

      I turned and kept on walking. Aedyn turned his head as he walked, gave a snort and said over his shoulder, “Go fuck yourself, Chip.”

      And we walked out.
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      I clapped Mario on the back of his fine Italian suit, and said, “Mario, my man, once again you’ve saved the day.”

      “Thanks. Just doing my job, but I hope to hell this is the last time you drag me to Iowa. Not that I don’t like this beautiful state, but I’ve seen enough corn fields for a lifetime.”

      “I get it, Mario. Chicago is more your kind of town.” I chuckled and pulled Lauren to my side, tucking her under my arm as we stood with our victory drinks in hand. Lauren looked up at me, her eyes filled with a brightness that had been missing for a long time and said, “Yes, Mario. You did a great job. Thank you again. Aedyn told me all along that you’re the best lawyer and now I see why. I guess I’ll be seeing more of you in Chicago.”

      “Oh, I hope not.” Mario joked. “You know what I mean. Most people only need a lawyer when something goes wrong.” Everyone standing in our small group laughed.

      The trial had just ended an hour ago in an acquittal for Lauren and we invited everyone to Red’s Place for a long overdue celebration.

      Pete chimed in, “So Aedyn, will you and Lauren be moving to Granger now? Back to the old hometown?”

      Lauren and I looked at each other and spoke at the same time. “No way.”

      We laughed at the way we were both adamant with our responses. Granger was my hometown, but it hadn’t been my home in a long time. And for Lauren, it had become a place filled with bitter memories because of Chip and the fraud charges. She had told me at one time that she never wanted to see Granger again in her life, but I knew that with time, the bad memories would fade and be replaced with more nostalgic ones of her life here.

      “No, I’m afraid I’m with Mario on this one. I like living in Chicago better and so does Lauren now.”

      She shifted her weight and pulled me tighter with the arm she had roped around my waist. “I can’t wait to get back to my little apartment. It’s been neglected for so long, I’m sure there are dust bunnies everywhere.”

      I pulled back and looked at her with a furrowed brow. I had just assumed that after the trial she’d move in with me. “Well, we’ll need to discuss living arrangements before we leave here today.”

      She smiled and scrunched up her shoulder. She was practically bouncing up and down with happiness. “That sounds great. I’m so excited.” She turned and addressed Mario and Pete. “I’m so relieved this whole thing is over. Aedyn will tell you, I’ve been a basket case these last months. Finally, that black cloud has gone away. I feel so light and…free.”

      I raised my glass and everyone joined in. “Here’s to freedom.”

      With smiles all around each person took a sip as a toast. Mario cleared his throat and said, “Aedyn, I hate to leave the party, but I’m gonna have to duck out. I need to get back to Chicago.”

      “Alright, Mario,” I said and we shook hands after he placed his empty glass on a nearby table. “I’ll be talking to you when I get back, later in the week.”

      Pete and Lauren said their goodbyes to Mario and I watched as he walked out of Red’s Place to the car I had scheduled to take him to my corporate jet. Mario was one of my team. One of the people here today in this bar who’d helped Lauren and, in turn, helped me.

      I couldn’t help but feel humbled as I looked around at the faces of everyone, talking, laughing and sharing a drink. I was filled with a feeling of happiness and satisfaction. All the people who’d supported Lauren were here. Pete Gamble, Jules, Aunt Melissa and even Lauren’s parents, Dr. and Mrs. Mitchell, had come from Florida to show their support during the trial. All the people who meant the most to me in my life surrounded me. But of course, Lauren was my number one. Having her with me again, able to kiss her and touch her every day was what gave me the most happiness.

      People were grouped together in conversation, two or three in a huddle around the bar. Since we’d come straight to the bar from the courthouse, there were a few locals sitting at tables, enjoying a late lunch.

      I stepped back into the conversation going on between Pete and Lauren.

      “Pete, you need another beer?”

      “Sure, man.”

      I raised a hand to Tommy, the bartender, and he gave me a nod.

      Lauren turned to me with a puzzled look and said, “So Pete went to New Orleans and posed as a gambler to find Chip and make this whole deal happen?”

      Pete nodded. “Yup.”

      “There’s one thing I don’t understand. Back when we were together, I’d seen Chip play poker many times, but I’d never seen him lose…ever. He used to play with Jules’ husband and some other local friends. He always won when he played with them. So how was it possible that he could lose so much in New Orleans? Just bad luck?”

      I looked her in the eyes and said, “Chip only let you see what he wanted. People with addictions keep it a secret and do crazy things to get the money to feed their habit.”

      Lauren chewed her lower lip in thought. “I’ve heard that addiction breaks up families. It’s a shame what he did to his dad’s business. I was completely in the dark about his high stakes games. I just thought it was always friendly games with the guys.”

      “There was a lot you didn’t know. And thanks to Pete here, we found his Achilles heel. What we could use against him. The only way we could get him to confess was for him to keep losing and not win the money he needed to escape. The only thing that mattered to him was the money for a new identity. So we paid Catarina’s pimp to set up a bogus poker game and paid the dealer to give Chip bad hands.”

      “Wait a minute. Who is Catarina and why does she have a pimp?”

      “I’ll explain later. Don’t worry.”

      “Instead of being in prison for two or three years for fraud, he’ll be in his own prison looking over his shoulder the rest of his life.”

      Just then, I spotted my aunt coming to the bar with an empty drink glass. I reached out my arm between Lauren and Pete and grabbed her arm.

      “Excuse me,” I said as I lurched forward between the two. “Aunt Melissa.”

      She turned with a smile. “Aedyn. I was just coming over to order another drink.”

      “Come here.” I said and pulled her into our circle. “I have something for you.”

      She set the empty glass on the bar top and stepped closer. “For me? I don’t need anything. It’s not my birthday. You already gave me a car for my birthday, remember?”

      I smiled, remembering her trip to Chicago when I had a hooker in my bed and she showed up at my door with a cake. “That was for my birthday, but never mind. This isn’t about birthdays.”

      I tugged on my suit jacket very officially and cleared my throat as Pete, Lauren and my aunt listened. Jules, Lauren’s parents and a few other people were still talking and mingling in small clusters at various locations around the bar.

      “As you know, Lauren has been living in Dad’s house on a temporary basis, but now that the trial is over, she won’t be staying there any longer. The house has been on the market for quite a while and the good news is, I got a call, two days ago from the realtor…it finally sold.” I reached into the inside pocket of my suit jacket and pulled out a long white envelope. I turned to my aunt and held it out to her. “Aunt Melissa, I want you to have the money from the sale of the house.”

      Aunt Melissa looked at me with wide eyes and her mouth open. “Wha-wha…what?” she stuttered. “Oh, my. Why, I couldn’t accept such a…that house is yours Aedyn. Just like the life insurance money. It was meant for you.”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell my aunt that I’d never see a penny of the money from that life insurance policy of my dad’s. The money had been lost in the scam that Chip was running through his father’s insurance company. All those years my parents, and later, my aunt, had paid into the policy were for nothing. The money had been stolen, meticulously diverted into an account that Chip thought he’d be able to get his hands on later. It only seemed right that my aunt get her money back, plus some, for all her good deeds over the years.

      “No, Aunt Melissa. I think mom…and my dad, would want you to have it.”

      “Well, I…I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say, you’ll take it.” I grinned and took Aunt Melissa’s hand, turned it palm up and slapped the envelope on it, covering it with my hand.

      I stepped back, slipped my arm around Lauren’s waist and pulled her close. “Besides, I don’t need it.” I turned and looked into Lauren’s beaming face. “I have everything I need right here.” I gave Lauren a kiss on the forehead.

      “Oh my,” she said, still too bewildered to speak. “Well, I guess I’d better put this in my purse.” She said and pulled her beige, oversized handbag from where it had been dangling in the crook of her arm.

      “This is so nice of you, Aedyn. How can I ever thank you?”

      I thought I detected a crack in her voice as she fumbled to put the envelope into her mammoth sized purse.

      “No problem. You’re my aunt, you’re all I have left now that Dad is gone and you know you’re really my second mom. You have been for years.”

      She tipped her head and sighed. “I wish your mother could see you now.” She reached out and took my free hand and squeezed it. “Thank you.” She lifted up on her toes and gave me a kiss on the cheek and squeezed my hand again as she stepped back and said, “Excuse me, everyone. I need to find the ladies’ room.” She walked away with her huge purse swinging from her arm.

      Suddenly, I felt a little overwhelmed with emotions and not wanting to let it ruin the festive atmosphere, I turned to call for Tommy to bring everyone a fresh drink. I meant it when I’d said my aunt was like a mother to me. She’d helped me through the toughest time of my life when my mother died. I was blessed to have her. And now that I’d met Lauren, even the bitter feelings about my father didn’t seem to have the same hold on me as they once did. Everything in my life was looking fantastic.

      After giving our orders to Tommy, I shot a glance around the room and leaned in to Lauren. “Where’s Jules?”

      “She’s here.” Lauren set her empty glass on the bar top and looked over her shoulder. “Um…there. She’s talking to my parents and…hmm…some guy.”

      I leaned in close again to…gossip. Damn. A couple hours in this small town and I was gossiping too. I needed to get back to Chicago, soon. “That can’t be Jack. That guy looks way too young to be Jules’ husband. I remember Jack from when we were in high school, but I know he’s not that young.”

      “Yeah and actually, Jules told me that she and Jack are going through with the divorce now for sure.”

      “No big surprise there.” I said.

      “I know what you mean. I saw that one coming too.”

      Jules must have caught the vibe that we were talking about her because she looked up from talking to Lauren’s mother and caught us staring at her.

      “Ooops. Here she comes.” Lauren said and took a sip of her wine.

      I smiled at Jules as she approached, waving a martini glass in one hand and walking like a runway model in her super tall high-heeled shoes. That woman was a lot to handle. Her male friend lingered for a moment, still engaged in a conversation with Dr. Mitchell. I wondered what they could possibly have in common to talk about.

      “Hey-ya.” Jules squealed as she joined our group, wedging in between Lauren and me.

      “Jules, have you been introduced to Pete Gamble?” I said.

      “A good looking guy like this? You’ve been holding out on me, Aedyn. Introduce me, dude,” she said in the brash way she always spoke and swatted my arm.

      I turned to Pete to make the introduction and caught him eyeballing Jules so hard I thought his eyes, or something else would pop out. Oh hell no. Pete did not need to get involved with Jules. I loved the girl like a sister, although I never had a sister to know what that would be like, but Jules was too much trouble for any man.

      “Um…well, Pete. This is…” I sighed. I could see it was useless. “Jules.”

      “Pleased to meet ya.” Jules hadn’t taken her eyes off Pete the entire time. Jules stuck out her left hand like she was a princess and he should kiss it. I noticed that when she did, there was nothing but a white mark on her finger where her wedding ring had been.

      I shot Lauren a glance. I wished she would jump in the conversation and say something but she was just stifling a grin behind the rim of her drink. Laughing and watching me suffer.

      I turned to Jules and said, “So Jules, how is Jack taking the divorce?”

      She was barely listening. She tore her gaze from Pete and said, “Who knows? He’s banging some young chick. And good for him.” She turned her attention back to Pete and said, “Where do you live, Pete? Not here, I take it. I’m sure I would’ve noticed a hottie like you running around Granger.”

      On her tall heels, Jules shuffled closer to Pete, opening a gap in our circle. Like a professional football player diving for the ball, I dove for the opening so I could be next to Lauren and away from the train wreck that was about to happen in Pete’s front yard.

      I moved close to Lauren and lowered my voice. “You’re not helping.”

      She smiled and gave me an elbow in the ribs as she took another drink of her wine.

      “Do something,” I said. “She’s gonna eat Pete alive.”

      “Oh, hush,” she said. Then after a moment, she got a mischievous look in her eyes. “Alright, I’ll stir up a little trouble.”

      Jules was chatting up Pete, working her game and Lauren spoke up. “Jules, who is your friend over there talking to my mom. Aren’t you going to ask him to come join us?”

      Jules turned from her conversation with Pete and, with a casual wave of her martini glass, said, “That’s Paulo. He’s my new pool boy.”

      I watched Pete’s face, waiting for him to get the hint, but he was totally engrossed in Jules’ breasts, which were pushing up out of her tight fitting top. I leaned into Lauren’s ear and said, “I didn’t think they allowed that kind of clothing in a courtroom. Aren’t their guidelines for that kind of thing?”

      Lauren tilted her head and shifted her weight onto one foot. “Sweetie, she wasn’t even in the courtroom. Didn’t you notice? She just came for the after party.”

      I pursed my lips and gave Lauren a look.

      “That’s my Jules,” was all she said.

      I touched a finger to her cheek and ran it down to her chin and turned her head to look in her eyes. “I can’t wait to get you back to Chicago. I’m so glad this is all over.” I brushed my lips to her smile as she was already grinning. I laid a hand on her shoulder and said, “Wait here. I want to run next door to the smoke shop. I think we need a good cigar to celebrate. Does your dad smoke cigars?”

      “I don’t even know. I’ve never seen him smoke one, but he’s a doctor so probably not.” She made a face. “Cigars stink. Really? You want to smoke a cigar?”

      I laughed and patted her arm, “Well, baby, there’re lots of things you’ve yet to learn about me. I’ll be right back.”

      I headed for the back entrance of Red’s Place. All the shops on Main Street were connected to each other and built with a front entrance on the street side and a back entrance that led into a parking lot behind the row of buildings.

      No sooner had I passed through the door than I ran into a short scraggly guy with shaggy hair wearing a brown suit.

      I recognized him as the reporter who’d been harassing Lauren, the one I’d thrown out of my event in Chicago. He slapped me on the back like we were old buddies and with a stupid cheesy grin said, “Hey, buddy, Long time no see. Where’s the celebration? I told you she was innocent all along.”

      My eyes narrowed and my blood began to boil. “You fucking…get your hands off me. I’m not your buddy.”

      He pulled back in mock hurt. “Whoa. Why the angry face, dude?”

      “You’re not welcome here, you prick.” I said through clenched teeth. I was seething with anger. This fucker was just too stupid to know when to quit.

      “Don’t get a bug up your ass. We can all be friends. I can write a good story…”

      “You’ll never write again, you little piss ant.”

      “Of course I will. It’s my job to make money on the misery of celebrities and the likes.”

      “You were writing a story to hurt my reputation, so I did something about it. I bought your company.”

      “You did what?” Suddenly, his smug expression melted and surprise siphoned the blood from his face.

      My fist was twitching at my side. I didn’t know how much longer I could control my anger. Thoughts of him in my dad’s house, threatening Lauren, sent waves of fury rolling through my blood.

      “And the first and only thing I’m going to do before I sell it again is fire your sorry ass.”

      “You can’t…”

      That did it. I was done with this ass wipe.

      “Don’t tell me what I can or cannot do, motherfucker.” I cocked my arm back like a loaded gun and let my fist fly straight into his gut. “And stay the fuck away from me and my fiancé.”

      His face twisted in pain and he doubled over with a wheezing sputter as all the air was knocked out of his lungs. Without another word, he staggered away, holding his arm across his stomach and gasping for air.

      I turned and went back inside the bar, forgetting about the cigars in my concern for Lauren’s safety. I didn’t want the scumbag to circle around to the front entrance and cause any more trouble.

      I looked around inside the dimly lit bar, my eyes darting feverishly, scanning the room as a precaution. When I didn’t see him, I exhaled a sigh of relief.

      Lauren stepped up to me, her eyes searching my face, her brow wrinkled with concern. “What’s wrong?” She brushed a lock of hair off my forehead.

      I straightened my suit jacket and shook out my arms, trying to rid myself of the adrenaline still firing through my body.

      “You look like you’ve been in a fight.”

      I smoothed the lock of hair that she’d already moved and blew out one last breath. “No, but I have something to tell you.” I buttoned my jacket. “In fact, I have something to tell everyone here.”

      I scooped up my drink from the bar top and stepped into an open clearing near the end of the bar where all of our friends were gathered.

      I raised my voice and spoke loudly. “I hope everyone is having a good time. I would like to say a few words.” Everyone quieted and those sitting on bar stools turned in my direction to listen. Even a few of the customers lifted their heads in curiosity.

      “I want to thank everyone who worked so hard to help Lauren through this trial. I want to say thank you to Mario, even though he had to leave early today, Pete, Jules, Aunt Melissa and Lauren’s parents. Thank you all for your hard work and for just being there and supporting Lauren through this whole ordeal. Thank you, everyone.” A few people picked up their glasses, about to raise them in a salute, but I wasn’t finished yet.

      “But wait, there’s more.” I paused to gather my thoughts and the people relaxed into their chairs. “You know, when I came back to Granger for my father’s funeral, I’m ashamed to admit that I didn’t want to come back to my hometown. Granger had too many bad memories for me. When I left at eighteen, I had no desire to return. Then life turned, my dad died and I had to come back. Then something wonderful happened—kismet, chance, luck—whatever you want to call it, it happened. I ran into Lauren, the love of my life. Never in a million years did I think that there’d be the possibility of seeing her again, and no not just seeing her, I knew there was the possibility of running into each other, but what I mean is, I never thought I’d have a second chance at the one who got away.”

      Everyone nodded and smiled as I set my drink on the bar and moved to stand in front of Lauren. All eyes watched as I took the drink from her hand and placed it alongside mine.

      I reached inside my jacket and pulled out a small, red velvet box. I looked up at Lauren’s face as I went down on one knee. Her eyes, shining with joy, were wide as saucers when I opened the case and she saw the ring. Her hands flew to her mouth in surprise while murmurs and small gasps of air were heard from the friends who were watching.

      “Lauren, the first time I looked into your eyes, I fell in love with you. I was young and stupid…and I had really bad timing.” She smiled down at me, her eyes glistening with moisture. “So I didn’t blame you for not feeling the same way. But I never stopped loving you. I put you away in a little part of my heart, trying to believe my love for you would fade, but it didn’t. I love you now more than ever. Falling in love with you was out of my control. When I look into your eyes, I see the future. You are my destiny. I want to spend the rest of my life with you and I hope you want to spend it with me too. I promise to love you every night and prove it to you every day. Lauren Mitchell, will you marry me?”

      “Yes! Yes! Absolutely, yes!” She squealed, bouncing up and down on her toes.

      “I love you, Aedyn Dell Cumberland, and I want to spend the rest of my life loving you.”

      With tears falling down her face, and a big grin on mine, I sprang to my feet and slipped the ring on Lauren’s finger. Everyone clapped, even the customers, as I cupped her face in my hands and kissed her, knowing in my heart that our love for each other had been forged in the stars. She was the woman I’d first fallen in love with when my heart was young and tender and I possessed little knowledge of the ways of the world or the mysteries of love. If I’d learned one thing, it would be this; despite the well-laid plans of man, love always has a destiny of its own.
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      “What the fuck was that?”

      Rhetorical question. I knew what it was.

      A bullet had whizzed past my ear.

      I barely missed getting a new part in my hair. Man, I hadn’t anticipated that one. This shit was real.

      Panting, I tried to remain calm as I squeezed my Glock in a double-fisted grip.

      I just robbed the Hogan’s Alley Bank with two other career criminals. They thought a woman wouldn't be any help, but I was proving I'm no punk-ass bitch.

      The streets in the plywood town were empty, except for three FBI beasts in black, drawing a bead on me to practice their aim. I took cover, plastering my back against the side of the building.

      Better think fast.

      My pulse raced. Electric adrenaline fire blazed through every vein.

      Think.

      Think.

      Remember what you were taught.

      Gunfire popped all around like firecrackers on Chinese New Year. I shot a glance to my right. Body down. A glance to the left. Another body, face planted in the dirt. No help coming from either one of them. I was on my own. Only one thing left to do.

      I lunged out from my cover, guns blazing, and spun around the corner of the building, leading with my .40 caliber Glock. I only had one gun. They had several. I was out numbered in guns and men, but I laid down a spray of bullets like I’d been instructed. Good old Sergeant Major Cheshier. He taught me well. He’d be proud of me for the skill in that move.

      Now, I faced the enemy. The long arm of the law. Only now, it was more like the short arm of the law, present and ready to spank me hard.

      I blinked – and that was my first mistake. In the split second it took to blink, the beasts had the advantage.

      It was the strangest thing, because when I blinked I saw my sister’s face. I didn’t understand why, and no sooner than it happened, it was gone.

      Then, mistake number two. I stalled a split second too long. Took too much time to think before I charged out.

      Too late.

      I felt the impact this time. The bullet hit, middle of the chest. Right to the heart. The shock of getting hit startled me, and I fell back, knocked off my feet. I crumpled to the ground with a cry. The dense pain of the first impact was followed by a different kind of pain, hot and searing in my left shoulder. I writhed in the open street, curling into the fetal position and then straightening back out. I couldn’t hold still.

      The sensation of the first hit was like getting kicked in the chest by a horse. My shoulder felt like someone drove a steel rod through it, and in my wretched delirium, I thought for an instant maybe someone really had pinned me to the ground with a spike. I couldn’t move.

      It was over.

      I hit the ground clutching my left shoulder, trying to make the pain stop.

      “Fu-u-uck! That hurts like hell!”

      I spoke before I thought, words unfiltered thanks to the pain making my brain all fuzzy.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to say that.” I furrowed my brow as my mind started to work again. “Whose idea was this anyway? Those wax bullets are a bitch…I mean, well…whatever. Could ya just help me get up?”

      Three FBI trainees, guns lowered, along with my firearms instructor stood over me now, all four of them smirking. The closest one, Riley, held out a hand to help me up. “You’re the one who said you wanted to play the bad guy this time.”

      He laughed as I sprang to my feet, assisted by his strong grip, still rubbing my sore shoulder. I was going to have a killer bruise.

      “You could’ve warned me.” I scowled at him. “I didn’t think they’d be worse than paintball pellets. I did that fun little warfare experience on the paintball range at Pendleton. In the Marines.”

      “Stop whining,” Riley said, a playful lilt in his voice.

      Here at the FBI Field Training Course, trainees didn’t go it alone. We were supported by our classmates, and the tough regimen bonded most of us together, not unlike the Marines.

      I teased back, “Oh, you mean, stop whining like a...girl?”

      Riley laughed as we walked out of Hogan’s Alley, the mock town used for real life training experiences.

      “You said it, not me.”

      I glared at him. “You better not be implying that simply because I’m female I'm being a pussy. I can handle my own.”

      I knew Riley was just giving me a hard time. I wasn’t the type to whine about things, like cry over a broken fingernail – or a wax bullet to the shoulder. It might not be a real bullet, but it still hurt. They could pierce bare skin and draw blood. That’s why I'd worn a sweatshirt over my vest even though it was almost summer, and I was pretty damn far from a shrinking violet. I toned it down when needed, acted all polite and demure when I was supposed to, but I could have a foul mouth, and it’d gotten me into trouble a couple of times in the past. My language and thick skin came from having been a Marine. Some people thought it was tough to be a woman in the FBI, but it had nothing on the Marines.

      With our boots crunching on the dirt streets of training town, we headed to the staging area for a debrief on today’s performance. An assistant instructor was waiting to collect our training guns, a bored look on his face. Glocks weren't issued to us until after the graduation ceremony. I was looking forward to having a gun again.

      I reached to my side to rip open the Velcro strips of my protective Kevlar vest, still talking to Riley. “I think it went pretty well.”

      Riley dropped his vest on the table with the other training gear. “Good for us, not you. You got killed.”

      “Well, I was the bad guy. So that’s a good thing, wouldn’t you say?”

      He grinned. “How’s your shoulder? You really should’ve worn thicker padding.”

      I looked down at the thickest sweatshirt I owned, and then back at Riley. “No shit, Sherlock.” I shrugged my shoulders. “Live and learn.”

      We took our seats around the long table set up in the warehouse, just one of many buildings in the training town at Quantico.

      The town had been built and designed by Hollywood set designers specifically to be used for realistic training experiences. Recruits came here from all over the United States for training as police officers, security, and most other type of law enforcement training. I was here for the FBI’s Academy, and this was my last, painful day of a twenty week course.

      It was no walk in the park, but not as bad as the boot camp I’d gone through for the Marines a little over four years earlier. Boot camp required all recruits to experience gas chamber training.

      That had been fun.

      We were put in a small structure wearing gas masks, then told to remove them once the gas was released. It was the worst pain I’d ever endured - coughing from burning lungs, eyes tearing like crazy. We stayed in the gas chamber three to five minutes, the longest three to five of my life. When we all ran out, more than half of us puked our guts out.

      So in my opinion, FBI pussies were nothing compared to Marines. But then, no one is as badass and hard charging as a Marine. Male or female.

      Yet, being accepted by the FBI was more than a dream come true. I always wondered if I’d do anything exciting with my life, but I never imagined I’d be with the FBI.

      Once settled into our seats, the firearms training instructor for the day addressed our group with his usual stern face, despite being the bearer of good news. “Great job, trainees. You all did a great job today. It’s been twenty long weeks.” A smile struggled to pierce through his stone façade. “A real vacation, wouldn’t you say?”

      Snickers and light laughter were heard all around the table, more because we'd never heard him make a joke before, that was actually funny.

      After the final words from the instructor, details about the upcoming graduation ceremony, everyone stood and shook hands, offering heartfelt congratulations and promising to keep in touch after the Academy. I exhaled a big sigh of relief and relaxed for the first time in four months.

      My roommate, Sheree O’Hara, her light green eyes shining, wrapped me in a big hug.

      “It’s over, O’Hara. Can you believe it?” I said. “We made it!”

      “We did,” she said. “I’d give you a fist bump and say, 'Go girl power!' but...too cheesy.”

      I laughed, feeling lighter than in ages. Sunday would be the ceremony and I’d be sworn in, get my badge and the credentials to prove I was officially an FBI Special Agent. I'd been proud when I graduated from college, proud when graduating from boot camp, but nothing compared to how I felt now.

      As we filtered out of the room to go celebrate, my stern-faced instructor caught me by the elbow. “Hold on a minute, Goodwin. Agent Gutierrez wants to see you in his office, immediately.”

      Shit. My heart sank. Was I in trouble? The instructor’s perpetual poker face revealed nothing. I nodded and he walked away. Maybe the training hadn't gone as well as I thought. I frowned as I headed in the direction of Building 42A where Gutierrez had an office.

      Armando Gutierrez had recruited me into the FBI, lead me through the long and tedious application process, and mentored me every step of the way. I probably shouldn’t be so pessimistic. Maybe he just wanted to congratulate me, since he had taken a special interest in helping me. Of course. That was it.

      Still, despite my little optimistic pep talk along the way, I couldn’t shake the ominous feeling rolling through my gut...it wouldn’t go away. I picked up my pace.

      His office door was open and I stepped in as I spoke, trying to sound bright and cheery, “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      From behind his desk, he motioned with a hand, palm up. “Goodwin, yes. Please, close the door and have a seat.”

      I bit my lip and did as he asked, aware of an uncomfortable silence hanging in the compact room. I slid into the vacant chair opposite his desk. He wasn’t smiling, and my stomach rolled with newfound anxiety.

      He waited for me to be seated before he began. “First, let me congratulate you. I heard you completed your field training in Hogan’s Alley today – and all of your training – with flying colors. I had no doubt you could do it. With your language skills and your Marine Corps experience, you were a shoe-in. I wish you all the luck and success, wherever you go for your first assignment.”

      I smiled and said, “Thank you, sir. It’s been an honor.”

      I didn’t know what else to say. For delivering a congratulatory speech, he didn’t look very happy, and he still wasn’t smiling. He straightened in his chair, laying both palms flat on the desk.

      “I’m sorry, Goodwin, but I’m afraid I have some bad news. I wanted you to have a moment to enjoy your success, but...” He paused, as if steeling himself. “I just received a call. I'm sorry to have to be the one to tell you this, but your sister, Charlene...she's dead.”

      His words sounded hollow, like they were coming from far away. A sharp pain flashed in my chest, like someone grabbed my heart in a large fist and squeezed, tightly. I could barely breathe, but I forced myself to ask the one thing I needed to know.

      “How?”

      His expression didn't change, but something in his eyes told me I didn't want to know what he would say next.

      “She was…shot. Found last night. I’m so sorry, Goodwin. I know this is hard to hear, and you must have a million questions, but that’s all I know.”

      I leaned back in my chair, trying to absorb what he'd said. My baby sister was dead. It was a shock, of course, but not as much as it should've been. Considering Charlie’s lifestyle, I’d expected to hear this news some day. Maybe that’s why, despite the pain I was feeling, I wasn't crying. I should’ve been. Anyone else would’ve broken down in a heartbeat.

      Instead, I nodded. “Thank you, sir. I’ll...I’ll call my family immediately.”

      The room was getting warm, even more suffocating than before.

      “Are you alright, Goodwin? Can I get you some water?”

      The normalcy helped me focus. “I'm…okay.” I wasn't sure that was really the word for it, but it worked for now. “Is there anything I need to do?”

      He pushed a paper and pen across the desk. “Yes, actually, you need to fill out and sign this leave form. I’ve already filled in part of it and listed the reason for leave as hardship. If they schedule the funeral for the middle of the week or later, you can go home after graduation.”

      “Yes, sir, thank you, sir.” I signed the papers, barely paying any attention to what I was signing.

      I pushed them back to Gutierrez and sat frozen in my chair, staring blankly into space. The funeral. Graduation. Right. My parents wouldn't be coming to graduation. I still hadn’t told them about being accepted in the FBI. I’d lied. They thought I’d signed up for another four years in the Marines. Which explained why they hadn't called me. I just hoped they hadn't tried to contact me through the military.

      “That’s all, Goodwin.” His voice softened. “You can go now.”

      I stood, resolving to stay strong. At least until I was out of the building, and then…

      I nodded and left, hoping he didn’t notice the wobble in my weak knees. I only needed to make it clear of the building, so he wouldn’t see me throw up.
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          Jen

        

      

    
    
      Hunched over the bathroom sink, I scrubbed at my shirt, a vain attempt to wash out a couple stains I'd found, laundry soap and water dripping from my elbows. In reality, I was dragging my feet, wasting time washing out a stupid stain that I didn’t give a shit about, trying to avoid a phone call I didn’t really want to make.

      I blew out a breath and caught my reflection in the mirror. Not exactly the face of celebration. Most of the other trainees had gone for a drink. I wouldn't have that opportunity for a while. The welt on my skin from the wax bullet was turning into a lovely bruise. My skin was blotchy, my light blue eyes rimmed with red. I'd pulled my dark hair back for the training session, but it was coming out of my ponytail now, strands hanging all around my face.

      My scrubbing stalled out. I couldn’t shake the same eerie feeling I had when I saw Charlie’s face. Like a vision. Weird, to say the least. Now, it was more than weird.

      I pushed it aside as Sheree burst through the door. She called out, “Hey, Jen. I brought beer to celebrate!”

      I dropped my shirt and left the bathroom. She was halfway inside the room by the time I got there. Before I could say anything, she set the bag with the six pack on the table.

      “Hey, roomie.” I managed a smile. No need to bring her down with what was happening in my life.

      “The commissary is crazy busy right now. Everyone’s buying stuff to celebrate…” She twisted off the top of a beer and handed it to me before doing the same for herself. “Thought I’d find you back in the room doing the happy dance.”

      She tipped the neck of the bottle at mine until it touched and then threw back a long drink.

      “Thanks.” I held my bottle and just stared at it, knowing that despite what happened to my sister, I should be thrilled at what I'd accomplished. Finally, I mustered the energy for a rather lackluster salute and raised my bottle. “Cheers, here’s to us.” I took a drink out of politeness, hardly tasting the grainy richness of the ale.

      Sheree gave me a concerned look. “Jen, what’s the matter? You don’t look so good.”

      I dropped my eyes to the floor and took a moment to collect myself. Of my three roommates at the Academy, Sheree was the best. We hit it off right from the start. Which meant she was one of the few people who knew any details about my family.

      “I...um, well, something happened.”

      I had all of her attention now.

      “Gutierrez called me into his office. My sister died last night.” I slumped down into the chair by the table. “Found last night, anyway.”

      Sheree followed suit, landing in the other chair, mouth open, eyes wide. She pushed her bottle aside and took my hand. “I’m so sorry, Jen. Is there anything I can do?

      I shook my head in silence and then let out a breath. “No, but thank you. I knew I’d get the call one day, just didn’t expect it to be so soon.”

      Sheree released my hand and sat back in her chair. “How old was she?”

      A pang went through me. “Twenty-two.” Four years younger than me.

      “How’d it happen?”

      I reached for my beer and took another drink, wishing it would erase the toxic feeling grinding in stomach. “She was shot and I might know the reason.”

      “Really?” The word came out with surprise. “What reason?”

      I'd told her some about Charlie, but not the dark shit that'd been happening over the last few years. I shrugged. “I don't know for sure. But I bet it had to do with drugs.” I took another drink. “She got hooked years ago. I tried to get through to her, get her off the stuff. But you know, that’s the kind of life that just goes from bad to worse. I should’ve stopped her. I should’ve been there for her. Now...” Tears stung my eyes. “Now look what’s happened.”

      “No, no, Jen. You can’t blame yourself. It’s not your fault.”

      “I never should've left for college, or joined the Marines. I should've stayed at home, but I was selfish. I wanted out, wanted to make something of myself.”

      “Of course, I understand, everyone does.”

      Her words were kind, meant to comfort, but they didn’t take away the pain...or the guilt. I took another swallow of beer, hoping it would magically melt the lump in my throat.

      It didn't.

      “I wanted to do something big, something good with my life. The kind of thing that'd leave more of a mark than a dull husband, too many kids, too many spaghetti dinners at Applebee’s, and hang out at the Indian Casino, hoping for the big win. If I’d stayed, that life would’ve killed me, and I’d be the one dead now. Not literally dead, just...walking dead, no spirit left in me.”

      I didn’t want to add that my parents were proof that it happened like that. Both of them in dead end, low-paying jobs. I was pretty sure Charlie got caught up in drugs because there wasn’t anything else to do in Drexel Heights, nothing to give passion to a life. Maybe that wasn't the whole reason, but it played a big part.

      I despised life there. Enough that I joined the Marines right out of college. It was stifling. A small town, full of dead end jobs and dead end men. No good husband material there.

      Not that I cared about that last one.

      “Jen, stop beating yourself up. No one blames you for pursuing your dream.”

      “Oh, I’m sure my parents do,” I said. “Well, maybe only a little. Don’t get me wrong, they’re not bad people, but they weren’t too happy I joined up. My mom wanted me to come back home after college. At the time…” I snorted a bitter laugh. “I thought she just missed me, but I really think she wanted me home to help with Charlie.”

      “Wasn't there anyone else?”

      I shook my head. “No, just me. Big sister Jen. It was my job. I was supposed to take care of her...I let her down.”

      The words hurt because they were true.

      “She wasn't all your responsibility. The burden wasn’t on your shoulders alone. You have parents.”

      “I guess so...” I wiped a silent tear from my cheek. “My brain knows that, but still, I feel guilty.” I let myself say the words echoing in my head since I'd heard. “It starts slowly. At first, Charlie hid it from our parents, cocaine mostly, I guess. I don’t even know for sure anymore. Then when it got worse, well, my parents didn’t know how to deal with it. They’re so old-fashioned and…” I took a moment to search for the words, to politely describe them. “Not what you’d call worldly, you know? My mom always said she prayed for Charlie, as if enough prayers could make someone beat an addiction. I love my mom and dad, but they just don’t have a clue about these things. Charlie stole money, and a credit card from Mom’s purse. Addicts will do that. Mom never told Dad what happened to it because she thought he’d throw Charlie out. So...they dealt with it the way most people do. Stuck their heads in the sand and hoped it’d go away.”

      Sheree put her hand over mine. “It wasn’t your fault. Your sister made her own choices. So did your parents. You had every right to make the ones that were right for you.”

      I looked at Sheree as the truth in her words sunk in.

      She held my hand tighter. “Don’t think you can't do anything for Charlie. You can make her death mean something. Didn’t you say you want to be assigned to the Drug Enforcement Division? I'm guessing she's why.”

      I nodded slowly. “Maybe that's how I can make things right.” I wiped the last tear from my cheek with the back of my hand. “Now, I just have to call my parents, find out when the funeral is, and then book a flight.”

      Sheree smiled, gave my hand a pat and swallowed the rest of her beer.

      After talking, I felt better, but still nervous about the dreaded phone call. My parents weren't just in the dark about me being in the FBI. They didn't know I was in the country. They’d freaked when I joined the military, thinking I'd turn Charlie into the authorities. I'd known better than to tell them I joined the FBI, with intentions to work with the DEA. However, with Charlie’s death, that was no longer a concern. Still, something in my gut told me to wait, that now wasn’t the time. Maybe once I was home, after the funeral.

      Maybe.

      Plus, how would I explain that I’d lied to them the last twenty weeks?

      I titled my beer for another salute before downing the remainder, and reached for my phone. Sheree took it as her cue to give me a little privacy. But first, she wrapped me in a hug.

      “Hang in there, Goodwin.” She pulled back and nodded toward the door. “I’m gonna get a start on packing my car. I have a lot of stuff, and I’m taking off right after graduation on Sunday, so I better do it now. Won’t have time then.”

      “Sure. That’s a good idea. I sort of started packing, but…” I made a vague gesture.

      “I know,” she said. “Make your call. I’ll get out of your hair.”

      I waited until she disappeared into her room before I dialed the number I hadn't used in too long. And then I held my breath waiting for my mom to answer. It was just Mom. Anyone should be able to talk to their mother with ease. But then, this was my mom.

      When she answered and I spoke, she sounded stiff with a hint of resentment.

      “Mom, I just heard.” My voice cracked. “How did it happen?”

      “She was shot, Jen.” Her voice was wracked with worry and anguish. “Under suspicious circumstances, but that's all they told me.”

      “Suspicious? Well, yeah! Do they have any suspects?”

      “I don't know,” she said, and started to cry. “These last couple years...she was mixed up in a lot of things. You know how she is...was.”

      I did know. Probably more than she did. I knew Charlie had been seeing Raz, a member of a local motorcycle club called Saints of Sin, and the rumors around town were that the motorcycle club was into drugs. Not really a surprise there.

      It’d been a sort of thorn in my side that Charlie was dating Rasmus “Raz” Durrant, although dating wasn’t exactly the best word to use with biker types. Sometimes they called their girlfriends "old ladies," but most of the time, it was who they were fucking.

      Raz's connection to the Saints, even before he'd officially joined, was one of the things that had come between us growing up. We were friends in school, graduated together, but things were tense our senior year.

      “Deputy Brad Blackwell said there’ll be a full investigation. You remember Brad? You two dated a couple times in high school, didn’t you?”

      There was that word again: dating. Part of me wondered if she was implying that I should've stayed home, or at least gone back to Drexel Heights, made nice with the deputy, and set up a nice little life for myself.

      “Well...yeah, I guess we did see each other for a while,” I said. I didn’t want to talk about that right now. “Whatever, Mom. I booked a flight out of here for late Sunday night. We can talk more once I get there.”

      She practically cut me off. “Sunday night? Why not sooner?”

      I felt a flurry of butterflies in my stomach. Because of my graduation, I wanted to say. I was proud of myself, and wanted to share my good news. Wanted them to be proud of me, too.

      For a brief moment I had visions of what it’d be like to hear the joy in her voice as she congratulated me. Maybe even said that her and Dad wanted to come see me graduate. I opened my mouth to speak, but swallowed my words and chose other ones.

      “Just...Mom...I’ll explain when I get there.” I bit my lip.

      Maybe. Or maybe not.

      “Can you and Dad pick me up at the airport?”

      “Well, I suppose…” She sounded a little flustered, but before I could think about it, Sheree burst into the room.

      “Jen, come on. We gotta go.”

      The look on her face told me something was up. “Mom, I can’t talk anymore. Something is going on here, and I need to get off the phone. Can you pick me up at the airport, or should I get a cab?”

      “Yes, of course. Text me the time your flight arrives. That way I have it on my phone. My mind’s such a mess right now. And Jen,” she paused, and then added, “I can’t wait for you to come home.”

      Not knowing how to respond, I ended the call with a quick goodbye and turned to Sheree. “What’s going on, Sheree?”

      “They're calling everyone in. Emergency meeting. Some kind of attack, probably terrorists, in DC. Let’s go. They’ll brief us when we get there.”

      Sheree was already over the threshold. Shit. Hopefully this wouldn’t interfere with my leave. I pulled the door shut behind me. I needed to get back home and find out what the hell really happened to Charlie.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sunday morning’s graduation was colored by a dull gray feeling. A special ceremony, it was attended by the trainees’ families...except my family. I wanted to be excited, but my mind was preoccupied by my later flight, and the reunion after.

      We were sworn in by the FBI director, who presented us with our badges and credentials on an open grassy field set up with folding chairs. After that, the class spokesperson stood at a podium on the stage and addressed all of us about the challenges faced and obstacles overcome during training. Perfectly inspiring. Awards were given, and honors handed out for top achievers in academics, firearms, and physical fitness.

      Then we were done.

      It was official.

      A bittersweet feeling swept over me as I broke from the crowd to leave. All I had to do was pick up my firearm, ammunition, and luggage, then call a cab for the airport. As soon as my bereavement leave was over, I was supposed to head out to my first assignment as an FBI special agent, but it felt rather anticlimactic. Some agents were leaving straight from the ceremony to their first assignment: the terrorist attack that'd happened the other night. Fortunately, that wasn't my assignment, and I'd make it to my sister's funeral after all.

      Just as I said my last congratulations, a familiar face pushed through the throng of happy family members and wrapped me in a hug. He was here.

      My boyfriend.

      Kind of.

      “Surprise, Jen!” He stepped back and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.

      “Marc!” He was the last person I expected to see, probably because he hadn't crossed my mind once in over a week. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

      “It wouldn’t have been a surprise if I told you.” He beamed at me and held out a bouquet of flowers.

      I really didn't like flowers.

      “Congratulations! Wow, an FBI agent. That’s awesome.”

      Marc was all smiles. He wanted me to stay and talk, but – I checked my watch – I needed to hurry if I was going to pick up what I needed and still make my flight.

      “Yeah, I know, FBI, wow. Um, I’m so glad you came.”

      I wasn’t really, but I didn’t know what else to say. Marc and I had met when I was stationed at Camp Pendleton, and had technically been dating, but once I left for FBI training, I hadn't even missed him. Barely thought of him. I took it as a sign and tried to put some distance between us, easy since I was so far away. And since I didn't promise him anything when I left – and hadn't really talked to him since then – I assumed he felt the same way.

      Yet, here he was. It was obvious I should've talked to him. But I had a plane to catch.

      Shit.

      I took him by the arm, and pulled him after me as I headed for the building where I left my suitcase. “Marc, I’m sorry. You really should’ve called and told me you were coming. I have to catch a plane. I’m sorry you came all this way, but I have to go.”

      He looked startled, but not angry. “Do you really have to leave this minute? I thought we could at least spend one night together, have a nice dinner and fly back to Oceanside tomorrow.”

      He looked so confused and disappointed, I gritted my teeth and sighed. But he clearly didn't get what any of this meant. I didn't have time for a long discussion.

      We got to the end of the grassy field where the ceremony took place and I stopped. “Marc, look, I have to go back home, to Arizona. My...my sister died.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Jen.” He tried to touch my arm, but I twisted away. “You told me a little about her. Her name was Charlie, right?”

      “Um, yeah.” I looked at my watch again. “Hey, look Marc, I hate to be this way, but I’m on a tight schedule here. You really should’ve called or something.”

      “Well, then, when can we get together?”

      Was he serious? “I’m sorry, I have to go. I mean, like right now, or I could miss my flight.” I made myself add, “I’ll talk to you after the funeral.”

      “But Jen, I came all this way…”

      “Maybe the FBI will give me some leave time before my first assignment and we can go somewhere fun, just the two of us.”

      Although that wasn't how the FBI worked, I said it anyway. He looked so dejected, but I really couldn’t think about whatever this was right now. My mind was clouded with a million questions about Charlie’s death, and deep down I knew things with Marc were over anyway. Still, I didn’t have the heart or energy to break up with him right now. He might be a bit clueless, but he was a decent guy and deserved something better than a blow-off.

      He tried one last ditch effort. “Jen, I’m here for you. I’ll help you through your grief. I mean, a sister, that’s a tough one.”

      He sounded sincere, but I could tell he was connecting the dots.

      Before he could press for more, I gave him a quick kiss and walked away, leaving him standing there, still clutching the flowers. I felt awful, but I had no choice.

      I had to find out what happened to my sister. She came first this time.
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          Raz

        

      

    
    
      I smashed my helmet on my head and stomped the shifter into first gear. I pulled the throttle hard and the V-muscle engine echoed my frustrations. Another fuck up I’d have to iron out.

      Acer was fucking shit up again. I wasn’t sure what the hell was going on in his head lately. Too much shit had been jacked up with deliveries, and if anything went sideways, the shit rained down on my head, not Acer’s. I was beginning to wonder if the whole idea of listing me as sole proprietor of the bar was part of Acer’s plan to screw me over. That way if anything happened, all the dirt would be on my hands, not his. He'd backed the purchase, and made sure I never forgot it. My ownership was in name only. The three part patch emblazoned on the back of the riding jacket I wore said as much.

      Saints of Sin.

      The club and the bar shared a name, a constant reminder that they were linked.

      It was well past ten when I rode my Harley through the dark streets of town, my mind heavy with thoughts. I needed this ride to clear my head from all the craziness...and the guilt, so I took the long way.

      Drugs.

      Fuck.

      Nothing but a royal pain in my ass. No, pain in the ass was too mild of a term. My life was fucked up and I was drowning because of it. Even more so now that Charlie was dead.

      Fuck!

      I never wanted something like this to happen, and definitely not to Jen’s sister. Never Jen’s sis. It tore me up inside every time I thought about it. She hadn't been innocent, but she didn't deserved what happened to her.

      It made me sick. One more thing to add to the pile of shit in my life.

      I hadn't always been like this. I wanted to be an astronaut once. Well, okay, that was when I was little. Over the years, it changed to a doctor, then fighter pilot. When my hormones hit, it'd been a rock star. Didn’t dawn on my stupid ass that I had no talent. No brains and no talent.

      One look in the mirror and I was exactly where anyone would’ve predicted. My life was fucked up to this side of Sunday.

      It wasn't a shock that I ended up here. Barely graduated high school. Didn't even try to go for college. For people like me, Drexel Heights didn't have much to offer. Saints of Sin was one of the few things.

      And now, the drug business was killing the bar. Ruining the life I was trying to make for myself.

      I shook my head. My life had been ruined before the drug shit started. It’d been that way from the get go. Growing up with an alcoholic for a mother saw to that. I was her parent, took care of her - never able to think about myself or what I wanted. I didn’t blame her. Never said it was her fault. Booze ruined her. All she ever wanted was to please people. Well, that never happened. Another shit storm did though.

      The drug running business started simple at first, but nothing stayed simple with that shit. Too much revenge and payback. Too many people hurt. And my bar was wrapped up in it too, like a weed that grew around a flower...and eventually strangled it.

      Kind of like what’d happened to Charlie.

      I’d only wanted to protect her for Jen, and I fucked it up. The one thing I knew I had to do, I hadn't been able to do right.

      Jen would be back in town for the funeral, a connection to the past I thought had been lost in the cesspool of my life. Before all this shit happened, before Jen dated Brad before Mom’s addiction took over and punched a hole in my world.

      There'd been Jen.

      So many memories of what I had, and what I lost. Most of it happened over time, but if I had to pick one specific point where everything changed, I knew when it was.

      It should've been one of the best days of our lives. The end of school. The sweet last week. A hot day for early June, already bringing trickles of sweat down my back. All the kids had gone to Banner pits, an abandoned gravel pit, to hang, drink beer, smoke weed, maybe swim if the water was warm enough. The pit was outside the city limits, and the company had been closed for years. We weren’t supposed to be there, let alone swim, but it was a good place to hide from the cops while we did the things teenagers did in a town where there was nothing else to entertain us, except maybe a bowling alley. And who wanted go bowling with a perfectly good, underage drinking spot?

      It was fantastic. We drank and did stupid shit. Jen was there, of course. I had a huge crush on her, but we'd only ever been friends. Me and her and Brad had been together since we were kids, and I knew Brad felt the same way about her as I did. Neither of us had made a move.

      But I would change that today.

      She looked fucking amazing in her bikini, all long legs and gorgeous tits. The alcohol had loosened us enough that our usual joking touches became lingering.

      We jumped into the water, one after the other, and I grabbed her. Felt that slick, hot skin. We stared at each other, and I saw something in her eyes that I hadn't seen before. I leaned in, brushed my lips across hers. Man, that was the sweetest kiss in the world. We kissed for a long time, making out back on the grass under the trees and talking. Then about an hour later, the horrible accident happened. Someone had tied a rope to a tree and we’d swing out on it, like Tarzan and drop into the water. Except when Peter Hall swung out on the rope, he let go too soon. The water was too shallow and everything went to hell. Everyone scattered, but I stayed with Peter and his best friend, Mike, until the ambulance came. Peter lived, but when he came back to school the next year, he was in a wheelchair, paralyzed from the waist down.

      Things weren't the same after that. Jen spent the summer working, and we never talked about what happened. Or what almost happened.

      By senior year, it was all over. I didn't have time for a girlfriend...and Jen had been going out with Brad while I spent most of my time taking care of Mom, making sure she ate before her dark friend, Mr. Belvedere, made his first appearance of the night, or afternoon, as it usually happened. If it wasn't Belvedere, it was Smirnoff. Later, it was the cheapest vodka she could carry home from the store.

      I tried to have a normal teenage life. Once, I went to a football game, hoping to run into Jen, to see if there was any hope for anything more. That ended after the first time I went home and had to pull some fucker off my drunken mom before he could stick his dick in her...or smack her around. Or both, which was more often the case.

      I stopped at a red light, lost in the past. I barely noticed where I was until I looked to my left.

      I couldn’t believe my eyes. There, standing at the gas station, filling up her parents’ car, was Jen. My heart jumped at the sight of her and I smiled. She looked good, and smokin' hot in cut-off shorts, bare skin peeping out from under the frayed edges. I admired the view as she leaned over the hood, long legs stretching for miles. Damn, she looked good. I’d heard from Charlie that Jen joined the Marines right out of college. Guess it kept her lean and mean, but what was she doing out so late?

      The car behind me honked, and I saw the light was green, but my eyes went back to Jen, and I wondered if I should stop to talk, or wait until Charlie's funeral. The car honked again, urging me to get going and I shifted to first gear.

      Less than half a mile down the road I pulled a U-turn. I had to go back and talk to her. I couldn’t just pass by without talking to her. Not after eight years.

      By the time I got back to the intersection with the gas station, the damn light was red again, but this time I was on the opposite side. My pulse picked up as I scanned the parking lot for her. A large sign blocked what I hoped was her car. I looked below the bottom edge of the sign and was relieved when I saw her feet. She was still there.

      As I rolled into the drive of the gas station, I could see she wasn’t alone. A patrol car was parked nearby, and Jen was talking to the cop.

      It was Brad.

      Fucking Dudley Do Right.

      Always in the way. Always cock blocking me. In high school, and even now.

      I parked my Harley and pulled off my helmet, pushed back the long hair that fell into my eyes, and hung the helmet on the bike. Self-consciousness hit me as Jen turned my way, but relief replaced it when Jen smiled. Brad just scowled, but that wasn't a surprise. He always scowled at me. Whatever friendship we had as children had long since disappeared.

      That’s right mother-fucker. I’m here now. You can leave. I didn’t give a rat’s ass about Brad. All I cared about was Jen. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her, even though that was probably a bad idea. She probably blamed me for what happened to Charlie, and she'd be right to. Except, even though I saw sadness in her eyes, I was glad she was smiling and not pissed.

      “Raz, well, look at you.” Jen crossed her arms, an eyebrow going up.

      I did looked different than the last time she saw me. I wore my hair shaved on the sides, long on top. I kept a beard now, and tattoos that I didn't have in high school.

      Brad added his greeting. “Yeah, look what the cat drug in.” He thought he was funny, trying to show Jen how witty he was, but it wasn’t working.

      I gave him a sideways look. Always the nerd, Dudley had no swag. Never knew how to charm a woman. I took another look at him just to check, almost expected his pants cinched all the way up to his rib cage. And a pencil pouch neatly tucked inside his front shirt pocket...oh, damn. My eyes fell to his front shirt pocket. My bad. He really did have a pencil pouch in his uniform pocket.

      I decided to ignore his remark. We hadn't been on the best of terms after he'd started dating Jen, but beating the shit out of him was a bad idea no matter which way I looked at it.

      Jen. She was what I wanted to focus on. My eyes darted back to her, wondering how she felt about me now. I'd been with Charlie and failed to protect her. By all rights, Jen should be screaming at me. Hitting me. Telling me what a piece of shit I was.

      Instead, she opened her arms. I didn't even think about it. I stepped in and wrapped my arms around her. Damn, she felt good pressed against my body. I'd cared about Charlie, but Jen felt like she belonged in my arms.

      I didn’t want this to end, but Brad was watching, and I had a reputation to uphold. I moved to pull back, and for a moment I thought she hesitated, like she wanted to stay. As I stepped back, her eyes caught mine, and I half expected her to say something, but she glanced at Brad and the look vanished.

      She changed from the girl I'd kissed, to the stranger who'd left me behind.

      Her hands trailed across my shoulders and down to my biceps. She gave them a pat and a squeeze, a strange look on her face. “Wow, Raz. Been working out?” She let her hands drop and stepped back. “Didn’t know mules needed muscles.”

      Damn, that hurt. What the hell did she mean? Does she know about the club’s business?

      Before I could ask, she shook her head, flustered. “Sorry, never mind.”

      Brad stepped closer, laying a hand on her arm. “Jen’s just a little upset. You can imagine.”

      I glared at him, wanting to tell him what an asshole he was being. Okay, maybe things hadn't been what they were supposed to be, but her death hurt me too and Brad damn well knew it.

      We'd been friends once upon a time in high school, but now spent our days trying to avoid each other. Or rather, me trying to avoid him while he tried to find shit to bust my ass for.

      “Yeah, sure,” I said. Arrogant fuck.

      Brad jerked his head in the direction of my bike. “Is that what you’re riding these days?”

      I’d seen him eyeing my new Dyna Glide, taking note of the model. Easier to find me, harass me – arrest me. The exact reason I’d switched.

      Yeah, and do you still have any balls hanging between your legs? Before I spoke, though, I shoved my hands in my pockets and shuffled my feet. “Yeah, that’s the new Harley.”

      Like he didn't know what I was riding. Every fucker on the police force was on the lookout for any Saint they could get their hands on, and that included the Daddy's boy in front of me.

      I wasn't going to tangle with him today though. I had more important stuff to do.

      I turned to Jen and said what I needed her to know, “I’m sorry about Charlie. I tried to help her, but…” I shook my head, all the things I couldn't say choking me. “I couldn’t. I’m so sorry…”

      She gave me a sad smile, the kind that said she'd pretty much resigned herself to losing her sister a long time ago. “Thanks, Raz. We all tried to help her. It was just too big for any of us to fix.”

      “We’re all really sorry, Jen,” Brad chimed in.

      “I know.” Jen turned back to me. “Before you came, I was asking Brad a few questions. He’s the lead investigator on the case.”

      I glanced at Brad. Did he just puff out his chest? This guy’s fucking desperate. Should look into expanding his life a little, take up gardening or scrap booking. Why’d she have to encourage him by asking questions? He was bad enough on his own and he was getting on my fucking nerves.

      “That’s right.” Brad tried to sound all professional. “I’m investigating Charlie’s case. I was the first one on the scene, so the sheriff said I could take point.”

      The sheriff. AKA Brad's dad.

      Jen's expression hardened, like she was steeling herself for something, and I wondered how much the Marines had changed her.

      Her voice sounded a hell of a lot more professional than Brad's did. “What can you tell me about that night? Do you have any idea who did this? And why? A drug buy gone bad doesn't really make sense. Not when she knew who to talk to.”

      Brad scowled, hemmed and hawed, then gave some standard bullshit answer. “You know I can't discuss an ongoing investigation. Not even with family.”

      Well, shit. Wasn't that just dandy. Brad giving her the party line, yet now diverting her questions. Didn’t think he had the balls to deny her anything.

      I gave her a thoughtful look, remembering something Charlie had told me. “Jen, you’re an MP, right? Gonna help out the locals?”

      She stiffened and pulled back. “I just want to know the truth about what happened to my sister. She deserves that, don’t you think?”

      Shit. Must’ve hit a nerve. That was...snippy. Then she was turning toward me, eyes blazing in a way that made my cock hard. I always loved watching her get all riled up. This just wasn't the appropriate time or place.

      “What do you know about the night she was shot? Did you know she was going to meet someone that night?”

      She was in full-on interrogation mode, and my instincts immediately sent my walls up. I glanced over to Brad, who was listening intently. I wanted to help, but no way was I going to say anything that’d be fodder for the crap fest Brad had going for me or the Saints.

      I shrugged. “Hell, I don’t know, Jen. Wish I did. Charlie and me split over six months ago. She worked her shifts at the bar, and then disappeared. I'm sorry, but Charlie was hooked bad, I mean real bad, in way over her head.” I furrowed my brow and gave her the rest of the truth that I could. “That’s part of why I ended it.”

      Her voice grew quiet, but not soft. “Yeah, there’s no Hell quite like watching drugs change someone you love into someone you don’t even know.”

      I was pretty sure she would keep pushing, but a commotion broke out at the bar that shared a parking lot with the gas station, interrupting our conversation. Four Angry Wives wasn't exactly known for its laid-back customers.

      “What the hell it that?”

      She and Brad craned their necks to look, but I didn't bother. I didn’t give a shit. Just another drunken argument. Just another stinkin' night in Drexel Heights.

      Still, I could hear a woman screaming at someone.

      “You’re too drunk to drive, asshole. Gimme da keys.”

      “Sounds like she’s too ripe to drive, too.” I hoped my comment would prompt Deputy Dog into action. I wanted to talk to Jen alone.

      Fortunately, he took the bait and said, “I’d better go check this out. I'll talk to you later, Jen. Call me if you need anything.”

      I waited until he was out of earshot and Jen turned back to me. “I’m glad you came back. Just sorry it had to be this way.”

      She didn't meet my eyes. “Yeah, kinda forced me to make a visit. This place isn’t my favorite, you know. I mean, it’s my home but...” She shrugged off the last of her bitter words.

      I nodded as I stuffed my hands in my pockets. “I get you on that one. This town hasn’t held any blue skies for me since...since I can’t even remember.” I paused, then added, “You probably didn’t know this, but the only bright spot in all the crazy shit was you.”

      A look of surprise popped onto her face and her gaze finally met mine. All those emotions and the old fire came rushing back. All I wanted was to pull her to me and kiss the shit out of her, and it took a hell of a lot of self-control not to do it. I was different now. I took what I wanted from women. Never forced, but I knew how to convince without saying a word. The patch on my back taught me that. But, damn, something about Jen stopped me, made me think like I had all those years ago - like the guy I used to be was still somewhere inside me.

      “Really? I never knew.” She looked away and said, “I guess I was too busy to notice.”

      “With Brad.” I couldn't resist.

      “Boy was that a mistake,” she said dryly. Her eyes sparkled and the sadness I saw earlier faded.

      Now that I'd brought it up, I had to know the answer to a question I'd had for years. “What ever happened between you two? I thought for sure you’d be Mrs. Brad Blackwell.”

      “Oh, please, no way.” She groaned. “Brad was getting...so full of himself. I wasn’t really into the relationship, or any relationship for that matter. I think it was my way of...escaping before I could actually escape to college.”

      I nodded, unable to stop my gaze from finally falling to her breasts. It looked like she’d thrown on an old, worn t-shirt, and – fuck – no bra. I could see the delicious curve of her breasts and...fuck, her nipples were hard. I tore my eyes away and forced myself to look at her face, but I was pretty sure she noticed. “Damn…” I swallowed and tried to cover with, “you’re, uh, in great shape. Marines, right? How's the life treating you?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, a sly grin curving her lips.

      Busted. She had noticed.

      “Same old, same old. I re-upped for another four years.”

      She paused and bit her lip, pushing a strand of hair back behind her ear and it happened again, her expression changed. The wall went up again. She straightened and stepped back, putting some distance between us.

      “I should get back. It’s late and Mom’ll be worrying. She rests, but she doesn’t sleep much...well, anyway, you get it.”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      I followed her a few steps as she walked back to the driver’s side of the car, stopping just clear of it. She spoke with her fingers already touching the door handle. “Raz, let me know if you find out anything else about Charlie.”

      “Yeah, sure, sure.” I nodded.

      She paused with the door open, her expression softening. “It was great seeing you again, Raz.”

      I shoved my hands in the pockets of my jeans and returned her soft smile. “Good seeing you, too.”

      Just like that, the smile skittered away, disappeared behind the tough exterior. Like she didn't want to show me how much she had to be hurting.

      “Good night, Jen. Drive safely.”

      I’d see her at the funeral, but thought twice about mentioning it. She might not want me there. Her parents didn't, but I was trying not to give them the chance to tell me not to come. I lingered in the parking lot long enough to make sure she drove off safely.

      As I walked over to my bike, I thought back over Jen’s behavior. There was definitely a spark between us when we hugged. I saw it in her eyes. God, it felt good holding her. But then, it was like she was back and forth the rest of the time. Maybe because of Brad, or maybe because of Charlie. Did she blame me for Charlie’s death?

      I pushed back my hair, slid on the helmet, and pulled the chin strap tight. I swung a leg over the seat and turned the key in the ignition.

      Maybe things would go better at the funeral. Right now, I had to take care of some business.
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      We pulled out of the drive to go to the funeral home, all of us in Dad’s car. Dad drove with a stone face, and Mom stared blankly out her window at the morning sun. The housing development where I grew up was located on the southernmost edge of town, off Valencia Road. It was nothing more than a huddle of small tract homes some developer with dreams bigger than his pocket book had started twenty years ago. The entire community consisted of a few paved streets of desert-style, cookie-cutter houses, and several more streets with vacant lots where –  FANTASTIC NEW MODELS – as the sign said, were never built. The only thing on the lots now were the few weeds that could withstand the dry desert climate that stretched from here into Mexico. If I stood at the end of the last sorry-looking vacant lot with my feet on the lot line, my heels would be in unincorporated Drexel Heights, and my toes would be on Pascua Yaqui Indian reservation land.

      Dad pulled the car around to the asphalt parking lot behind the funeral home and I heard a loud rumbling - the distinct, heavy thunder of exhaust pipes unique to Harley Davidsons - rolling down the street. I got out of the car and watched as the Saints of Sin arrived in formation and nosed their bikes onto the blacktop parking lot, Raz on point, leading the way, as if they were a squadron of fighter pilots. But they weren’t. They were a motorcycle club, maybe – probably – drug runners. I still wasn’t sure which, but I didn’t want to know right now. Not today. Today was Charlie’s funeral.

      Today I was going to bury my baby sister.

      My parents ignored the Saints’ intimidating arrival; Dad jutted his chin out and walked ahead, Mom put her head down and fidgeted with something in her purse as she walked. I breathed a sigh of relief at the lack of confrontation.

      I didn't feel like playing mediator today.

      We all knew Charlie had worked for the Saints’ hangout, a local bar that touted the name of the club in large blue neon lights out front of the building. We heard the same rumors about what they did as everyone else, and I was afraid Dad would make a scene. He reached for the door to go inside, then stopped in his tracks, causing me and Mom to crash into his stiff back.

      “No.” He pursed his lips and shook his head. “No. They shouldn’t be here.”

      Shit.

      I kept my voice low, even. “Dad, don’t. Just let it go.”

      He stood, holding the door open, but looked to the sky, not moving.

      “Dad, let’s go inside. You’re making it worse.”

      “No.” His voice was louder this time and firm. “I can’t allow them to come here and ruin Charlie’s funeral.”

      Mom's eyes darted back and forth from Dad to the Saints. I glanced back. They were heading up the sidewalk toward us, their bikes glinting in the sun behind them.

      I laid a hand on Dad's arm as he turned and glowered at Raz, Acer, and the other members who'd all known and worked with my sister. I’d heard Charlie mention their names, but looking at the group of them now, I couldn’t tell which one was which. They all wore jeans, black shirts, black boots, and black leather riding jackets. Except for Raz. I sure as hell saw him. His striking good looks stood out in the crowd of weathered and weary mugs.

      “Dad...please…” I implored him.

      “This is their fault….” He turned to face Raz and the rest of the group, raising his voice as he shouted, “This is your fault, your fault...all your fault…” The words started to fade.

      I shoved on his chest, backing him in through the doors as he kept mumbling about Charlie, his baby – dead because of them. Mom came up and flanked his other side as I turned him around and directed him toward the chairs up front marked for family members. Before I spun around, I caught a glimpse of Raz’s face, a tortuous mixture of confusion, sadness...and what I wanted to believe was concern for me. Like he came to the funeral to try to help me, but just realized he was only making it worse.

      Half-way up the short aisle of chairs, the funeral director, George Davis, son of Fred Davis, the owner one of the stable businesses in town, rushed forward with his hand outstretched.

      Funeral homes and Indian casinos were the two businesses that stayed afloat in this town, despite a crap economy. Who’d have guessed?

      When George saw the Saints taking seats in the back, the perpetually concerned look on his face changed, and I knew he understood what was happening. He began a soft prattle of condolences and kind words in an effort to divert Dad’s attention and keep his focus on the flower-covered casket up front.

      We took our seats in the front row as George continued talking about how the service would progress, reassuring Dad that it would be lovely.

      Despite the abundance of ominous black leather occupying the last two rows.

      Things took a turn to the south when Brad arrived and took one of the seats next to me. A seat marked for family. Not that we had enough family to fill all of them, but still, it seemed a little pretentious. As if he were making some kind of solidarity statement with us.

      As he sat, he leaned across me and gave his condolences to my dad. Then he turned enough to throw a glance back in Raz’s direction. For some reason, that irked me more than the Saints being here. Really? Was he trying to show Raz that he claimed me or some other macho bullshit? At my sister's fucking funeral?

      What really put Brad’s little show over the top, and what seemed to imply he was giving Dad the nod that he was on our side, was that Brad was wearing his police uniform to the funeral.

      Maybe I was overreacting. My nerves were on edge. But it was too much. It felt like the whole room was filled with quicksand, and I was sinking fast. Who were these people? I felt like I didn’t know any of them anymore, like I didn't know this place.

      My mind was running a hundred miles an hour over Charlie’s death and all the cryptic talk about suspicious circumstances of the shooting. What did it all mean? She'd been a drug addict. I loved her dearly, but I was so sick and tired of everyone avoiding the elephant in the room. If I could give my own life right now, just so she could live, I’d do it. But I couldn’t stop the toxic questions popping up in my mind. I didn’t know who or what to believe anymore, or who to trust. I just wanted everyone to stop pushing their own agendas, and let me have a few moments to grieve and say good-bye to my sister.

      After a couple tense minutes, Dad pulled himself together and straightened from his slumped posture, tugging on his suit jacket. I think he’d been crying, but he was too proud to break down in front of everyone. He was fighting it.

      I looked over at him and patted his hand, offering a weak smile. I knew he hated Raz, but I hoped he was wrong about suspecting Raz having a role in Charlie's death. I didn’t want to believe it myself, but I was already forming a plan to find out the truth. It would be the only way for me to have any closure.

      I stood and stepped past Brad and his pretentiously displayed uniform. I walked up to the casket for one last look at my little sister. Looking at her beautiful face, lying there looking so peaceful. With her long, dark hair and her delicately flowered yellow dress, she looked like a fairy tale princess, like she was sleeping and would wake any minute. Her hands were folded across her stomach, and her long, slender fingers held her favorite flower, a single yellow rose.

      I reached out and lightly touched the back of her hand with my fingertips. I had to feel it for myself, feel the coldness of her skin. I had to know she was really gone, because I was having a hard time accepting the reality of what happened. It still felt like a bad dream. I'd seen people killed in war, prepared myself for what I'd have to do as an FBI agent, but seeing her like this...I made a silent promise to myself, and to her, I would find the truth even if it killed me, too.

      From the minute I left my seat, and all the time I stood in front of the casket, I felt Raz’s eyes on me, zeroed in on my every move. I should've felt uncomfortable, but it gave me an odd sense of comfort. Knowing that he was there helped me as I said a prayer, then whispered good-bye. I didn't let myself look at him as I made my way back to my seat, pushed him from my mind as the service began.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When it was over, most people headed straight for the glass double door exit, apparently eager to leave. Fortunately, that included the majority of the Saints. Raz and a red-bearded guy held back, standing behind a small group of others who were waiting to give their personal condolences to Mom, Dad and me. Almost against my will, I caught Raz’s eyes. He was hovering near the door and the small table where the sympathy book lay open, filled with signatures of those who’d attended. He looked like he wanted to leave, but wanted to talk to me first.

      It was strange how much I felt like I still knew him, could understand him, even after all our years apart, after all the things both of us had been through.

      I smiled at Mrs. Wooster, a long-time next door neighbor to my parents, and thanked her for coming. Charlie had babysat Mrs. Wooster’s kids the summer Mrs. Wooster got a job at the AT&T phone company. They were probably teenagers now, but I wasn't really listening to what she was saying. My attention was on Raz.

      As she turned away from me to leave, my eyes darted to Raz. I excused myself and wove my way through the crowd. I took only a couple steps, when Raz took me by the elbow and nodded to his friend.

      “You can go. I’ll catch up with you later. Just want to have a few words with Jen.”

      “Sorry for your loss, Jen.” The red-bearded biker walked out to the parking lot.

      Standing near the door, it was easy to hear the Saints’ muscle machines fire up as they left, but I was still focused on Raz, especially where his touch burned against my skin. He pulled me aside, moving close enough that I could smell the worn leather of his jacket. His handsome face was a mixture of emotions, and I couldn't help but see the changes the last eight years had brought. His strong jaw was covered with a dark, beard that matched the long hair falling into those amazing, indigo eyes. Eyes that I hadn't ever really been able to forget.

      He was all hot and gorgeous, a serious bad boy. Fucking kryptonite. Everything a girl like me shouldn’t want, and yet I'd felt it the moment he hugged me at the gas station. The zing that shot through me, startled me. From the look on his face at the time, Raz felt it, too. Or, at least I thought he had. I could’ve sworn that it was as loud as thunder cracking between us, but the fact that he let me go made me think that maybe I imagined it.

      He faced me and took my hands in his before he said, “Jen, how are you holding up?”

      Fuck. When he said my name it sounded all velvety and hypnotic, bringing back that unexplainable, floaty feeling I had at that gas station. Oh god, he was doing it again, making me like him.

      “I’m okay. Thanks for coming,” I lied.

      I wouldn’t let myself break down now. I was like my dad in that way. Plus, I learned in the Marines to suck it up and be tough. Later, when the time was right, I’d allow myself to let go, and it would be bad, but until then, I'd stay strong.

      He smiled, his eyes full of concern. “I know your Dad is pissed that I came, but I had to. Charlie was a sweet girl, but...I came for you, too.”

      “Pissed is an understatement. And it didn’t help that you brought the whole club with you.”

      He almost looked proud. “Yeah, they are a rather intimidating entourage, but all the guys knew Charlie from the bar. They always said she poured whiskeys straight up like a hero.”

      “Um, doesn’t ‘straight up’ mean you just pour the whiskey into a glass? How much talent does that take?” I was glad to laugh, even if it hurt. The lightness of it felt good. It was nice to remember my sister in that way, even if it was just pouring a good drink.

      “I know, I was kidding.” His smile softened, making him look more like the guy I'd known. “It was the way she treated everyone, like they were special. She had a way of making everyone feel welcome, like she was their friend.”

      My heart twisted painfully. “That’s nice of you to say. I appreciate it.”

      Standing so close, talking with Raz about Charlie, was comfortable, good. It helped me forget the sharpest parts of my grief. Without thinking, I reached out and tugged on his leather jacket.

      “You couldn’t put on a suit for a funeral?”

      He caught my hand and held it to his chest. My heart gave a different kind of thump as I suddenly became more aware of him than I should. I could feel the solid power of his muscles. Feel the heat of him.

      “Sorry, no monkey suits for the Saints.” There was no hint of an apology in his voice. “We might be businessmen, but no suits, no casual Fridays.”

      He kept his tone light, trying to lift my spirits, but my mind got caught on the word "businessmen," and I remembered the rumors about the Saints of Sin's "businesses." Right. Their business was part of what had been killing my sister before she was shot.

      My tone hardened as I asked, “Have you found out any more details about the shooting?”

      He looked down. “Nadda. Wish I had something, but sorry...”

      Damn, not the answer I was hoping for. Was he telling the truth? Or holding back? Maybe he didn’t want to talk, too many ears.

      Before I could ask anything else, he leaned in, my hand still pressed against his chest, shot a glance to the side, and then kissed me on my cheek. Before completely pulling back, he said in a low voice, “Here comes Brad. Gotta go.” He leaned back, putting a polite distance between us. Before dropping my hand, he added, “If there’s anything you need, just let me know. I’m here for you.”

      Then he turned and slipped around Mr. and Mrs. Newberg, who were standing near the exit doors.

      I could still smell the leather and grease...and the part that was just him.

      I plastered on a fake smile when I saw Brad approaching and readied myself to make polite and appropriate conversation. He was the first of many who formed a sloppy line to come give a hug, or a touch on the arm, as they drifted from talking to my parents to me. I put myself on automatic pilot, nodding at the right time and saying the correct thing. I knew it’d be a long time before I could be alone with my thoughts and work over the plan that was brewing in my head.
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* * *

      We’d invited guests to the house after the funeral for some food, so I spent more time smiling and pretending to care about small talk. Then I helped Mom clean up the dishes – mostly paper plates and plastic cutlery, fortunately – and headed to my sister’s bedroom. My old bedroom had been turned into a sewing room slash storage room the day I told my parents I was joining the Marines. More than half the boxes held all of the things I wasn't able to take with me.

      I shut the door behind me and kicked off my black heels, giving my feet a chance to breathe. A copy of my leave papers sat on the small computer desk, catching my eye, the end date blaring like a neon sign.

      I sighed as I snatched up the top sheet, as if staring at the date would make it any less real. I flopped down on the edge of the bed, mentally cursing the numbers in front of me. I couldn’t leave now, not until I found out what really happened to Charlie. If I left now, I’d never know the truth. Brad could say that he was on it, but I didn't really have any faith in his investigation skills.

      I hated that I had suspicions about Raz’s involvement in the shooting, even if it wasn’t direct involvement. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine that he and the rest of the Saints’ club could’ve been involved somehow, especially if drugs had something to do with it. And knowing Charlie's past, it was a pretty good bet.

      I tried to rationalize that I needed to stay a little longer for this reason alone, not because I couldn’t get Raz off my mind. I kept thinking about seeing him at the gas station, walking up to me with that confident stride, all tattooed, hair falling in his eyes...damn, he was gorgeous. Better than I remembered him looking. And then we hugged and he kissed my cheek, making every nerve fire up. The same thing happened at the funeral, a kiss, a mere peck on the cheek, and the electricity was crackling again.

      It was difficult to stop thinking about him, and it wasn't about who shot Charlie, or the murder investigation. No, these were lustful fantasies about being in his arms, feeling his lips on mine, feeling my hand pressed against his solid chest, and his entire, naked body. To experience all of the things I once thought I'd get.

      I touched my hand to my cheek, wondering if my face was as flushed as it felt. I closed my eyes. This was ridiculous. I needed to stop this foolishness, focus on Charlie’s death.

      I returned the papers to the desk, and picked up my cell phone from where I left it. I knew what I had to do. The chances were slim, but I had to give it a shot. I’d ask Agent Gutierrez, to grant me more leave time. Except I knew the FBI didn’t pay people to go through twenty weeks of training just to take time off the day after graduation. They’d been generous enough with the leave given, but since I was still awaiting my first assignment, maybe, just maybe, Gutierrez would sympathize with my situation and allow more time. I doubted it. But I had to ask.

      When I looked at my phone I saw a missed call from Marc, my failed milk-toast relationship.

      Shit.

      I’d called him on Monday after I arrived at my mom’s house, intent on starting the detachment process. I wasn’t the kind of girl to text every five minutes, but I assumed he would've gotten the clue when frequent became even less so. Leaving him at the graduation should've been a huge clue, but apparently not. I felt bad for leaving him that way, and normally, I wouldn’t have behaved like that, but all of this shit with Charlie had me behaving out of the ordinary. I apologized to Marc over the phone but still...I’d left the poor guy standing there.

      I grimaced as I remembered the conversation. I tried to keep things short, let him down easy. He said he wanted to help me through my grief and all, but I gave him the old line about needing to be alone. When that didn't help, I ended the call with a lie about needing to go help my mom with something, putting him off yet again, nothing resolved.

      A fresh surge of guilt washed over me.

      Was I stalling, hoping the relationship could work? So much had happened lately, it was hard to focus on what I really felt for Marc, on what our future could possibly be. And then there was Raz.

      I touched my cheek again, spurred by the memory of Raz’ soft kiss. It was just a friendly kiss on the cheek, twice, but I still remembered what the brush of his lips felt like against mine, and it made me wonder what a real kiss would feel like.

      I shook my head. I needed to call Agent Gutierrez, but I knew there’d have to be one more call, one bad one, where I’d have to be firm with Marc. Cut things off completely. Being soft on him would do him no favors.

      I sighed. Shit. I’ll call Marc after Gutierrez.

      After a couple minutes, I got Gutierrez on the phone. Before I could start with my request, he started talking.

      “Goodwin, I’m glad you called. I was about to call you with your first office of assignment.”

      Fuck.

      I kept my voice even. “Thank you, sir. But before we get to that, I was wondering...you see, my family really needs me right now. With the circumstances surrounding my sister's death...well, it’d be different if she was older or died in an accident...well, you know what I mean. Is there anything in the rules about leave that would allow for an extension on time?” It wasn’t a complete lie, my parents did need me, but more importantly, I needed to find out the truth about Charlie's death.

      There was a long moment of silence before he spoke, “You do realize you just finished training, and you’re scheduled to be sent to your first station of assignment, don’t you?”

      “Yes, sir, but I thought that maybe since I haven’t been assigned yet, it'd be better to do this now, before I have my placement, rather than have something happen with my parents after I start. Or are there any rules about extenuating circumstances around bereavement leave?” I chose each word carefully.

      “Not that I know of, off the top of my head, but I’d have to check with another office…”

      Shit. My heart sank. The other graduates went to their assignments right after graduation. It was too much for me to ask for an exception in my case. I was disappointed, but understood.

      “Well, thank you, sir.”

      “Where did you say your family lives again? I seem to recall on your application paperwork, it’s somewhere in Arizona, right?”

      I was confused, but answered, “Um, well, yes. Drexel Heights, just outside Tucson. Fairly close to Mexico.”

      He was quiet for a minute, but I waited.

      Finally, he spoke, “Something came across my desk just this morning about our Phoenix division. An ongoing investigation into illegal drug running has gone dry in that very location. Their drug enforcement unit is looking into starting that up again. Maybe you could help.”

      I sat up straighter on the edge of the bed. This might work out even better than an extended leave. “Yes, sir, I'd be happy to help with an investigation.”

      “This could be a good fit for both of us, then. There’s just one thing…”

      I heard shuffling papers, and then he came back.

      “Ah, yes, here it is. A small, easy job, try to get some intel on the drug running business, if it still exists, including connections to local gangs. The case has been stagnant for quite a while, so there might be nothing there. Do you think you could do that? Of course, you can’t reveal that you’re FBI…to anyone.”

      My mind was already racing with ideas, but the one I was thinking about back at the funeral stood out in my mind the most. “I think I can get a job at a local bar, the one my sister used to work at, actually. I know the owner, he’s an old...friend from when I lived here. We went to school together. I’m sure he’d at least give me a part-time job.”

      I withheld the name of the bar on purpose, and the fact that the Saints of Sin were one of the gangs rumored to be involved with the very criminal activity he was describing. I didn't want him to know I had a personal connection that went beyond my sister. For a moment I wondered if I was crazy. This was my boss, my mentor, a new job, yet something inside me made me hold my tongue, reluctant to give him the information until I knew for sure what was going on. I just needed to be one hundred percent, before I ratted out Raz to the FBI. Plus, who said he would hire me anyway? All this worry could be for nothing.

      “A bar would be good,” Gutierrez agreed. “It’s a place people go to talk and socialize. It’d be a good place to get some intel. Maybe you’d hear something.” He paused, and then added, “Did you say your sister worked there? The one who passed away? Because, if it’s too soon for you to be in the place where your sister spent her days, another place could work just as well.”

      “It’s fine, sir. I want this assignment. I’ll do a good job, I’ll make you proud.” I glanced at a picture of Charlie and me pinned to her bulletin board, taken at my graduation.

      I'll make you proud, too, little sister.

      The call ended after Gutierrez told me a few more details about being officially assigned to the drug unit of the Phoenix Division. The field office in Tucson was headed by Assistant Special Agent Shatner – I was sure he got a lot of shit about that last name – and it just so happened that Drexel Heights was an unincorporated area of Tucson.

      Dammit. It looked like Mom got her wish. I was stuck in Drexel Heights after all.

      
        The story continues in the stand-alone 350 pages novel, Saints of Sin, release October 21st as ebook and paperback.
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      I hate the taste of blood. It’s a testament to the fact that I was still working in a suck-ass profession. My jaw ached like hell from all the punches and kicks I had taken. It was a damn miracle my entire head hadn’t been shattered into a million pieces. It just felt as if it had been, right now. But the pain from my sore head was nothing compared to what was being inflicted on me now by the man standing over me.

      “For Christ’s sake, Mike, stop poking my chest.”

      He removed his hands. “Luke, you have three broken ribs. You should consider yourself lucky that you are still alive.” He groaned and shook his head. Mike “The Fixer” Hammond had been salvaging my body after my fights for years. “I keep stitching you up and you keep getting hurt. You know living this way is a one-way ticket to hell, right?”

      I snorted. “We are all on a goddamn one-way ticket, Mike. The only question is when do we get off? Just stitch me up, will you? I can’t stand the smell of this shithole locker room.”

      Before Mike could finish patching me up and before I could get my ass off his table, someone kicked open the door. It swung wide and within seconds, a very angry and very contorted face loomed over mine.

      “What the fuck was that out there, Luke? I thought I told you to take a dive tonight. You just cost me fucking two hundred and fifty thousand, you punk-ass son of a bitch. I oughta crush your balls myself, right now. ”

      “Go fuck yourself, Bruno.” I glared at him and spit on the floor. Nobody else dared talk to him like that. They wouldn’t live to see the next day.

      “Don’t you forget who you’re talking to, buddy. I’m the one who calls the shots around here. I’m the one who tells assholes like you what to do in this business. The underground fight circuit is your life and bread, and I own your sorry ass, Renegade. Don’t you forget it!” he shouted in my face, red veins popping out of his neck. He paced a few steps, one hand shoved in his pants pocket and the other one frantically tugging loose his tie. With his gray suit jacket flying open, he leaned in, still shouting. “You should’ve taken that dive, damn it!”

      “I freaking tried,” I barked back. Bruno Costello was a pit bull off the chain and not the kind of man anyone dared to cross, but what he had asked me to do tonight was fucking crazy.

      “Some fight promoter you are. You should’ve told the other guy about the plan. He almost killed me out there!” My blood was boiling and my voice went up a decibel with each word. I knew I was treading a fine line with Bruno, but I was his number one fighter. He wouldn’t take out an asset like me. “I had to fight back or I would’ve never been able to walk, much less fight again.”

      “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Bruno hammered his fist into the locker with each word, then pointed a fat finger in my face. “You better make this up to me, Luke. You owe me. This was a quarter of a million dollars.”

      Bruno’s face was blood red, and now the veins of his temples popped out of his receding hairline.

      Oh, I was fucked so bad. “It’s not my damn fault. What was I supposed to do?”

      “Keep your end of the deal,” he said between gritted teeth.

      “Fuck you.”

      “Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think. You have to fix this.”

      I shrugged, and winced in pain as I tried to shake my head in disbelief.

      He grabbed my jaw with his claw of a hand, almost spitting in my face. “I want you to get my money back and I always get what I want.”

      “How the hell am I supposed to do that?” I spat back.

      “I don’t give two fucks how you do it. Steal it back, for Christ’s sake!” he screamed. His yelling wasn’t helping calm the sledgehammer-induced headache pounding at me.

      Bruno pulled back and opened his coat jacket to reach for something in the inside pocket. I thought I was toast. Bloody, fucking toast. When he pulled out a white handkerchief and wiped his sweaty head with it, my shoulders relaxed.

      “If I know Franco, that goddamn son of a bitch bookie, he’s on his way to bang some young pussy and celebrate his two hundred and fifty thousand dollar win. Find him and lighten the fucking load in his pocket.”

      Was he serious? I had it with Bruno. Every inch of me wanted to bitch-slap that fat fucker and watch him stroke out all over the floor. From the looks of him, he was only a few short artery-clogging salami sandwiches away from a heart attack, anyway. It wouldn’t take much to send him into cardiac arrest right now. “Look…Mr. Costello, I’m a fighter, not a damn thief. I can’t just steal the money from the guy.”

      He leaned over, thrusting his face into mine, and I could smell the stench of whiskey and stale cigar smoke on his breath. Fresh beads of sweat had erupted along his brow and when he spoke into my ear in a whisper, his voice was icy cold. “You better rethink that notion right now, or else our special friendship could see a very quick end…especially on your part, champ.”

      He stood up, pushed his tie back up and without another word strode out of the room.

      This night had just gone from crap to freaking shit. My options were slim to none, and things were leaning heavily toward the “none” side. I had no other choice. I would have to get the money back.

      Mike had floated to the corner of the room as if he had been blown there like a balloon when Bruno stormed in. He knew his place in this organization and knew when to make himself scarce. “Mike, you know Franco Gianni, the bookie, somewhat, right? Do you know where he usually hangs out after a big win?”

      He sighed. “Luke, you know I love you like my little brother but I can’t get involved, man. I got a wife and kids, and these guys are not kidding around. I value my life too much.”

      “I know, Mike. I’m sorry, but if I don’t get that money back, you know what he’ll do. I mean, if he does something to me, you wouldn’t be able to live with that, would you? We’re practically family, right? I’d do the same for you.”

      He threw his hands into the air, knowing it was a losing battle. “Okay, I heard he sometimes likes to party with the ladies around Frampton Street, but don’t let anyone know I told you, got it?”

      “My lips are sealed, Mike. Thanks, buddy, I owe you one.” I groaned and with restricted motion, slipped off the table, giving Mike a pat on the shoulder as I went. The slightest movement hurt like hell, but I had gotten the information that I needed. How the fuck did I get myself into this predicament? I’m not a damn thief, or one of the cartel’s idiot goons that roughs up guys. Whatever. I would need to get to Franco’s little private party before its happy ending. I knew exactly where he would be tonight, and as much as I hated this dirty deed, it had to be done.
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        Earlier that same evening

        Dani

      

      “I can’t believe I let you two talk me into this.” My words were lost in the swell of cheering voices, although I shouted them in the direction of my two girlfriends, Joey and Krissy. My breath withered as it came out of me. I realized even my loudest voice was no competition for this cacophony of sound. And my timing was off. I turned to talk right when the brute in the cage landed a savage kick, directly on the side of his opponent’s bloody face, sending him straight to the canvas. I wondered for a moment if the beast would leave a blood-spatter trail of footprints all over the white canvas fighting ring after putting his foot onto the guy’s crimson-stained cheek. It didn’t end there, and I didn’t know if I had the stomach to keep watching.

      The fighter in the red shorts pummeled his opponent with brutal jabs and blows, and seized upon him in a flash, pinning the guy to the deck, hammering explosive fists repeatedly in his face while pinning him down with his legs. I was no expert on fights, but it sure as hell seemed like the brute had an unfair advantage over his opponent.

      The referee didn’t intervene. It appeared he was allowing this mayhem to happen. There was a fine line in these kinds of fights between the sport and just plain unrestrained evil, or so it seemed to me. I had never been to an event like this, and I was astounded by what I saw. But what seemed like violence to me apparently did not to everybody else surrounding me. I looked at Joey for understanding. Her eyes were focused on the fighters, and the expression on her face seemed to be a mixture of enjoyment and amusement. I jerked on Joey’s arm and yelled, “He’s killing him! Doesn’t anybody care? Do they let this kind of thing just happen?”

      Once again, the deafening roar swept my words and my concerns away. Joey laughed and her long, dark ponytail bobbed. She cheered louder, practically jumping up and down as she gave me a playful shove away, with an expression on her face as if I was the crazy one in the scenario unfolding in front of us. It sure seemed like a man was getting killed in public, in front of hundreds of onlookers, and no one seemed to care. Was this blistering violence supposed to be entertainment for people? The expression of pleasure on my friend’s face confirmed my suspicions.

      What was I thinking, coming here to witness this barbaric display of aggression? I wasn’t cut out for this type of sport, if you could even call it a sport. I took it too much to heart. The moment Joey had pleaded with me to escort her and Krissy to an underground cage fight in an undisclosed factory building in the Bronx, I should have realized it was something that would make me sick to my stomach. And I was literally sick…about-to-throw-up-on-the-spot kind of sick. The sight of blood always did that to me. And all this so Joey could see some guy again, one she had met last weekend...Jimmy something. Apparently, he worked for one of the fight promoters. He must be pretty high up, because he managed to get the three of us on the list at the door. Joey was going to owe me a whole dozen Krispy Kreme donuts for this one.

      But I always caved for my friends, Joey and Krissy. They were the kind of friends a girl like me could only dream of having. Popular and well-liked by everybody, Joey was the down-to-earth and level-headed girl. Krissy was sweet as pie and the kind of person who wanted to take in every stray cat she found wandering the back alleys. However, their lot in life was a completely different, financially stable one than mine, as they came from families with more money than anybody could ever count. I, on the other hand, was raised by my grandmother, but not for any noble reason. My parents didn’t die in a tragic accident while saving the lives of babies in a third world country. No, I was raised by my Grammy, who spent most of her life cleaning hotel rooms for a living, because the bottle was more important to my mother than I was. And my dad? Never met him. He was gone with the wind while my mom was still pregnant. But the hardship pushed me to overcome the challenges and study hard. I received a partial scholarship and went to college. The first in my family to ever go. I did it all for Grammy. To make her proud.

      Unable to watch the fight, my gaze flickered around the large hall. The dark gray walls of this place opened into high ceilings that looked like the gaping jaws of a whale ready to swallow us all whole. The establishment seemed more like an illegitimate business than a sports facility, not to mention being located in a shady and clandestine part of town. The building in which I stood, next to my hyperventilating and screaming friends, was a converted factory building. It was packed with at least five hundred cheering, bloodthirsty fans, eager to see the bright red proof of dominance gush from an eye or a nose, as they stood on metal bleachers that surrounded a fighting cage set up in the center of the place.

      The crowd of spectators was made up of a contrast of types, most of them men. The young ones clustered in groups, buddies peacocking, and jeering at the fighters with spit and vinegar, as if they could do a better job if only the referee would let them into the cage. The older men bellowed profanities, confident that the adrenaline in their systems could bring back the vitality of youth. They probably imagined they could knock a guy out with one punch, if only they could be let into the cage. But much to my surprise, as I swiveled my head to scan the room for an exit, there was a fair amount of women in the mix. Young women, young pretty girls, with long flowing hair and pouty red lips, who came to lust after the muscular fighters in the ring. Maybe I just didn’t get this hot fighter guy appeal. But then, I’d always felt I was not the typical girl. Unlike them, I didn’t consider myself the type to be easily swayed by a strong jaw and six-pack abs. I needed more from a guy than just a hard body and tattoos.

      I shook my head as I looked at all the people around me, consumed with watching the violence before their eyes, enthralled with the blood being spattered and smeared all over the cage. Blood seemed to hold a bizarre and intriguing fascination for them. A kind of mysterious allure in seeing bodily fluids come oozing out of a human body, as if seeing it was proof that we were alive. Or maybe it was proof that there was truth in the saying that we’re all the same on the inside. We can look at it and realize that despite the masks we wear on the outside, we all bleed the same blood.

      The pressure in my bladder was signaling me to find the exit, and on top of that, my stomach couldn’t take much more of this glorified torture. I tugged on Joey’s elbow and leaned into her ear and shouted, “Going to the restroom!”

      I stood up and slung my purse over my shoulder. Krissy caught my movement out of the corner of her eye and leaned forward. Her long red curls fell forward with her, and she swept her hair all to one side as she shouted, “Dani, where are you going?”

      I mouthed the words, “Gotta pee,” using ridiculous hand gestures as if I were a French mime, pointing in all directions to a door, wherever that was.

      I finally made my way through the sweaty audience to the hallway, where I turned my head in a one eighty-degree sweep to spot a restroom sign. No sooner had I found it and was about to yank on the doorknob, when a robust woman burst through the door, fanning her face with a tissue, and nearly tripped over me. I caught the door with one hand and let her pass in front of me.

      “You don’t want to go in there, hon. It’s totally flooded.”

      I pushed the door open to take a peek inside, but the putrid smell hit me straight on. The odor was so strong, I think my nose hairs got singed. I gagged and reeled backward in disgust.

      I quickly let the door swing shut and strode off to find another option, my bulging bladder now screaming at me to hurry up. The only other door in the converted lobby area seemed like a good choice. It must lead backstage into the locker rooms. I was pretty sure there would be another restroom inside, but the entrance was being guarded by a grouchy bouncer the size of Mt. Rushmore.

      Shit, I really need to pee now.

      Lady Luck smiled on me and the bouncer’s attention was drawn by an argument between two extremely drunk, tatted-up dudes near the front entrance. It was just the opening I needed to sneak backstage.

      Once through the door, I found myself in a narrow empty hallway, lit by a single naked bulb hanging from the ceiling. I spotted a restroom at the other end. From my vantage point, I noticed there was an open doorway I had to pass to get to my destination. Walking softly, I crept down the dimly lit hall. As I approached the threshold of the doorway, I could see straight into a locker room. I intended to slip past the opening as quickly as possible but once there, I heard panting noises coming from inside. Curiosity got the best of me and I had to take a closer look.

      I froze, mesmerized by what I saw, and I lingered just long enough to see a muscular man, a fighter no doubt, lying almost naked on a massage table. An attractive Asian woman dressed in all white was intently focused on kneading the muscles of his right shoulder. She stood with her back to me, working her small hands over the tan skin of his well-defined upper back and shoulder muscles. As she worked, she stepped aside, giving me a better view of his magnificent upper torso, the part not draped with a white towel. Her hands trailed along his right shoulder and moved down his back, unveiling a rather unusual large tribal tattoo with two dragon heads. The two dragons covering the upper back swirled in opposite directions, like a Yin-Yang symbol. My pulse quickened and an adrenaline rush surged all the way down to my toes. I wanted to stay here and enjoy the view of his body in spite of the fact that I could get caught. That was strange. I never allowed myself this kind of reaction to hot guys. I usually kept my emotions in check. I mean, I can appreciate a hard body as much as the next girl, but in my experience, these guys were pretty much all brawn and no brains. I was never going to allow myself to end up like my mom. Destroyed and abused, driven to alcoholism, just because she fell for some hot guy who later dumped her like she was a piece of trash. No way. Besides, I hadn’t been struggling to pay for years of college just to hook up with another good-looking playboy. I knew it was best not to get all giggly over eye candy the way the fifty million screaming women out front did. That would get me nowhere. Yet here I found myself drooling over some muscular back and a tat.

      I slapped my hand to my forehead in a “Snap out of it, Dani” motion, and hurried past the doorway toward the restroom. Thank God, he had his face turned away from the door. I didn’t need any more unsolicited distractions right now. My body was already reacting like a giddy schoolgirl. Good thing I saw only the back of his head and…oh God, why was I drooling over him?

      After finishing my business, I exited the restroom feeling much better. I abruptly came face to face with the Asian woman who had been giving the tattooed fighter a massage. She raked me up and down with a suspicious glare. “You know you can’t be backstage without your pass showing at all times. I don’t remember seeing you here before. Who are you?”

      “Oh, I’m Lola…Frank’s new assistant. Didn’t you hear? First night on the job. Sorry, I left my badge in the office. Gotta run before he starts yelling at me for slacking, but nice meeting you.”

      Before she could start asking questions about who the hell my imaginary boss Frank was, I hightailed it out of the backstage area into the safety of the roaring fans of the MMA.

      I blended into a small group of rowdy spectators passing by and slipped back inside the arena, happy to have avoided a nasty situation with the rugged bouncer. He was nowhere to be seen. I found my breath as I leaned against the wall in the voluminous main room.

      My cell phone buzzed in my jeans pocket. I fished it out and peered at the screen. I expected it to be Krissy, wondering what was taking me so long.

      The screen displayed the name “Jerry Stein.” Why the heck was Jerry calling me on a Friday night? He was the front-desk manager at the Greymore Hotel where I worked three nights a week, usually Monday to Wednesday, never Fridays. The skin prickled on the back of my neck.

      “Yeah, Jerry, what’s up?”

      “Oh thank God, I caught you, Dani. I have a situation and need you to come to work and cover the front desk, ASAP. Kim just called. She had an accident and can’t make it. You have to fill in. Can you be here in an hour?”

      Right. Accident my ass. The only accident happening to Kim was Jerry falling and “accidentally” landing with his dick into her. The two of them were fucking, and Kim now had Jerry wrapped around her little finger, a trapped married man.

      “Sorry, Jerry. Can’t make it. I’m at a party at the other end of town.” I held the phone up in the air so it would capture the explosive roar from the crowd.

      “Listen, Dani.” The phone distorted as his voice rose in a desperate pitch. “You have to come. I’ll make sure you get paid double-time for tonight.”

      I pressed my lips into a hard straight line. I didn’t want to go into work on a Friday night, but I needed the money badly.

      “Okay, I’ll be there but you owe me big time, Jerry, especially since it is Friday night. This isn’t the first time I’ve jumped when you were in a bind.” I shoved my hand through my long black hair and scanned the place for the doors to the outside. “I need to call a cab to get out of here. I’m somewhere in the Bronx. I’m not walking outside alone.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Watch your attitude. I’m still your boss, you know…the Bronx? What the hell are you doing there?”

      “That’s really none of your business, Jerry. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      I ended the call without a goodbye and shoved the phone in my purse, then headed toward Joey and Krissy to let them know I was leaving.

      Part of me was glad to get out of this testosterone palace for the night. It was doing unexpected things to my body, churning up hormones I thought I had under control. Another part of me wanted to stay and get a better look at that hot body I had just seen. He was about to fight next, I was sure. But I couldn’t afford to turn down an extra three hundred dollars. I dialed the number I had stored in my phone for the cab company. They were not happy about picking me up at this location but after some serious pleading, I was told it would take fifteen minutes for the cab to get here.

      I said goodbye to Joey and Krissy and beelined it toward the front exit, where I waited for the cab. As soon as I heard the familiar sound of a cab horn blaring, I kicked the door open and a blast of the cold night air hit my face as I stepped onto the gum-stained sidewalk. Minutes later, safe in the backseat of the cab, I was on my way to the Greymore Hotel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      “Anybody here? We just want a damn room.” A nasally, raspy voice pulled my attention out of the 1920s and Jay Gatsby’s fashionable mansion in West Egg, New York. I had been reading the assigned chapters of The Great Gatsby for my literature class when that particularly annoying voice intruded into my fantasy world. I methodically placed a bookmark in my dog-eared novel, then laid it aside and exited the little side office next to the front desk at the Greymore Hotel to attend the late-night customers. My eyes met a rotund man in a wrinkled gray suit, carrying a small satchel in one hand and with one of the neighborhood hookers attached to his elbow. Not unusual for this place.

      I recognized her. I had seen the willowy blonde around here before. She had a sweet face but sad eyes. Why did these girls always wear such dark eye makeup? Cops wear uniforms, custodians wear uniforms. It’s almost like her makeup was part of her work uniform. Well, it was fine by me. We all had to make a living somehow and my job wasn’t much better, working the night desk at a sleazy hotel, providing the “work space” for girls like her.

      She was a regular at this establishment, bringing her customers here to the hotel away from whatever convention was at the nearest “nice” hotel, away from the all-seeing eyes of fellow conventioneers.

      They hadn’t exactly come in quietly. Her piercing, high-pitched laugh had announced her presence before she entered the room, and the clack of her high heels on the hard tile floor grated on my nerves as she approached the reception desk. I think her shoes were one size too big, and she dragged her feet to avoid losing them as she walked, producing that annoying sound. Who knew what dumpster she pulled those shoes out of, or from what flea market she had acquired them? She certainly didn’t look like the type to be shopping at Saks Fifth Avenue. But who was I to judge? She made a shitload more money than I did working the night shift at this sordid hotel in the run-down part of Manhattan.

      I should have hated the job but it suited my needs at this point in my life. Except for the occasional rugged customer, it was mostly quiet during the night. And I needed quiet. It gave me time to study for my classes. I was in my fourth year at Columbia University, all made possible thanks to my scholarship and this job. The wages weren’t great but they were enough to pay my living expenses after my grant money and the dreaded student loans, which I had so unsurprisingly accumulated. By the time I graduated and launched myself into the “real world” with an undergraduate degree in psychology, I would be in debt up to my ears, and there was not much a person could do with only an undergraduate degree in this field of study. Usually, an advanced degree is needed in psychology to get a job, and the lack of money was keeping my chances at that advanced degree out of reach.

      The man must have noticed my stare because he got impatient. “Look, girlie, if it’s too much of an inconvenience, I’ll just grab a key myself. You’ve got a paying customer here.”

      “No, no, I’ve got it.” I turned my back on him to search for a key and scowled. It wasn’t too difficult to find an available key on the rack. Not many customers tonight.

      I turned around with a key in hand. “How many nights do you need the room, sir?”

      “Nights? Are you kidding me? I only need one hour.”

      The girl at his side leaned her bare, spindly arms on the countertop and batted her drug-store eyelashes in Mr. Gray Suit’s direction. “Only an hour? Honey, we need at least two hours. I have plans for you.”

      I wondered if she leaned against the counter top because she didn't have enough strength in those skinny legs to hold herself up, or if she was just unbalanced in those oversized shoes. My eyes lingered on the leanness of her upper arms and the boniness of the pale shoulders that showed above a strapless purple dress. Those anorexic shoulders made me want to shove a hamburger in her direction when Mr. Gray Suit wasn’t looking. Poor girl. Having to sleep with this weasel. He was disgusting in his arrogance. Probably didn’t even treat her to a drink first, let alone dinner.

      “Yeah, yeah, just give me a room. I’ll pay for one night.” He barked out his demand.

      “That will be one hundred and seventy-five dollars for a double, deluxe room. May I see a credit card and ID?”

      “What? Isn’t cash any good, anymore?”

      “Of course. You can pay with cash but I still need a government-issued ID.”

      “Is this going to take long, sweetie?” The woman twirled a long strand of platinum cotton-candy hair through her fingers. Its texture was dry and lifeless, much like the look in her eyes, as she rubbed it between her fingers. It was more like the hair of a child’s doll than human hair. I’d seen it before. All part of the uniform.

      “I’ll tell you what, girlie, here’s three hundred dollars and you just hand me a key right now.”

      One hundred and twenty-five extra dollars to fill my empty pocket. I could sure use it. That much money would pay for one college textbook. I looked at his beady eyes and cocky smile. He knew I was going to take it. I deserved a tip, after all, for working the night shift in a dump like this. Call it hazardous duty pay if you like. I twirled the key and slapped it on the counter.

      “Just need your signature here.” I pushed the register toward him with a pen.

      He scribbled and shoved it back across the night desk, then grabbed the key in his stubby fingers. I cringed at the thought of those hands caressing her white shoulders. Poor girl.

      The chubby man in the gray suit took his small briefcase, and the two of them headed to the elevator. I shook my head and sighed as I punched the keys on the cash register. The till popped open and I made change, and then pocketed my bribe, shoving my guilt down with the money deep into my pocket.

      I glanced at the slow-ticking clock on the wall. Great. One o’clock in the morning. With the arrival of the hooker and friend, it was the beginning of yet another mundane night as a hotel desk clerk at the Greymore Hotel. I brushed it off and returned to my reading assignment, anxious to find out why a girl like Daisy Buchanan never married a boy like Jay Gatsby.
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      Perching myself on the worn maroon fabric of the stool in the office next to the front desk, I spread open the pages of my novel, determined to get through several chapters of my reading assignment. The familiar three-tone “ding” from my cell phone interrupted my studies. I checked the screen and stared at a text from Joey. “Are you busy? Can I call?”

      I responded. “When am I ever busy here at 2am? Why are you still up?”

      She called immediately and I noticed the typical heavy sigh of someone who was exasperated. “Dani, you gotta help me out. Can I crash at your place tonight?”

      “You’re not home yet? Geez, girl.”

      “We were just about to leave when Krissy ran into her old boyfriend, and now she wants to bring him home to our apartment. You know I can’t stand that dude. So please, can I sleep at your place tonight?”

      I sighed. “Sure, but take the couch. I’m going to need my bed when I come home. I’ll be totally wiped out. You still have the key to my place?”

      “Of course. It always stays with me. I never know when I’ll need it.” She laughed. “Oh my God, you missed the best thing of the night. The last fight, after you left, was crazy. Luke Romero is badass. When he’s in the ring, he’s loyal to no one but himself, and he’s the definition of supreme confidence. No wonder he wins all of his fights,” Joey said.

      “Of course, the one good fight of the night is the one I didn’t get to see,” I laughed, trying to hide the fact that I would live a perfectly happy life if I never got to watch another fight again in my life.

      “Well yeah, not my fault you got called into work and missed the fight of the century. I mean, geez, Dani, you need to stand up for yourself more. That Jerry boss of yours has you wrapped around his finger.”

      “I guess I will just have to live without having seen the ‘fight of the century’. I really need the money and I am not in a position to say no to double pay. We are not all born into wealth, you know.”

      “Sorry, girl, but you missed out on not only the fight, but also the hottest guy ever. Luke is to die for. Literally,” she snorted. “Seriously, you should ask that Jerry dude for a raise. Working the night shift at that rundown hotel is dangerous work. I don’t know how you can do it.”

      Joey was right. Working here at the Greymore Hotel was not the safest job in the world, but I didn’t care. I was used to a rough neighborhood. I grew up in one, and this place was like Disneyland in comparison.

      I sighed. “Whatever, I’m glad you two had fun. Oh, and by the way, I think I did get a glance at the object of your twisted obsession. Your unobtainable boyfriend.”

      “You saw Luke? Where?”

      “When I went backstage to pee. It was the only decent restroom in the whole building.”

      “Oh my God. You are kidding me, Dani. You sneaked backstage and saw Luke? Up close?” Her voiced rose in pitch to a high tone and she practically squealed.

      I laughed. I could almost hear Joey panting through the phone. “Well, I didn’t see all of him,” I confessed. “But I did see his toned, naked back rippling with muscles up close as he was lying on a massage table.” I purposefully teased my friend with extra details to make her squirm in her pants. “Yeah, he was getting a massage by one of his female assistants. He had a freaking sweet tattoo on his back, too.”

      Joey groaned into the phone, a sound that was a mixture of envy and her vivid image of her fighter on that massage table. “A-a-a-h. I can just imagine. Isn’t he just the hottest guy you’ve ever seen?”

      “Calm down, calm down…” I giggled. “I didn’t see his face. It was turned away from me.”

      “Oh hell no, you didn’t even see his face?”

      “No, and I don’t care. You can have him all for yourself, except you’ll have to share him with the millions of other women out there drooling over him.”

      “Girl, you have no idea. I could drool over Luke forever. He is that hot.”

      “Knock yourself out. He is all—”

      Someone was shouting. I peered out the door into the lobby.

      “Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod!” echoed through the empty halls of the lobby as the blonde hooker in the purple dress, from earlier, screamed from inside the elevator as it opened. She was in such a hurry, she nearly jumped out before the doors completely opened, her purse dangling from one of her skinny arms and her cell phone clutched in one hand.

      “Gotta run. Call you later,” I said to Joey. I hung up and shoved my cell phone in the pocket of my navy-blue work blazer as I bolted off the old stool and headed toward the elevator doors.

      Blondie nearly plowed into me. Her eyes were wild and looking even more sunken than before. I put my hand on a bony shoulder to steady her and slow her down a bit.

      “Hey, what’s wrong? What happened?”

      “He’s fucking dead!” The words came out in a hiss as she tried to keep her voice down and scream from hysteria at the same time. She was obviously shaken and wanted to get out of the place fast.

      “Who’s dead? What are you talking about?”

      “My customer. The old geezer I was with…” She looked around nervously, her breathing heavy. She ran the back of her hand across her nose and sniffed hard, the telltale sign of cocaine use. Her high heels still dangled as she clutched them with white knuckles. “I’ve gotta get out of here. I don’t like this...”

      “Wait, wait. Listen to me.” I tipped my head down to catch her eyes and pull her focus in to me, so she would calm down. Her eyes were dilated. “Take a deep breath and tell me what happened.”

      “We were having a little party, you know, in the bed after snorting some coke. He had a ton of it. He was all wild and crazy. Totally hyper from snorting the stuff and all out of breath and then…he just stopped. His body got really heavy on me and I was like, ‘Hey, get off me now. You’re crushing me.’ He didn’t respond and I finally got out from under him. I noticed that he was getting stiff. I mean, not his…you know, but his body felt stiff. I checked to see if he was breathing but nothing, so I figured he’s fucking dead and I ran out of there.” The instant she finished her story, her eyes darted around the lobby searching for the exit doors to the building.

      “Sounds like he maybe had a heart attack. Did you try CPR?”

      “Girl. Do I look like a fucking nurse or something? I don’t know any damn CPR. You get up there and give him CPR. I’m out of here.” Her face turned into an angry sneer as she lurched away from me.

      “Okay, calm down. I’ll go check and call an ambulance. Stay here and wait for them.”

      “Fuck no, girl. I’m leaving. I can’t be mixed up in this.”

      Before I could stop her, she made a run for the exit and her skinny purple-clad body was swallowed up by the dark night outside the glass doors.

      I spun around on my heels and covered the distance to the elevator in two strides. Pounding the elevator button with one hand, I whipped my cell phone out of my pocket with the other to call 911.
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      The elevator ride up to the twelfth floor at the Greymore Hotel took forever. I had managed to call for an ambulance and it was on its way, but just in case there was a slim chance that he might still be alive I had to check. Maybe he wasn’t dead yet. Maybe I could bring him back. Shit. What was I thinking? I didn’t know CPR any more than the blonde hooker did, but I was filled with urgency. I had to do something to help, or at least try. I gripped my cell phone tightly, shoved both hands in the pockets of my work-provided navy-blue blazer, and blew out a breath. I mentally prepared myself for what I was about to face in the forlorn room on the twelfth floor. I had never seen a dead person before and just the thought of it made my stomach queasy. I repeatedly pumped the black elevator button marked with a white number twelve, as if that would make the elevator go faster.

      It finally came to a halt on the twelfth floor and I bolted out. The door to Room 1215 was standing wide open. The hooker had been in such a hurry to get out of there, she hadn’t even bothered to shut it. I slowed my pace as I stepped over the threshold and peered into the room. There he was on the bed, lying on his stomach, buck-naked except for his black socks. He didn’t look so bad for a dead guy. More like he was sleeping, but I didn’t hear any snoring or heavy breathing. I cocked my head to the side and stared at his pale bare back as I took a few steps closer. I was checking to see if it was rising and falling or if there was any movement at all. Nothing. My eyes trailed down his back to his pasty white butt, and I quickly averted my eyes, focusing on his upper body area. Shocks of black wiry hair bristled out of the back of his head in a typical male baldness pattern on the crown. Hair that had once been neatly combed before his “party in the bed,” as the hooker had called it, was now astray. I avoided looking at his face. I didn’t want to see his eyes. I was already creeped out enough. Why couldn’t you have had your party on Jerry’s shift, old man?

      Pulling myself together, I picked up a sheet that had fallen on the floor and threw it over him. Although I knew, from the cop shows I had watched, not to touch anything at a crime scene, I felt it was the decent thing to do. I should check for a pulse. I gasped at the thought of touching a dead body. I can do this, god dammit.

      I closed my eyes and prepared to reach for his neck with my two fingers to check for a pulse. I sucked in a breath and took a step closer when the toe of my black work shoes hit something on the floor just under the edge of the bed up near the nightstand. I was so intent on checking him, I hardly even noticed. I wanted to find out if he was dead before I lost my nerve. I poked around his neck, feeling for a pulse, but I felt nothing but stillness. Complete stillness. He was dead, alright. There was nothing more I could do. Sorry, old guy.

      My thoughts turned to getting the heck out of this depressing room. I gave one last glance at the back of his balding head. His lifeless arm draped over the edge of the bed, dangling nearly to the floor. My eyes followed the length of it as it hung down, where it was almost touching a dark object under the bed. My curiosity was piqued. That must be what I hit with my toe as I leaned over the bed to check for a pulse. I peered under the bed to find a briefcase protruding from under the overhang of the decorative dust ruffle. Why would he carry a briefcase when he came with a hooker in the middle of the night? I kicked at it with my foot, sliding it out to get a better look at it. I bent down on one knee and tried to open it. It was locked.

      This was crazy. I should just get out of here and leave this mess for the police. I scanned the small room and spotted his wrinkled gray suit jacket thrown over the back of a chair along with his other clothes. Acting on instinct, I went over to the suit jacket and patted the pockets. There was a keychain. I pulled it out and, from among a bunch of larger keys, I picked out a small one about the size of a briefcase key. Curiosity burned a hole in my mind. It almost seemed as if the man was reaching for it, even in the agony of death. What could be in the briefcase that was so important he would reach for it in his death?

      I moved with great stealth, surprising myself at how steady my hands were now. Bingo. The key matched the lock. I gasped as the lid sprung open, and I touched my fingertips to my mouth to stop any words from coming out.

      Oh my fucking god. Bundles of hundred-dollar bills filled the case to the brim. This was two “firsts” in one night. The first time seeing a dead body and now the first time seeing this much money. I slapped the case shut and locked it, staring blankly into the room. Thoughts rushed through my mind like wildfire. This much money could change my life. Hell, this much money could change anyone’s life. And Grammy’s too. For the last five years, Grandma had suffered from failing kidneys, but couldn’t afford the medication and the dialysis needed to make her life bearable. This could pay for the expensive tests needed to pinpoint exactly how to best treat her and maybe even let her walk again.

      I heard the sirens outside closing in, and without hesitation I jumped to my feet to beat it out of Room 1215 of the Greymore Hotel. I took a quick step toward the door then paused. I had to get down to the front desk to let in the police and paramedics. On pure impulse, I turned back, grabbed the briefcase, and exited the room, locking the door behind me.

      My heart was beating out of my chest as I rode down the elevator to get to the back room and hide the briefcase before the paramedics got here. The stainless steel elevator doors opened with a whoosh into the lobby. Alternating blue and red lights illuminated the area, pulsing in through the glass door and windows. I could see the movement of the EMTs as they opened the back of the ambulance and removed a gurney.

      Fuck, they’re already here.

      My pulse was now pounding at about a hundred and fifty beats per minute. I was sure that the sound of my heart could be heard echoing off the lobby walls. I sprinted into the ladies’ restroom next to the elevator. Lucky for me, the plumbing system at the old Greymore Hotel was on the fritz again. One of the stalls was locked, with an “Out of Order” sign on the door. I entered the stall adjacent to the one that was locked. Standing on the seat of the toilet, I carefully hoisted the briefcase over the adjoining partition as far as my arms could reach and lowered it down into the locked stall. I aimed for the closed toilet seat and dropped the suitcase, praying that it would land on the seat. Not the best hiding place, but hopefully no one would enter before I could store the forbidden fruit someplace else. I exited the stall, stopped in front of the mirror, and smoothed a lock of dark displaced hair. I put on my best poker face, steadied my riveting heartbeat, then flung the door open and strode out, ready to answer all the questions I was sure the police would be asking me.

      “Paramedics. Anybody here?” A husky voice called from the lobby.

      Two men were entering the building, and the ambulance was parked just outside the door. They entered with an air of confidence and directness that led me to believe they had been here several times before. Both of them were dressed in the typical blue uniform that the emergency rescue people wore in Manhattan. My head snapped to the right as I caught myself checking out the taller man. He looked like he was straight out of a men’s fashion magazine. I glanced at the floor. What was wrong with me? Now was not the time to flirt with cute paramedics. Could they tell that I was hiding something? I cleared my voice. “Yes, the victim’s body…er…the man is on the twelfth floor. Right this way.” I should just keep my answers short and vague. No need to imply there was a crime happening here. As we were about to step into the elevator, two police officers came through the glass front door. “What happened here?” one of them asked.

      “A guest had a heart attack. I believe he is dead,” I replied with a straight face.

      “How do you know it was a heart attack?” The cop glared at me suspiciously.

      “I…I just assumed.” My pulse quickened.

      “Humph.” He grunted, and followed us to the elevator while the other cop stayed in the lobby

      We rode up the elevator in silence. With my eyes glued to the floor, I felt heat rising in my face. I was sure it was due to guilt and not the handsome paramedic standing next to me, but if anyone noticed, I would confess being in such close proximity to a handsome man in uniform as the cause of my red cheeks. I’m sure that had happened to him before.

      The elevator bell dinged. The red glowing number twelve glowed above the steel doors. Nervousness skittered up and down my spine like a fast snake slithering its way through my body. The feeling made me want to jump out of my skin, but I had to remain calm and try not to think about what I had done right now. I just wanted to get this over with and get the dead man, and the police, out of here. It might be a cheap hotel, but it was also my place of employment, and the thought of working in a place where someone died made me feel uncomfortable, almost as if there were something dark and sinister filling the air in the hotel like second-hand smoke—the same air I had to breathe every night while I worked the front desk.

      I used my master key to open the door to Room 1215. The EMTs set to work immediately, talking among themselves and going through the routine they were trained to do. One of the paramedics took out his stethoscope and checked to see if he could find a heartbeat or a pulse. After I held the door open for all of them as they filed into the room, I hung back near the plastic potted palm near the door. The police officer made a quick visual inspection of the man on the bed, then positioned himself opposite me to ask questions. He didn’t appear all that interested in the man on the bed, seemingly happy with my assessment that the guy was dead. The paramedics set down their red medical bags and put on latex gloves to examine the body.

      “So who are you?” the police officer asked me as he pulled out a notepad.

      “I’m the front desk clerk.”

      “Your name, miss?”

      “Dani…I mean, Daniella Carrington. I work the night shift.”

      “Was he like that when you found him?” He waved his notebook in the direction of the dead man. “Did you cover him with the sheet?”

      “Well…yes. I threw the sheet over him, he was naked…it seemed an undignified way to die…I just….”

      “Look, Miss Carrington, next time don’t touch anything, leave that for the police, okay?”

      I lowered my gaze to the floor and bobbed my head.

      “You work here all alone?” He scribbled hectically on his little pad.

      “Yes, there is not that much to do in the middle of the night. Not many people checking in and out.”

      The officer nodded. “But he did?”

      “Yes, he came earlier tonight.”

      “I need to see a copy of the identification you took when he checked in.”

      I suddenly fell sick to my stomach. “I didn’t get any identification. I asked him but he refused. He paid in cash.”

      The cop stared at me with annoyance. “You know it’s the law to acquire identification of any guests in a hotel?”

      “No, I didn’t know that,” I replied as my gaze fell to the floor.

      “He’s dead alright,” the paramedic interrupted. He removed his stethoscope from his ears and stood up. “Nothing more we can do here, except take him away.”

      “Any clue as to the cause of death?” the cop asked.

      “An autopsy would tell for sure, but a heart attack is very likely.” The other paramedic rolled out the stretcher he had brought, and they carefully placed the dead man on it.

      “Okay, I guess that will do for now,” the officer said and pocketed his notepad. “Oh, by the way, was anyone with him?” He glanced at his watch and then in the direction of the door, as if he was getting bored with the questioning and just wanted to get this over with, as if the loss of a man’s life was interrupting his usual three a.m. nap.

      “Yes, he came with a woman. She was the one who notified me that he had collapsed.” I pointed at the dead guy, who was now covered with a dark blanket. I stepped back as the paramedics wheeled the body past the two of us and out to the elevator. One of them gave me a wink as he rolled past, just at the moment the cop looked away.

      “And where is she?”

      I pursed my lips and snapped my attention back to the cop. “She—”

      “Oh, let me guess. She bailed, right?” he interrupted.

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “I didn’t get her name or anything.”

      The cop noticed the dead man’s clothes still on the chair.

      “Did you touch any of this?” he asked, pointing his black ink pen at the clothes.

      “No, I figured I had better get downstairs right away, you know, to let you guys in…so I left. I never looked, I just left.” I answered with what I hoped was a straight face and forced myself to look directly at him as I spoke. As soon as he appeared satisfied with the answer, I broke my stare and turned to walk toward the door so he could no longer see my face. I felt tense and desperately wanted to take in a long deep breath of air, but I didn’t. I paused at the door with my hand on the knob and turned back to say, “I should get back down to the front desk, officer. So if there’s nothing more you need from me...”

      He scratched a few more notes on that ubiquitous notepad and nodded, then spoke without looking up, “Just don’t leave the hotel. Stay at the front desk. I’ll need one more thing before we go.”

      I gave a meek smile to hide the fact that my heart had just jumped up into my throat, then quickly slipped out the door. I couldn’t breathe. What “one more thing” does he need? To slap handcuffs on me and throw me into the backseat of the patrol car? My stomach was in knots and my fists were two balls of white knuckles.

      The paramedics had already taken the body down, so I was the only one getting on the elevator. I plowed through the elevator doors and leaned up against the inside wall of the elevator car, hoping the firmness of the steel construction would somehow ooze into my body and still my nerves. The second the doors were shut, my lungs exploded with a gush of air. It felt like I had been holding my breath for hours.

      When I got back to the lobby, nobody was there. I got behind the front desk and perched myself on an old worn stool, staring at the restroom door that lay across the expanse of the dreary lobby area. I had picked up my novel from the side office and pressed open the pages to a random section of the book. The paper felt smooth and calming as I passed the palm of my hand across its surface. I wanted to look as normal as possible when the police officer came down from Room 1215. The words on the page couldn’t hold my focus. Instead the large round black and white clock on the wall pulled my attention. The hands on its face seemed to stand still, with barely a noticeable movement to be seen, and the thumping of my heartbeat was the only audible sound I was aware of in the silent lobby. I wanted the police to hurry the hell up and leave.

      The familiar elevator ding startled me. I was so wired with nervousness, I nearly jumped off the stool. The officer sauntered over to the desk and handed me his business card.

      “Here’s my card, Miss Carrington. I’ll be in touch with you tomorrow. I’m probably going to need more details on the description of the woman for the report. After I write it up, I’ll give you a call to make sure the statement is correct. If you have any questions, or need anything else, call me at that number.”

      I watched the officer until the large plate-glass door swung shut behind him. A blast of cold night air blew in before it shut completely, all the way to where I had posted myself behind the desk on my favorite stool. Although it was getting to be summer in New York, the air in the dead of night could still, on some nights, have the sharp bite of early spring. How ironic, “the dead of night.” A saying like that could come to life only at a place like the Greymore Hotel.

      The thought gave me a shudder as I leaned my elbows on the countertop and pressed my book flat to the surface. With my head down, I pretended to read. I don’t know who I was putting on this act for. No one was in the lobby. Everybody had left. The harsh silence of the night was my only companion.

      I waited like that, with my head down, pretending to read, for what I considered to be a sufficient amount of time to pass before I dared to retrieve my “stash” from the restroom stall. I couldn’t even think the words, money, loot, booty, or treasure, let alone say them. It was as if it were some kind of prize I had won. I guess I felt it was. To me, it was like winning the lottery—at least that’s what I told myself for the time being—a lottery that could land me in jail. That snake I felt earlier running up my spine was probably none other than the snake from the Garden of Eden who had coaxed me to take the money. And just like Eve in the story of temptation, I took the forbidden fruit and the risk that went with it.

      I slipped off the stool and glanced around the lobby as I made my way across its emptiness toward my hiding place. My nervousness sharpened my senses as I proceeded, the sense of hearing the most acute. I heard every tick of the wall clock as I carefully turned the latch on the restroom door and opened it gently. I was like a ninja, stealthy and with nerves of steel. I prided myself on how confident I was, then my finger slipped on the latch, and it made a loud click that echoed around the lobby. I froze. My heart pounded faster and faster, louder and louder, until I thought I could barely breathe. Fuck. Forget the ninja shit. I grabbed the briefcase from the stall, and beelined it back to the side office and shut the door. I was alert to any unusual sounds, other than my heart beating out of my chest, that might threaten to interrupt my mission. Once safely in the office, I transferred the bundles of hundred-dollar bills into my backpack. They barely fit. I tugged hard on my spiral notebook filled with notes from Literature class to make room for the bundles. They settled into the deepest part of the backpack as I removed it. I pulled so hard, I nearly flung a couple rubber-band-wrapped bundles onto the floor as the notebook finally pulled free from the tightly compacted space. I zipped the pack shut and shoved it far to the back under the desk, where I stored it every night. I stood up and let out a deep breath. The backpack looked huge and so obvious, but I didn’t think that anyone would suspect it contained thousands of hundred-dollar bills.

      I grabbed the now-empty briefcase and went to the back alley, where the hotel had a metal industrial garbage dumpster for compacting trash. I stretched the sleeve of my work jacket down over the heel of my hand in hopes that the polyester fabric would remove my fingerprints. I rubbed the latches and handle the best I could, then gave the case a toss into the open rusty-brown container and turned on the machine, watching the briefcase get swallowed by the giant metal monster.

      Back at my desk, I glanced at the familiar clock on the wall. Its glass face stared down at me, holding me captive, incarcerated behind this desk for hours. How was I supposed to just sit here and wait after everything that had happened? It was only four at night. I had another three hours before the morning crew arrived, and my body was still brimming with “fight or flight” hormones; the flight ones winning the war with my mind. The urge to run raged inside of me like a powerful Ferrari engine waiting to take off. I pushed my hands through my hair and blew out a deep breath in an attempt to calm my shredded nerves. I shoved my Literature novel aside and settled in for the torturous wait, wondering what the hell I’d gotten myself into.
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      When Kathy Reynolds, the day clerk, finally showed up a little before seven a.m., I explained to her everything that had happened, except for the part about the briefcase, of course. I rubbed my temples and feigned tiredness, told her it had been a long crazy night and I just wanted to go home and crash on my bed. I asked her to inform Jerry of all the details and bring him up to speed. Truth was, I was anything but tired. I had a backpack full of adrenaline rubbing up against my back.

      Kathy was quite affected by the news. It was a highly unusual event, after all. Even though I worked at a hotel that had long passed its glory days and we’d had our share of incidents, such as wild bachelor parties where young guys took sport in trashing the rooms, this was the first time someone had actually died at the Greymore, at least to my knowledge.

      With the most casual attitude I could muster, I grabbed my backpack stuffed with bills and slung it over my shoulder as I prepared to leave.

      “That looks heavy,” Kathy commented as she eyed the bulges.

      “Well, yeah, it’s all my school books. They are heavy as shit.” I gave a nonchalant laugh to cover my guilt and hurried out before the Spanish Inquisition could begin.

      I flagged a cab and piled into the backseat, finally able to breathe again. I hadn’t realized I had been holding my breath as I hurried out of the building. Instinctively I raised my hand to my brow, wiping away beads of sweat with the back of it. During the last couple of hours at work, I had run several ideas of what to do with the money through my mind again and again. Besides paying for Grammy’s treatments I wanted to pay off my student loans. But I couldn’t just go to the bank and pay off the loans in one go. People would ask questions. A record of that much money would raise a red flag with the FBI or the IRS for sure. I would need to pay it off slowly, a little bit at a time, so as not to raise suspicions.

      As soon as the bank opened, I would go there to rent a safe-deposit box. Tell them something like I needed it to safely store some jewelry my “late” grandmother had left me. No one there would know that she was still very much alive. Thinking about Grammy made me realize that as much as I hated it, I would have to lie to her. I would have to tell her I had won the money in the lottery or something like that. That didn’t sit well with me. I had never lied to her before. I pushed out a quiet laugh. What the fuck, look at me. Here I was, all worried about lying to Grammy after I had just lied to the police.

      Grammy was special, she was family, the one who raised and cared for me when my own mother didn’t want me. The one who taught me right from wrong. Now I was behaving as if her lessons had fallen on deaf ears. Being deceitful to her would be shameful, disloyal, rotten…the list of negative descriptors just went on.

      But I rationalized that it didn’t matter. That old man didn’t need the money. I was sure he didn’t have anyone who needed it, like a wife, unless he was cheating on her with that hooker. He didn’t look like the type that was married. That’s for sure. My mouth felt dry and my pulse picked up a notch. Oh no, I was working my way down the list of the seven deadly sins, or was it the Ten Commandments? I forgot.

      What was I to tell Grammy? I could tell her I got a raise and set up a payment plan with the hospital for her treatments. Nah, telling her that I won the lottery was better. A simple raise would not be enough money to pay for those treatments. They were expensive.

      The thought of lying to her made my stomach twist, but I couldn’t figure any other way. The important thing was that she would have the chance to get better. That would more than justify the means…and my path to hell, paved with my good intentions.

      As the cab pulled up in front of my apartment, I coped with my misgivings about the money the way I dealt with all of my problems in the past: I shoved them deep down into the back of my brain where my guilty conscience resided and ignored them. I was excited about the possibility that I would finally be able to help the woman who raised me and repay some of her kindness and love. I didn’t want that euphoria to be overshadowed by guilt right now.

      As I entered my apartment complex, it was quiet. Time to count the money and divide it into neat piles before going to the bank.

      To my surprise, I heard a noise coming from the kitchen as I entered the apartment. All the night’s many events had made me completely forget that Joey was staying over. She was sitting at the small wooden kitchen table, drinking coffee while texting on her phone.

      “You’re up early,” I said as I plumped down on a chair.

      “Yeah, I have to help my mom pick out her wedding dress.”

      “Wedding dress? What number is this one?”

      “I know. Can you believe it? This makes number four.”

      Joey’s mom was only forty-four years old. She must be going for some kind of record.

      “How was work?” she asked, her gaze still plastered on her phone. From her raspy voice and her swollen face, I surmised that she was hung over. Clearly it had been a “wet” night. I switched my backpack to my left shoulder after I peeled off my jacket and hung it on a peg inside the coat closet. I didn’t want to let loose of the backpack for one minute.

      “It was okay, except for this guy dying from a heart attack while having sex with a hooker.”

      I heard an audible gasp as she raised her gaze from her phone. “That’s not funny, Dani. My uncle died of a heart attack.”

      “Sorry.” I adjusted the backpack on one shoulder and started down the hallway toward my bedroom. I paused before I got to the door of my bedroom, and turned back so Joey could hear me from her spot in the kitchen. “I swear. It’s true. Some old dude died from a heart attack tonight while banging the shit out of a hooker in room 1215.” I walked back down the narrow hallway to the kitchen and stuck my head around the corner and added, “While snorting cocaine…”

      Joey rolled her eyes. “And why do you think it was a hooker?”

      I took a few more steps into the kitchen. I guessed our conversation wasn’t over. I hadn’t counted on her being awake this early and in the mood for a chat. I just wanted to get into my bedroom and deal with my secret stash.

      “For one, she was thirty years younger than him, and she was in a hurry to get out of there. What else would she be?” I shrugged. “Plus, I’ve seen her other times at the Greymore, other nights...lots of nights.”

      Joey frowned and glanced down. Her long dark ponytail fell to one side, spilling down her left shoulder. Joey always looked beautiful, even first thing in the morning with her hair pulled back. She just seemed to always have that look, the kind of look all the guys wanted. “Damn, that must be a tough life. Forced to make a living screwing old guys, just to put food on the table, and then they die on you.”

      “Anyway, I’m going to bed. Goodnight.”

      “What’s with the heavy backpack?” she suddenly asked.

      I shrugged. “Just school books…heavy as shit.” With that remark, I escaped into the safety of my room and pushed the door shut. I gently pushed the lock on the door so Joey wouldn’t hear the click.

      I walked around my bed to the side farthest from the door and dropped the backpack on the small wooden table in front of a wing-backed chair in the corner of the room near the window. I unzipped it and dumped all the money out onto the table.

      Oh my fucking god. What a sight. Bundles of hundred-dollar bills covered the entire surface of the table. Never in my life had I seen so much money. I kneeled down next to the table and grabbed one of the bundles, and started counting. There were fifty bills in each. All one-hundred-dollar bills. When I finished stacking the bundles in neat rows on the table, I had counted fifty bundles. I plopped down onto my butt, sitting hard as I landed. I was staring at freaking two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Fuck. That’s a lot of money.

      Feelings of guilt flooded my body, making my blood rush through my veins. I felt as if a scorching furnace was roaring inside of my belly, blowing fire out to every extremity of my body. I felt hot in my face, like I was embarrassed or…

      I swallowed hard. At least no one could see. I was not supposed to do something like this. After all, I had been raised as a good Catholic girl by Grandma. “Thou shalt not steal,” right?

      Exhaustion overrode any guilt feelings that arose. I hadn’t slept since before going to the fight with Joey and Krissy. My mind was beginning to turn into a thick New York style fog. I placated myself with the notion that I was doing this for a good reason. To give Grandma a better life, a longer life.

      I found a black trash bag I had shoved in the back of my closet. I stashed the money in there, placing the bag of money back into my backpack.

      I glanced at my alarm clock. It was almost eight a.m. Two more hours until the bank opened. There wouldn’t be enough time for a solid eight hours’ sleep, but I could catch a few winks. I had a long day ahead of me.
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      The room was nondescript and dimly lit. There was a feeble light emanating from several candles placed around a table. I stood before him, gazing at his nakedness as he laid on it, this time with no towel to cover his exposed skin. I gingerly placed my hands on his upper back, letting him suffuse me with his warmth through the skin of my palms. It radiated through my entire body in an instant, like lightning, pushing tingles of excitement all the way to my toes. He murmured a pleasant sound at the moment of contact. He was pleased with me and wanted more. And so did I.

      I pressed harder with my palms, pushing and kneading the perfectly developed muscles of his back, working my way down his spine, studying the two-headed dragon tattoo on his upper back. The contrast against his tan skin of the black ink as it swirled over his back sent another rush of adrenaline through me. I couldn’t believe I was with him. He must be completely exhausted from his fight. I felt tight muscles under his skin, hard biceps and powerful broad shoulders, as I caressed and stroked his back. This was no therapeutic massage. This was sensual, lustful, and sexual. He moaned again and told me how good it felt.

      His response excited me even more, and I was giddy with desire. I wanted to feel his magnificent body against mine, skin to skin. I raked my hands further down and grasped his perfectly tight buttocks, letting out a gasp at how exquisite he felt to my touch. My heart pounded. I wanted him to roll over and take me. To thrust his manhood into me and pound the shit out of me until I screamed out my orgasm.

      I wore no clothes either, and I pounced up onto the table with him and raked my teeth across his tight, hard butt cheeks, crawling up over him and pressing the length of my body against his so he could feel my breasts on his back. He wriggled with delight at the touch of my skin against his. My long dark hair fell down and tickled his neck.

      I kissed the back of the neck and trailed out over his shoulder, my lips dusting over the tattoo, licking and sucking at his tight skin, dragging my teeth seductively across the epidermis. The fire inside of my body was now concentrated and raging between my legs. Nipping and nibbling, I pressed my hips up against him and stimulated myself with grinding and rotating motions. Fuck, that felt good. It had been a long time since I had sex, too long. It was going to happen fast. I could feel my orgasm coming too quickly. I gasped and sucked in a breath. I pushed my hand through thick black hair on the back of his head and tangled my fingers in it. Thrusting and grinding my hips harder. I bit my lip and sat up, straddling him from behind. Panting, I said, “Luke, take me now, fuck me now, I can’t wait…”

      “I’ve been waiting for you to come to me. I can feel how wet you are for what I have. I’m gonna fuck you hard, baby.”

      He turned over on the massage table but it wasn’t Luke, it was the face of the old dead man at the Greymore Hotel, with pale sallow skin and wiry blackish-gray hairs protruding in all directions from the crown of his balding head. I screamed, but no sound came out of my mouth. Instead of my scream, I heard a loud buzzing noise that tore me out of my nightmare. I sprang up in bed and leaned on my elbows. My sweat-drenched, thin cotton sleeping shirt stuck to my body and the grogginess lifted slowly as I realized it wasn’t real. Jesus H. Christ, what the hell was that all about? After last night’s event, my damn emotions were having a fucking freak-fest, messing with my mind. I certainly couldn’t have the hots for some steroid-infused, unconscionable, badass fighter, Luke whatever-his-name-was. That was Joey’s realm of fantasy. God love her for taking me to the fights, but this should have been her dream, not mine.

      The buzzing sounded again. I glanced over at the nightstand. It was my phone that had woken me. I grabbed it. Two missed calls and a voicemail. Holy crap, it is already two in the afternoon.

      I jumped out of bed and managed to complete my shower in a record three minutes. While getting dressed, I pressed play on my voicemail and turned on the speaker mode.

      “Miss Carrington, this is Detective Anderson from the New York City Police Department. Please give me a call back at 646-610-5555. There’s been a development in the case of Franco Gianni’s death and it is very urgent that I see you.”

      Fuck. I glanced over at my backpack on the table, right where I’d left it before I fell asleep. Did the police know about the missing money?

      My hands were shaking like a leaf as I punched in the number to return the call.

      Bless me, Father, for I have sinned…

      “Detective Anderson here.”

      “Yes, hi. This is Daniella Carrington. You wanted to talk to me about the incident at the Greymore Hotel?”

      “Oh, yes. Where are you? I need for you to meet me at the station. We’ve found the body of a woman who matches the description you gave…the one who was with the deceased, Franco Gianni, last night. I need for you to come down and identify her. I’ll send a squad car to pick you up. Just give me your address.”

      “O-okay,” I stuttered in shock. “I’m at 804 Bergen Street in Brooklyn.”

      “Thank you, Miss Carrington. Officer Larkin will be by in twenty minutes or so, to pick you up.”

      I’m so screwed.

      An avalanche of worries came crashing into my mind as soon as I had hung up. This wasn’t right. It couldn’t be a coincidence that the hooker from last night had turned up dead today. It had to have something to do with the missing two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck! I’m dead meat.

      Someone must have thought she took the money, and killed her. Who knows, maybe they even tortured the poor, skinny blonde in the purple dress to make her tell them where she hid it. But she didn’t have it, I did—and if that was the case…tag, I was it.

      My stomach twisted and turned with a wave of nausea. The air in the room was heavy and my lungs struggled to pull in enough of it. Oh my God, am I having a panic attack? Maybe it’s a heart attack…arrrgh.

      I’ll just give the money to the police. Yes, that’s what I should do. But would that actually save me? Oh no, the police would question me and ask why I didn’t turn over the money last night, and surely the people who were looking for it would still come after me. Maybe they already were.

      A cold chill ran down my spine as the thought entered my mind that someone may have already been staking out my apartment.

      I picked up my phone again and called Jerry.

      It only rang once before I heard his angry voice say, “About fucking time, Dani…you could return my call. What the hell happened here last night?”

      “Didn’t Kathy fill you in? A guy died in Room 1215.”

      “Yeah, but she didn’t mention anything about this guy being connected. I just had two lowlife scum yelling and screaming at me about last night. They were fucking packing heat, and they weren’t cops, if you know what I mean.”

      “Really? What did they want?” I hissed into the phone, and cupped my hand around the bottom of it so no one could hear, then moved as far away from the bedroom door as possible.

      “What do you think? They wanted to know who worked the shift last night. They wanted to know who called it in.”

      “Fuck, Jerry. What did you tell them?”

      “What could I do? I had to tell them it was you. They threatened to shoot me on the spot. Sorry, Dani.”

      This wasn’t real, this wasn’t happening. I crawled into the corner of my bedroom and sat on the floor with my back against the wall. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I couldn’t comprehend it all. This was it. My life was about to be over.

      I took another deep breath and spoke more calmly this time. “When did all this happen?”

      “I don’t know. About an hour ago. I tried calling you, but you never pick up your goddamn phone.” He paused and there was a moment of silence on the other end. Then he said, “Hey, listen. I wouldn’t go home if I were you.”

      “I am fucking home, you dipshit.”

      “Well, whatever, Dani, just be careful…”

      I ended the call and rubbed the palms of my hands on my face, pushing them up into my hair. My mind was racing as I glanced over at my backpack. Why did I take that stupid money? What the hell had I gotten myself into?

      The ringing of the doorbell shattered my already shaky nerves and I about jumped out of my skin. My whole body shook from the adrenaline rush as I tiptoed out into the hallway. Squinting with one eye shut, I peered through the little hole in the door. Thank God. It was the cop. He was wearing a uniform. I opened the door a crack, still with the chain attached.

      “Miss Carrington?” he said.

      I nodded.

      “I’m Deputy Larkin. I’m here to pick you up to see Detective Anderson.”

      “Can I see your badge?” I asked.

      The cop glared, annoyed, but held out the badge. It looked authentic.

      I unchained the door to let him in, but left it standing open…just in case…

      “Hold on a sec. I’ll be right back,” I said as I hurried into my bedroom to retrieve my backpack. I had no plans of coming back for a while.

      I was relieved, well sort of, now that the cop was here. I was carrying a shitload of stolen money and an even bigger shitload of guilt, but at least with a police escort, there was no way any thugs would approach me for the time being.

      I grabbed my jacket and swung the backpack over my shoulder, and I left my apartment with the cop as my shadow.

      Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined that sitting in a police car would be a good thing. I had always envisioned myself cuffed and thrown in the back, kicking and screaming, pounding my feet against the metal grate, shouting out my innocence. But here I was, comfortably situated in the passenger seat. Deputy Larkin’s face was like stone, and he kept it straight ahead while he drove. I wondered if guilt could be read in people’s eyes, and gave him a phony smile for good measure.

      As the patrol car snaked its way through the streets of Manhattan, I was finally able to think straight. I realized that I couldn’t bring the backpack with the money into the station. They probably used X-ray machines like the ones at the airport. Most all of the government buildings used them, especially a police station, and every handbag had to be scanned. There was just no way to explain a backpack jammed full of hundred dollar bills.

      Could I leave it in the car? No way. Who knows if the same deputy would drive me back? Looking out through the windshield, I recognized the street we were at. There was a deli just two blocks from here. My classmate, Dylan, worked there part time. If he was there today, he could stash the backpack for me while I went to the station. He’d always seemed to have the hots for me, trying to talk to me whenever he got a chance. I trusted him. My only concern was that if anybody was following me, I wouldn’t want to risk putting a friend in danger. I checked the rear window. There were no cars behind us. Not that I was an expert at it, but it looked all clear to me.

      I glanced to my left. Deputy Stone Face was focused on driving. I gripped the straps of my backpack in my hands. I hadn’t let go of them even when I sat down in the car. I squeezed them so tightly, it felt like they were burning the mark of the Devil into my skin.

      “I’m actually starving,” I said. “There’s a deli up here on the next street. Any chance we can make a quick stop so I can grab a sandwich?”

      “There’s no time for a stop, miss.”

      “Hey, if I have to look at a dead body to identify that woman, I’d better have something in my stomach. Otherwise someone’s going to have to mop up some puke from the floor,” I said, trying my best to look pale. “I get very queasy on an empty stomach.”

      He glared at me and then checked his watch. “You better make it damn quick. Detective Anderson doesn’t like waiting.”

      He stopped the car in front of the small Italian deli. Dylan had better be working today. Before exiting the car, I checked the rear window again, but there was no car pulling up behind us. I exhaled a sigh of relief.

      The bell tinkled on the door as I entered the Italian deli. An aroma heavy with garlic filled my nostrils. An elderly woman behind the counter asked, “What can I get you for, honey?”

      “Is Dylan here?”

      Her eyes lit up as she looked me up and down, then she yelled over her shoulder to an open doorway, “Dylan, your girlfriend is here.”

      Before I could reply that I was not his girlfriend, Dylan popped out the back room with a wide smile when he saw me.

      “Hey, Dani, what are you doing here?” He seemed happy to see me but a little confused. He probably thought all of his flirtatious advances had finally paid off. “Did you come for lunch? I can make a great salami sandwich….”

      “Can I talk to you for a second?” I gave a nervous look at the lady and she moved away to clean off a table out in front of the deli case.

      “Sure, we can talk in here.” He led me into the back room.

      “I need a huge favor. Can you help me?”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      “Something bad happened last night. A guy died at my work, you know, at the hotel where I work. Now the police are bringing me in for questioning. I totally forgot that I have two ounces of weed in my bag, and obviously I can’t bring it to the station. They are going to X-ray the bag. Can I get you to hold it here for a couple of hours?”

      His eyes widened and his mouth arched into a smile. “Of course. No problem, but you’ll owe me. How about a date Friday night?”

      I would probably not even be in town Friday night. He was a nice guy and I felt bad for leading him on like this. But I had no other choice. I promised myself to make it up to him, someday, somehow. “Absolutely. Thank you so much.” I started to unzip the backpack but stopped. “Maybe I shouldn’t take it out here.” I nodded in the direction of the door and his co-worker.

      “Right. My boss is quite the curious lady. Give me the whole backpack, and I will keep it with my stuff here.”

      “Thanks. Just promise me that you won’t go through my shit.” I looked at him with narrowed eyes.

      “Hey, I might be a guy but I’m not a douche. I would never do that. I promise.”

      I handed him the bag, and he stashed it in his work locker and pushed the door shut.

      I gave him a big hug and was on my way out of the deli when I realized I’d forgotten to get a sandwich. In the corner of my eyes, I spied a couple of sandwiches sitting behind the deli case on the counter as if Mamma Spumoni had just made them for a takeout order. It must have been a phone order—there was no one in the shop—yet they were wrapped and ready to go. I left a twenty-dollar bill in their place on the cutting board as payment and hurried out to the patrol car.

      “What took so long?” the officer asked.

      “I couldn’t decide what to get. Here, I got you one as well.”

      He looked at me with bewilderment as I thrust one of the sandwiches in his direction. “You’re a weird one, you know that?”

      “I know. I get that a lot from people.”

      He shrugged and took the sandwich.
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      There was no question about it. She was “the hooker.” I felt awful referring to her in such a crude way as she laid dead on the gurney. It would have been nice to know her name. I could have called her by it every time I saw her come in the lobby of the Greymore. She deserved that much. Look at her there, so skinny, so frail. What a pity. What a wasted life. I had seen her come to the hotel many nights with different customers, always sniffing and wiping her nose, the telltale signs of cocaine abuse, and I never even knew her name.

      Her head was severely damaged and her blonde, fake doll hair was gone now, probably removed by the coroner. Or torn off her head in her last struggle…she was really a brunette. I could see her true color now from little tufts of hair protruding in an undignified manner from her scalp. From all the bruises on her body, I concluded that she had been beaten up badly before being killed. I turned my head away to stare at the sterile white tile floor.

      “That’s the woman from last night,” I confirmed.

      “The one you saw with Mr. Gianni?”

      “Mr. Gianni?” My head popped up. “That wasn’t the name he gave at the front desk when he checked in.”

      “No, I realize that, but his real name was Franco Gianni,” Detective Anderson informed me.

      Gianni—that name sounded familiar. It reminded me of those old gangster movies but then maybe it was just because it was an Italian name.

      “Who was he?” I asked.

      “I am not at liberty to discuss the case, but I can tell you that he was involved in illegal gambling affairs. Let’s go back to my office. I just have a couple of questions, and then you’ll be free to go.”

      His whole demeanor and this entire place made me feel uneasy. “Do I need a lawyer here?”

      “Why would you need a lawyer? You’re not a suspect, you’re a witness,” he said with a suspicious stare.

      “Oh, of course, yes, me…the witness, that’s me. I’ve just never been questioned before by the police.” The dryness in my mouth made it hard for me to swallow. I glanced down at my hand in my lap. I fought the urge to twist and wring them.

      “You’ll be fine,” he assured me. “I just need to know a couple of details from last night. Please, come in.”

      As we entered his cramped office, he pulled out the chair for me then took a seat behind his desk. He flipped open a file folder, the color of mud, and scratched a few notes on one of the papers within it. In the few moments of awkward silence, I peered over the desk, straining to see what he was writing. Was it about me? Maybe he was just documenting the time and date of the interview.

      “Tell me, do you remember seeing Mr. Gianni carrying anything with him last night?”

      My heart jumped. I struggled to keep from biting my lip or averting my eyes. At least I had learned in my psychology class in college that people avert their eyes if they are stressed…or lying. With a straight face, I answered, “No, he wasn’t carrying anything, from what I recall.”

      “You are absolutely sure about that?” Wrinkles appeared at the corners of his eyes as he narrowed them.

      “Absolutely,” I said. I pressed my sweaty palms to the fabric of my jeans and pushed them slowly down my thighs when the detective lowered his eyes to jot down more notes. His eyes flicked up again. “His hands were too busy groping the hooker to be carrying anything.” I looked Detective Anderson straight in the eyes without blinking.

      He seemed annoyed but satisfied with my answer as he continued to ask more questions. I replied as truthfully as I could, avoiding any further mention about items Mr. Gianni might have been carrying.

      “Okay, that’s about all I need, I think. Thank you for coming down to the station, Miss Carrington. I appreciate it. Let me get Deputy Cunningham. He’ll drive you home.”

      “Do you think whoever killed the woman might still be hanging around the Greymore Hotel? I mean, I don’t want to work somewhere that’s not safe.”

      “I don’t think the two cases are related, so I wouldn’t worry if I were you. But having said that…” He leaned across the desk and softened his voice. “If you were my daughter, I wouldn’t let you work there. It’s not a safe neighborhood, if you know what I mean.”

      I swallowed hard and glanced down at a mayonnaise stain on my jeans. It must have dripped off the deli sandwich.

      He stood up and shoved his desk chair back. “Look, if anything comes up that shows otherwise, I’ll let you know first thing.” He held out his hand and I shook it, knowing that he was wrong. Dead wrong. That money in the briefcase, fucking gambling money, dirty money, meant the two cases were very much connected. And now I was connected to the money. Guys with guns had been asking for me at the hotel. As I stepped out into the hallway, I wondered if I would be the first grown woman to piss herself in a police station. I was scared shitless.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You can just drop me off here,” I said to Deputy Cunningham. “I need some air. If you don’t mind, I’ll just walk the rest of the way home.”

      The three-hundred-pound deputy glared at me like I was a crazy person for wanting to walk from here, but obliged anyway and pulled over to the curb. It would just be one short block to the door of the Italian deli and my waiting backpack.

      “Thanks,” I said, and opened the door.

      I started walking slowly until the patrol car pulled past me. I didn’t want Deputy Cunningham to see me go into the deli, but I was upon it in no time.

      As I entered the deli, I found Dylan behind the counter. He turned his head in direction of the back room, indicating that I should follow him.

      “Thank you so much, Dylan,” I said, smiling at him sweetly as I swung the backpack over my shoulder. From the weight of it, and the serene look on Dylan’s face, I could tell everything was still intact. “It would’ve been pretty bad walking into a police station with weed on me,” I said with a laugh. Well, that sounded pretty lame. I never was good at interjecting humor for comedy relief.

      “Anytime, Dani. So when can I take you out?”

      “As soon as I’m back in town. My grandma is pretty sick, so I have to go back home and help out for a while.”

      “Oh, sorry to hear that.” His brow wrinkled with disappointment. “Hope she‘s better soon. Will you be gone long?”

      “I don’t think so. A couple of weeks, maybe. Just until she’s stable and can manage for herself.”

      “Be sure to call me as soon as you’re back, and good luck to your grandma.” His smile seemed convincingly comforting. He was trying to score some points with me. Poor guy. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, and he wore that deli uniform well. I gave him a hug, then said goodbye. As I walked out, I sensed his eyes following me. He was such a nice guy, but right now I didn’t have time to find out if there was even a spark between us to cultivate. For now, I was a woman on the run.
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      “Honey, it’s time to wake up.”

      A sweet voice was interrupting my dream. “Grammy?”

      A sharp cackling chuckle rang close to my left ear. “Not exactly, honey. I hope I don’t look old enough to be your grandma, just yet. I know I have a few wrinkles but I use face cream diligently every night. That’s the key to youthful skin…” The invasive chatter continued as my awareness of reality came back to me. I opened my eyes to find Lucille, the passenger sitting next to me, beaming at me while she held a small foil package of peanuts in her hand. At least that’s what I had learned her name was, hours ago, and regretted hearing it ever since. As she chewed on her salty snack and rattled on, I felt a chill run down my spine.

      I shook it off and sat up straight in my seat. “What time is it?”

      “Almost noon. We’re stopping for a lunch break at the next town. It should come up in about ten minutes.”

      “I must have been beat. I can’t believe I slept for over five hours. What town is it?”

      “Summerville. It’s a pretty little seaside vacation town. Have you heard of it? I stayed there once years ago with my first husband, Leonard. He was just out of the army and…well you don’t want to hear that story.”

      I sighed and rubbed my temples. “No, can’t say I do. It’s my first time in South Carolina.”

      I had spent the last twenty hours on this Greyhound bus with Lucille’s incessant chatter, and my ears were just about bleeding. She could be the CIA’s newest torture method. Put the chatterbox in an interrogation room and the suspects would reveal everything just to get her to stop talking. Lucille’s short gray hair and glasses reminded me of a distant sixty-year old aunt I had been avoiding for years.

      We still had about four more hours to go. I anticipated the bus ride would take at least that long to get to Charleston. The whole experience of riding the bus was not foreign to me. I had ridden buses to school, college, and work most of my life. I didn’t mind. It was a little low-class, and some of the people who rode buses were definitely, well, unique to say the least. However, I found it kind of soothing—no stress of driving—although I didn’t even own a car at this point in my life. The bus seemed like a faster and more immediate way to get out of town, instead of nervously waiting in some airport terminal.

      After the interview at the police station and after retrieving my backpack, I never returned to my apartment. I had visions of heavy Mob-type men in dark suits staked out at my apartment, waiting for my return. I didn’t want to risk going back to pack a suitcase, so I headed over to Macy’s and bought a new wardrobe and a large dark blue suitcase. An hour later, I hauled it down to the bus station, where I bought a ticket to Charleston, South Carolina. My plan was still formulating in my mind, but I figured I would either stay put there for a couple of weeks or just move on to wherever struck my fancy. Just until the heat on me from back home went away. I didn’t imagine that these New York illegal gambling types cared much for places like South Carolina. They were creatures of habit and enjoyed the cultural nuances of the big city and their connection to family. If, indeed, someone had been looking for me and the money, I figured they would give up searching after a couple of weeks…or at least that’s what I hoped would happen. I was no expert in these matters; far from it. I was pretty much flying by the seat of my pants, powered by adrenaline and instincts, and what I had seen on TV and in movies about underground gambling. I knew they had “bookies,” and the dead man, Gianni, must have been a bookie. That would explain the briefcase full of money.

      I knew I could never go back to my job, or my old apartment for that matter. Before boarding the bus, I had called Joey and told her that I was going out of town for a while. I gave her some vague half-baked story and explained that I needed some time away from everything to heal my wounds and get over my ex, Landon. I'd have to thank him later for making our breakup so timely and convenient for me to use as an excuse to get out of town. Joey said she understood, since she had recently broken up with her boyfriend.

      And my job? Well, that was history. I was sure Jerry has fired me, anyway. It didn’t matter. I had more than enough money to afford finishing my studies anywhere in the world without taking out more student loans. Well, that is, if I was going to keep the money. Once again the thought had occurred to me on my long bus ride to give the money to the police, but I was now more than sure it wouldn’t get the bad guys off my back. I could barely sleep, with my nerves a wreck. Seething guilt has a way of doing a number on your conscience.

      Once I arrived in Charleston, I would find a way to pay for my grandmother’s medical treatments. My first thought had been to go visit her, but that would be too risky. If someone indeed was following me, they could track me to her house, and I couldn't risk that. I decided it would be better to pick a place at random, and since I had never been to Charleston, I figured that would be as good a place as any.

      “Well, you will love it in Charleston.” Lucile was still talking. “My nephew lives there. You two should meet. Carsten is quite handsome, if I don’t say so myself, and single too.” She laughed and took out a picture.

      He wasn’t exactly my type, wearing a boring business suit, and besides, dating would be the last thing on my mind for quite a while. “Yes, he’s cute.” I nodded and raised my eyebrows. “How old is he?”

      “Thirty-one. He’s kind of a loner, though. Lives for his job. He’s an accountant.” She beamed proudly, placing extra emphasis on the word “accountant” as if that was some kind of prize.

      “Well, there’s plenty of time for him to find someone. It’s good to have a solid base first.”

      I handed her the picture, smiled, and looked out the window. My stomach rumbled. I placed my hand over it, wondering if it was hunger, or just my nervous guilt-ridden stomach trying to talk to me.

      As soon as the bus pulled into the small station, I lurched for the door in order to be one of the first off the bus. I had been cooped up with Lucille’s constant blathering for the last twenty hours, and my ears needed a well-deserved rest. Better escape her grasp before she suggested having lunch together.

      In my haste to avoid an unwanted lunch invitation from loquacious Lucille, I rushed out the glass door of the bus station, rounded the corner of the building a bit too fast, and plowed headlong into a wall of pure muscle. The dude had a chest like a brick wall. I bounced off it and fell on the ground on my ass. I sat there for a split second, dazed, but mostly just embarrassed.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      I looked up and saw a strong, outstretched hand extended toward me, looming in my face. My eyes trailed from the hand up the equally finely muscled arm to his face. He watched me with an intense gaze from deep-blue eyes, rivulets of emotion pouring out of them with a look of…what? I didn’t know. My stunned brain couldn’t comprehend as I sat on the ground. But that look was exquisite. It pierced me to my soul, as if he could see right into my thoughts and understand everything about me in an instant.

      He smiled down at me sympathetically, and my stomach dropped to the floor where my ass was still glued, and yet it was more than sympathy. It was the kind of rare smile that promised eternal reassurance. It focused on me with an irresistible charm, as if I were the only person it was meant for in the entire world, as if he knew me and believed in me, as if he assured me that I already was the best person I could ever be. At that point, it vanished and I was looking at the most gorgeous man I had ever seen in my life.

      I blinked hard and all thoughts rushed from my mind like a surging river. He moved with formless grace, momentarily balancing himself on one foot with the kind of movement that implies great muscular tone in every limb. He leaned his hand closer to grasp my outstretched arm by the wrist, still gazing down at me with those blue, laser-beam eyes. I wanted to decline his open and waiting hand by saying something like, “Thanks, but I can get up myself. I don’t need your help.”

      Nothing came out, and my heart just pounded harder against my rib cage until I was sure that he could feel it vibrating all the way down my arm to where he now had a firm grip on my wrist. I wanted to jump up and run. That would be the best thing, because I didn’t know what I wanted or what to do to stop this avalanche from crashing down around me and sweeping me away. I didn’t need a guy in my life, and not one like him with such an instantaneous and mysterious power over me. The mere moment his eyes locked with mine, something shifted in the universe, something that excited me and scared me at the same time.

      I shook my head, and tried to clear my thoughts as he effortlessly pulled my one-hundred-and-twenty-pound body to my feet with one swift jerk.

      Snapped out of my daze now, I said harshly, “Geez. Why don’t you look where you’re going?” No way was I going to indicate to him what mysterious power he had just exercised over me.

      “Me? I wasn’t going anywhere. I was standing right here, checking the bus schedule when you came crashing into me.” He smiled. Something inside me caved in and softened just a little from that pearly smirk of his. Damn him. No one should be allowed much charm to wield over others, let alone a hot guy like him. He was probably full of himself, pumped up with bullshit ideas about his good looks, exemplified by those massively pumped muscles bulging out from under his black T-shirt.

      “Yeah, well…maybe they should have posted those schedules another place, not right where people are walking,” I said. I propped my hand on my hip as I realized I was making a fool of myself in front of the hottest guy I had seen in a long time, or any time, for that matter.

      “You’re absolutely right. They shouldn’t have posted it right here on the corner. I’ll tell you what. Are you hungry? Why don’t I treat you to lunch to compensate for the city’s horrible mistake?”

      I narrowed my eyes, sizing him up, raking my gaze over his body as he stood there like a statue with piercing steel-blue eyes. A statue of a god, Michelangelo’s David or a model for Da Vinci’s study of the human male form. Either way, his muscles were perfect: toned, sculpted, and chiseled. His face was tan, radiating virility and…confidence, most of all, supreme confidence. Like no one had better mess with him. He was badass, the epitome of the American male. He seemed like the kind of guy who carved his own path. I could see it in his eyes. It was all instantly recognizable. What he wore, drove, and drank. He was a man who knew exactly what to choose, when to choose, and where to choose. He was pure badass and worst of all…he was a shining incarnation of pure temptation.

      Dare I answer the siren’s call? My hunger was about to make the decision for me, but I was on the run from some very bad guys and supposed to lie low, not mix it up with the hottest guy in town.

      “No, sorry, I don’t accept lunch invitations from strangers….”

      I took in one last drink of my eye candy before Lucille spotted me. She came running and waving at me, heading in my direction. Damn.

      I grabbed the muscular hand attached to the hunky stranger and steered him around the corner, out of her view.

      Our feet hit the pavement as we strode down the sidewalk in the bright sun of one of the first days of summer. “Alright, I’ll have lunch, but we should hurry. My bus just stopped for a break and it will be leaving again soon.”

      “Let’s take my bike.” He pointed toward a black motorcycle heavily encumbered with shiny, chrome accents glistening in the sun. Harley Davidson. I should have guessed.

      I had never been on a bike before but there was always a first time for everything, and I never said no to a challenge.

      “Let’s do it.” I jumped on the back of the Harley and seconds later, we were riding toward the center of town. It was a quaint little town. Small shops and inviting cafés lined the main street. But they were too close to the bus station for comfort. “Let’s go someplace off the beaten path. Is there a nice café somewhere?”

      “I know just the place,” he said.

      With the roar of the bike’s powerful engine, we easily escaped out of sight of relentless Lucille. A couple of minutes later, we were safely sitting with our elbows leaning on a red-checkered tablecloth in a cozy café.

      “They have great salads here,” he said with a leering wink to me as the waitress was waiting to take our order.

      “Salad? I need something solid. I’m starving. How about a burger?”

      He raised his eyebrows with surprise and smiled. “I like the way you think.”

      He turned to the waitress and said, “Make that two large burgers…”

      “With everything,” I added before she could ask. The waitress scribbled our order on her pad, then headed to the kitchen.

      He gave me that look again, like he was surprised but pleased. I couldn’t help but stare at him. His face was sculpted like a god’s, with a strong chin and those eyes, so deep and blue and so full of…something unique. I couldn’t put my finger on it, something warm, yet cold. Like two opposites in one location. Whatever, I was only here for lunch and then it was back on the bus…but he was fucking hot.

      We made a little small talk about the weather, the café and the town. It was awkward, sitting across the table from a guy I didn’t know from Adam. What was I thinking, jumping on the back of his bike in a heartbeat? Acting like I did this kind of thing all the time. It felt good though, acting differently than my usual self, being spontaneous and unpredictable.

      “Do you mind telling me your name?” he asked as the waitress placed our hamburgers on the table.

      “I’m Hanna,” I lied. I wasn’t going to tell anyone my real name. “And you are…”

      “John. John Connors at your service, ma'am,” he chuckled. There was that perfect smile again.

      I held out my hand. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance, John,” I said with lettuce stuck in my teeth. Damn. I could feel a piece of it with the tip of my tongue.

      “Likewise,” he said. His eyes sparkled with humor as I covered my mouth briefly with my napkin and removed the lettuce. “It’s not every day a beautiful woman like you bumps into me. So, where are you headed?”

      Flattered by his compliment, I felt my cheeks heating up. “Savannah in Georgia. Visiting family,” I lied again.

      “Oh. That’s great. I’ve been there several times. Where in Savannah? I know that place like my back of my hand.”

      What were the odds that I had picked to lie about a city he was familiar with?

      “Down by the beach somewhere is all I remember. I haven’t been there in years. It’s my aunt and uncle who live there.”

      He nodded and took another bite of his burger, then wiped his beautiful mouth with his napkin.

      “Shame you are not staying here for a couple of days. It’s a nice town. There’s a band playing at the bar tonight.”

      “Maybe another time. My family is expecting me tomorrow.”

      “We better get back then.” He finished the last bite of his burger. “You don’t want to miss your bus.”

      “Oh no. What time is it?”

      He checked his wristwatch. “Just past two. When does your bus leave?”

      “Oh no—at two.” Fuck. The money is in my suitcase…on the bus. I threw my napkin on the plate and shoved the chair out, trying to hide the panic I felt. “Let’s just go. I hope the bus driver is waiting for me.”

      John dropped thirty dollars on the table and we hurried out of the café. It took us less than five minutes to get back to the station but the bus had already left.

      Fuck. I’m so screwed.

      “Is that your suitcase?” He pointed to my blue suitcase standing alone on the sidewalk under the Greyhound sign at the bus station. I breathed out a big sigh of relief. At least the bus driver had been smart enough to toss off my luggage.

      “Oh, thank God, yes. That’s the one.” I held my hand to my breast. The thumping of my heart slowed to a more normal beat with the sight of my suitcase. I took a breath and gathered my wits. No need to panic. There was a reason this place was called a bus station. “I guess there’ll be another bus to Savannah tomorrow,” I said as I hurried over to grab my suitcase. Once my hand was firmly around the black plastic handle, I relaxed. There was at least one upside to missing the bus. I wouldn’t have to listen to another word from the chatterbox.

      “So, does this mean that you’ll be able to come with me to hear the band tonight?” He grinned from ear to ear.

      “Ha—you don’t give up easily, do you? Sorry, I’m really wiped out. I just want to find a hotel room and crash tonight. It’s been a couple of hectic days.”

      “Guess I’ll have to live with that. Listen, I would offer to give you a ride to a hotel, but I don’t think your suitcase will fit on my bike,” he said with a chuckle. “I can walk with you if you like?”

      “No, no, that’s fine. It’s sweet of you to offer, but I’ll call a cab. They do have cabs in this town, right?”

      He laughed again and nodded. “Of course. Let me call one for you.”

      He pulled out his cell phone and opened up a web browser to search the Internet. He caught me peering over to take a look at the screen. I glanced down at the ground, a little embarrassed. I really shouldn’t trust him, or anyone for that matter; after all, I didn’t know much about him and it would be better for me to keep up my guard.

      “Just gotta look up the number. I usually don’t take cabs around town.” He tilted his head in the direction of his Harley. “Got my bike.”

      He found it and called a cab for me.

      “Look, you don’t have to stay and wait with me. I’ll be fine on my own here. I’m sure you have a life and things you need to go do.”

      “What, and leave a beautiful young woman standing on a street corner alone? Are you kidding? This may be a small town, but I would be a jerk to leave you alone.”

      He had called me “beautiful” twice now. Charming...badass and charming. That’s a poisonous combination for any girl. I had better hold onto my panties…or maybe not.

      After a few minutes, a yellow-colored cab pulled up to the curb. It hadn’t taken long for it to reach us. It made me realize this town was so much smaller than I was used to.

      “I still hope to see you at the bar tonight,” he said, leaning on my door.

      I smiled up at him as he shut the door and started walking to his super chrome-trimmed Harley. I rolled down the window and watched him saunter away. His gait was fluid and his muscular shoulders stretched out the fabric of his dark shirt in just the right way. His confidence level was off the charts. It was evidenced in his body language, in the tilt of his chin and in the swagger in his walk. He was raw male energy, and my system responded with a zing of adrenaline in my stomach.

      “What’s the name of the bar?” I yelled.

      “I already told you,” he laughed. “The Bar.”

      “Really? How original,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      He winked, pulled the helmet over his head. I bit my lip and swallowed hard. There was that badass charm again. The bike roared to life with the kick of his black boot on the kick starter. I watched him drive off and realized right then that I had to go see the band tonight after all.

      “Where to, miss?” the driver asked.

      “Just any decent hotel that has a vacancy,” I said.

      “Good luck finding one. This is the summer season. Everything is booked three months in advance around here.”

      Crap. This day just went to hell.

      “There’s nothing? Really?”

      He turned and looked me up and down as if he was sizing me up. Did I look that much like a city slicker? “I tell you what…I know this woman who is converting an old mansion into a bed and breakfast. Not sure if she has any rooms ready yet, but I can take you there if you like. Maybe you’ll get lucky?”

      I sighed. A renovation project? Not exactly what I had in mind, but if that was all I could get, I’d take it. After all, it would only be for one night.

      “Sure. Why not? Thanks.”

      A small town it was indeed. It only took a few minutes to reach the house. I was in luck. One of the rooms was ready to rent out. To my surprise it was clean and with plenty of space. The “over-the-top” interior design scheme, however, was not exactly my style. Too many ruffles on the bedspread and a heavy use of floral patterns in the curtains, pillows, and every fabric in the room—including the wallpaper, which had enormous blue roses plastered from floor to ceiling.

      “You have a very nice house,” I said to the woman who apparently owned the mansion.

      “Thank you. I’m sort of an amateur interior decorator. My name is Emma, by the way.”

      “I’m…Hanna,” I said. “How long have you lived here in Summerville?”

      “All my life. Born and raised. Never seemed to be able to get away from here. Married my high school sweetheart. You know, all the clichés, except he turned out to be not so much of a sweetheart after all, if you know what I mean.”

      “Not quite,” I said.

      “Sorry, I always do that. Spill my life story to strangers.” She laughed.

      “No, it’s fine. I just wasn’t sure what you meant. What did he do?”

      “Let’s just say Brian has anger issues.”

      Emma pulled the cord on the window blinds and bright sunlight flooded the room. I turned my head and squinted as the light illuminated even more floral designs that had been previously hidden in the shadows.

      “Oh, I see…?”

      “We separated two years ago, but not long after that, he ended up in jail. Beat a friend of mine senseless just because he had asked me out on a date. That landed him in prison until now. He just got out a month ago.”

      “Oh my God. I’m so sorry. That’s terrible. So, is he back in town?”

      “Yes, but don’t worry, he’s not coming here. I have a restraining order against him. The asshole threatened me the first evening he was back. Can you believe that? You’d think prison would straighten him out, but he hasn’t changed one bit.”

      “Guys and their fucking control issues. He sounds like a real jerk.”

      “Ha—I like you already, Hanna. I hope you’ll stay more than a day.”

      The thought of staying longer had pricked at my mind. It might be safer here than in a big city, and since Summerville was a vacation town, I would blend in. The locals wouldn’t notice a new face in town, although the cab driver wasn’t fooled. And then there was John, toying with my mind and my emotions, teasing my panties down my legs inch by tortuous inch, at the very thought of him and his deep blue eyes. I wouldn’t mind getting to know him a little better, either.

      When he’d helped me up from the ground, I felt the most wonderful shiver when his hand touched mine. It was electric and intense, and it made my blood rush. It was singular and defined and yet it was everywhere at once. I had never experienced anything like that, and it was so bizarre that I couldn’t even find the right words to describe the feeling. I liked it and yet it frightened me.

      My wild side had made a cameo with the appearance of that damn briefcase full of money and now it was demanding to be let out. Funny, how cash in your pockets acted as a lubricant, easily releasing hidden desires.

      “We’ll see. I might stay a few more days.”

      “That would be wonderful,” Emma said. “You can stay here as long as you like.”

      Suddenly I heard a girl’s voice coming from the doorway of my floral-garden-designed room. “Mom, what’s for dinner tonight?” A small face with a turned-up nose and a light sprinkling of freckles beamed at me from the threshold.

      “Don’t put your dirty fingers on the doorframe. I just repainted it,” Emma said and took a step toward the girl.

      The little girl jerked her hands back as if the doorframe were made of fire.

      “Sor-ree.” Her long brown braids bobbed on her head as she reacted to her mother’s scolding.

      “Hi, who are you?” I asked.

      “Michelle.”

      “Michelle. That’s a pretty name. How old are you?”

      “I’m nine,” she said and disappeared around the corner.

      “She is a little shy,” Emma said.

      “That’s okay. She’s adorable.”

      “Thanks. She is the one good thing that came out of my marriage.” Emma fell silent. Her gaze was empty, as if she was wondering what ever happened to her life. “Well, I should let you get some rest. I’m making meatloaf tonight if you want to have dinner with us.”

      “Meatloaf? That sounds delicious. I’d love to. Thank you so much.”

      As soon as Emma shut the door behind her, I hauled my suitcase up onto the bed and dialed the combination lock on it. It sprung open and I dug my hands deep inside, searching under my new clothes. I felt it and exhaled a breath of relief. The plastic bag was still there with the money inside.

      What happened this afternoon at lunch was too close a call. I could have lost everything because of a pair of blue eyes and a strong chin. Too much of a distraction. Damn. I needed to step up my game. No more fooling around with hot guys…that is, after tonight at least.

      I chuckled, closed the suitcase, and laid flat on my back next to it and stared up to the ceiling. I was a little fatigued from the bus ride but excited and alive, very much alive, so much so, I almost felt like a completely different woman. I was like an actress playing a character in a movie script. No more a little mouse who barely dared talk to guys, much less challenge them. No more a bookworm studying at the library on Saturday night while everyone else was out partying. It was as if all this money next to me inspired me to be “confident Hanna” instead of “shy Dani.” It was liberating, as if no one could touch me or hurt me, and I liked this feeling.

      As my eyelids drifted shut, I fantasized about all the things I could do with the money. Things I could do as Hanna. Oh, the possibilities…swing from the chandeliers, drink champagne till all hours of the night…don’t we all have a little bit of a devil inside of us? Then I thought about John, his blue eyes and rock-hard body. Was it time to let the little devil out to play? There was no doubt about it, I had to go see John tonight—well, Hanna had to see him tonight if for no other reason than just to get him out of my mind. He was a dangerous distraction, the kind of distraction that could lead to a mistake. I needed to keep my focus. But oh, how would it feel for those bulging biceps to hold me and his lips to touch mine?

      Emma’s pillow-top mattress was calling my name. I rolled on my side and grabbed a white bed pillow and tucked it between my knees, lengthwise, pressing it up against my body. It didn’t take long before my dreams took me into John’s arms.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Are you sure I can’t cut you another piece?” Emma asked.

      “Oh, no thank you, Emma. You make a great meatloaf but I’m stuffed, really.”

      “But you only had a small piece.”

      “All my friends say I eat like a bird.”

      That was a lie. I eat like a pig actually, but I couldn’t tell Emma. Along with her dreadful interior decorating sense, that dry meatloaf was probably one of the worst I had eaten in a long time. But it didn’t matter. Emma had a heart of gold. And her daughter, Michelle, could win the “Daughter of the Year” award three years in a row. She was that sweet and adorable.

      “Emma, have you heard of a place called ‘The Bar’ around here?”

      “Yes, of course. It’s a popular local hangout. Are you thinking of going out?”

      I smiled and pushed my empty plate away from me on the table. “I thought it might be fun to see some of Summerville’s night life before I leave.”

      “Well, The Bar would be the place to go. They might even have a band tonight. I would go with you but I have Michelle here, you know.”

      “I want to go.” Michelle sat up straight in her chair, beaming.

      “Not for the next twelve years, sweetheart. Now help me clean the table and you can watch some TV later.”

      “I can help,” I said and got up from the chair to join her at the kitchen sink.

      “No way. You’re a paying guest.” She tugged the blue dish towel from my grasp and propped her hand on her hip. “You should go and get ready if you want to get to The Bar before the band starts. Put on a pair of tight jeans. A lot of cute guys hang out there.”

      She wiggled her eyebrows at me as she shooed me out of the kitchen, waving her blue dish towel in the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      For a Sunday night, “The Bar” was packed. It was quite a voluminous space for a local joint. I had expected a small dive bar with a few scruffy-looking locals glued to their favorite bar stools and a sprinkling of “young guns” playing beer pong or some other drinking game. Not so at all. This place was quite large. It had a stage and dance floor at one end, a huge bar in the middle, and thirty or so high tables and chairs scattered around the edges. There must have been at least fifty people fighting for the bartenders’ attention already. Although the band hadn’t started yet, music was booming from the speaker. I pushed through a mass of elbows, circling the perimeter, scouting out the place to see if I could find John. He should be easy to spot. His height would put him slightly above the heads of most of the others in this crowd. John…what was his last name? Connors? I rocked back on my heels as I settled my weight from standing on my tippy-toes. Could he have been stringing me along all this time…jerkwad! Or maybe he’d show after the band went on the stage. I’d give him a few more minutes; after all, this whole secret money situation was making me more edgy than usual.

      I caught the eye of a tall blond-haired bartender. He looked up at me with deep-set eyes while pouring a draught from an ornately decorated beer spigot. He was handsome and muscular, with a tattoo running down his right arm. I watched the white foam spill over the edge of the tilted glass and drizzle over his large hand as he gripped its girth. Damn, is every guy in this town just a friggin’ hottie? He looked Swedish, or Norwegian, or something very Euro-sexy, anyway, and I had to take a minute to pick up my jaw from the floor. Emma was definitely right about the cute guys here, and my new persona of Hanna was definitely reacting differently than my old self.

      “What will it be?” he yelled over the noise from the crowd.

      “I’ll take one of those.” I nodded toward the yellow-enameled spigot at the end of the row.

      I pressed up to the bar and he leaned over and asked, “Can I see your ID?”

      “Sure.” I took out the new Guess wallet I had purchased at Macy’s and showed him my driver’s license.

      “Daniella? Nice name.”

      “Thanks. Everybody calls me Hanna, though.”

      “And…?” He seemed perplexed as he poured my beer. “Why Hanna?” It dripped a little foam from the bottom edge as he passed the brimming glass over the bar top. “I like Daniella better.” He rewarded me with a charming smile.

      “So are you going to tell me your name, or do I have to guess?” I handed him a twenty-dollar bill but he waved it away. “First one’s on the house. And everybody calls me Jasper.”

      I tilted my head in a “thanks” gesture and tucked my money back into my purse. His eyes narrowed in mock exaggeration, and he gave me a sidelong glance to get a closer look at me. “I haven’t seen you before. Are you here on vacation?”

      I pursed my lips and paused. Was he hitting on me? Feeling like a bug under a magnifying glass, I glanced down at my beer for a moment, then back up at him. “Just for a few days. Nice place. Crowded for a Sunday.”

      “Just wait, it’ll get worse when the band goes on. Summer is our biggest season, vacation town and all. Most nights are crowded here.”

      I said nothing and nodded as I sipped my beer. His attention was diverted to a group of boisterous girls chanting the words “shot, shot, shot, shot...” and pounding their fists on the bar top to get Hunky Bartender’s service for their order. Typical, must have just turned twenty-one.

      I lifted my beer glass and slid a coaster under it. I turned my back to the bar and leaned against it to take another look through the crowd. Two more hooting girls pushed past me in a hurry to meet their celebrating friends at the end of the bar, but still no sign of John. I turned back to nurse my beer and think. Coming here was probably a big mistake. I should just go back to Emma’s Bed and Breakfast—which really wasn’t a Bed and Breakfast yet, just one room for now—lay low and get on the next bus tomorrow. Now was the wrong time and wrong place to make friends.

      Having come to this conclusion, I grabbed my beer and spun around, bumping straight into a guy standing behind me. My golden ale went flying out of my glass, with most of the liquid landing on the guy’s shirt.

      “Hey, watch out! Already had a shower today.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said.

      “Don’t worry. It’s not like anyone never spilled something on me before. Looks like your glass is empty now. I’ll buy you another beer.”

      The guy was scruffy-looking, in his forties, and his breath smelled awful, like he’d been drinking for hours—or maybe weeks, on second thought.

      I set my empty glass on the bar and glanced in Hunky Bartender’s direction. No help from him. He wasn’t even looking, still busy serving the “shot girls.” “Thanks, but…I was about to leave. Another time maybe…” I tried to pass him but he grabbed my shoulder and turned me toward him.

      “Come on, baby. Let me buy you another beer. You owe me that much.” He kept a grip firmly on my shoulder as he faced the bartender. “Tony, pour me another beer.” I looked to the bartender for help, but the man behind the bar wasn’t my friendly Swede from last time. It was a different, gruff-looking guy with a noncommittal expression on his face. He didn’t appear to be concerned with anything, let alone my plight.

      I pushed his hand off me. “No, I really gotta go.” I took a few steps toward the exit but once again he grabbed me.

      “Don’t be a fucking tease, baby. You were practically shoving those nice tits of yours in my face before. Come on…” His breath was so vile, I wanted to vomit.

      “Get the fuck off me, asshole,” I shouted.

      He grabbed my upper arm hard and his fingers dug violently into my skin, sending a shooting pain through my body. “Nobody calls me a fucking asshole,” he spat.

      I heard a familiar voice behind me. “Hanna, so sorry I’m late. Are you okay? Who’s this guy?”

      The asshole let go of my arm. He was drunk but he wasn’t stupid. When he saw the raw confidence of John’s stature, the guy’s demeanor suddenly changed.

      “Hey, buddy,” he said to John. “I was just keeping your lady company while she waited for you. You shouldn’t leave her alone in a place like this. Can’t be too careful, you know.”

      As he passed in front of John to walk away, he bumped John's shoulder hard, making his body sway. The tension in the air was thick and I thought, for a moment, John would deck him. The muscle in his jaw twitched as he glared at the man. John’s eyes darted to a hefty bouncer posted at the door, standing in an intimidating pose with his arms folded across his chest. John didn’t react. He took me by my elbow and led me to an empty spot further down the bar with less people around.

      I was glad to see that John was the type of man who had control of his impulses. Getting thrown in jail for fighting wasn't a good way to make a first impression. Anyway, the part of me that was Dani, the old me, wanted someone with stable emotions. But there was something about John, his virile good looks, the way he oozed confidence when he walked, that brought out a different side of me, the wild, “devil-may-care” Hanna me. And Hanna would be satisfied with nothing short of John’s punching the stinking breath out of the groper. The thought of watching John’s powerful arms flexing as he pulled back for a punch made my blood rush faster through my veins. It was a good feeling, an excitement that made me feel more alive than I had been for a long time. Maybe I shouldn’t have been such a prude that night at the fights with Joey and Krissy. Looking back, I could see that I was so tightly focused on school and work that I couldn’t enjoy the entertainment of the night. The stress of everything, keeping my grades up, working the night shift, made me closed off, and I was in desperate need of some relief.

      “Friend of yours?” John asked once we were alone.

      “Hell no. That guy’s an asshole.” I rubbed my sore arm.

      “Did he hurt you?” John’s eyes darkened as he leaned in. The pads of his fingertips lightly touched the sore spot on my arm. I gazed up into his blue eyes and a flood of warmth ran through me. I was taken aback by my body’s response to a simple brush of his skin against mine. I didn’t usually take action and respond to the advances of hot muscular guys like this. In the past, I took the logical approach to relationships. I would rationalize, sure they were good-looking, but these types were usually full of themselves, hotheaded and impulsive, only interested in a one-night stand, not a relationship.

      “No, it’s fine,” I squeaked. I cleared my throat. “He just got his tail in a knot because I accidentally spilled my beer on him. He smelled like he took a bath in it himself, so I don’t know what he was all worked up about.”

      John laughed. “I love your sense of humor. Don’t even worry about it, Hanna. Some people are just plain stupid.” He raised two fingers and signaled the bartender. He tipped his head to the side and peered over at me as we leaned our elbows on the high-gloss shellac of the countertop. Sitting next to John felt warm and comfortable and I found myself opening up to him easily as we chatted. “You know, Hanna…Hanna…I don’t know your last name.”

      Here we go with the names again. I guess it wouldn’t hurt to use my real last name. Who would recognize it this far from New York? “Uh, Hanna Carrington. Nice to meet you, John…Connors. Right?” We both smiled at the same time, like giddy teenagers.

      “Nice to meet you, Hanna Carrington.”

      “Likewise, John.” We tipped our beers in a “hello” salute.

      As we leaned on the bar, his massive arm lay next to mine. It was pure steel. Imagine what he could have done to the drunken guy with that powerful arm…I was glad a fight hadn’t happened. Or was I? Of course I was.

      John took a long look at me. His blue eyes crinkled at the corners and burned a hole in mine. His gaze trailed down and stopped at my lips, and a rush of adrenaline zapped my stomach, making it clinch. He licked his lips, then broke his glance momentarily when the bartender stuck his face in ours, asking if we needed another beer. I bit my lip and shifted my gaze to the wood-grain design in the bar top. It was getting so much harder to resist, but I shouldn’t be tempted. Why was I even here? Just one glance into John’s eyes had already given me the answer.

      John ordered us another round and leaned back in his seat, letting one hand rest on his thick jean-covered thigh, while the other encircled his beer. Damn, his thigh muscles are huge, like his arms. His jeans seemed like they could hardly contain the bulk, like the tough denim fabric could shred apart at any moment. Feeling self-conscious that my eyes were glued to his legs, I blinked…Oh my God, he probably thought I was staring at his crotch. I quickly averted my eyes and turned back to my beer sitting on the bar-top.

      “So, are you really leaving tomorrow to visit your relatives?”

      “Oh…”I shifted in my seat to look at him again, and this time, I made sure I focused on his face while we talked. “I was actually thinking I could stay for a few days. Check out the beach, put a little tan on this pasty pallor of mine, and see what else this town has to offer.”

      “Oh, I thought this afternoon you said you had to get there immediately, that they were waiting for you?” He gave me a deadpan stare, or so I thought. I felt uneasy with all this subterfuge. It was making me a little crazy. As much as I wanted to take the persona of steel-nerved Hanna, my good-girl guilt was ruffling my confidence. Time to bring her back.

      “Well, I called my aunt and told her I had found this cute…town that I wanted to explore a little further. She understood.”

      His features softened and a hint of a smile appeared on his face. “Ah, so you wanna explore the town. Are you sure that’s why you are here?”

      No, I was on the run from an illegal gambling ring that probably wanted to kill me. What was I supposed to say?

      “Yes, of course. What on earth else would it be?”

      He nodded. “Of course. Well, I’m glad you’ve decided to stay longer. The beach is great but too hot for me. I am taking a boat out this week. I hope to do some bass fishing.”

      “Ah, a professional fisherman and a Harley rider, I see.”

      His mouth curled into a smile as the edge of his glass touched his lips. Oh no. Now I was gaping at his perfectly kissable lips. I watched as he placed them on the glass to take a drink. I pushed my hair back behind my ear and took a breath. I was jealous of that glass. It had his mouth on it and I wanted to feel those lips on me. What had come over me? I was turning into a pervert for this man’s body, wondering how each of his body parts would feel pressed against mine.

      “You can come if you like. You’d enjoy it. The ocean breeze will keep you cool and you can tan on the boat.”

      “Thanks but…no thanks. I’m not really an “out on the sea” person. Last time I was on a boat, I got seasick and spent the whole day hanging over the edge of the boat puking.” Not the best way to flirt with a guy. I had better stay in my field of comfort, on terra firma.

      He smiled. “All right. I’ll let you off the hook this time, but only if you promise me one thing.”

      “Which is…?”

      “Whatever I catch, you’ll have to help me eat it.” He held his beer glass out for a toast.

      I grabbed mine and our glasses clinked. “It’s a deal, John. I look forward to tasting your cooking. It has to be better than the food where I’m staying at, Emma’s Bed and Breakfast…oh,” I paused, embarrassed. This was such a small town. Maybe Emma was a friend of his. “Do you know Emma? She’s real sweet but her cooking leaves something to be desired…”

      He chuckled. “No, I don’t know her, and don’t get too excited about my cooking either…although I have been told I make a mean mango salsa for fish.”

      I laughed. “Well, it’s got to be better than what I had tonight.” I relaxed back into my high bar chair. Who was this “local,” anyway?

      “So, John, you haven’t told me what you do for a living here in Summerville?”

      “You’re right. I didn’t. Take a guess.”

      “Oh, I don’t know...” My eyes traveled up and down his magnificent physique. “Judging from your appearance, I’m guessing fitness trainer or something like that.”

      “Not even close. You’ll never guess...I’m writing a book.”

      “You’re right, I never would have guessed that. A book about fitness training?”

      “It’s a crime thriller about a woman who gets killed while on vacation in a small seaside town.” He looked at me with a devious smile on his face.

      “Ha, very funny. Really, what do you do for a living?”

      “I am actually writing a book, a road trip book about traveling across the United States on a motorcycle.”

      I glared at him with a suspicious glance that ignited a laugh in him. He rocked forward on his chair and sat his beer back on the bar.

      “Honest to God, it’s the truth.” He held up his hand as if he were on the witness stand. “You’ve seen my bike. You’ve seen all the bug splatters on the windshield. It’s been through a lot with me these past months.”

      Now I was surprised. “So you don’t actually live here?”

      “Only temporarily while I finish the book. I rented a small house here for the month. The boat I’m going out in this week is a rental, too.”

      “So where do you live?”

      “Manhattan. Born and raised there.”

      A sudden chill ran down my spine. Dark thoughts of the money, and why I was here, invaded my pleasant surroundings. I’d come to Summerville to escape New York and now I met a guy who came from there. What were the chances of that? This could be bad news. But then, maybe I was overthinking this. Lots of people from New York come south to vacation, to get away from the city. The entire coast all the way down to Florida was peppered with vacationing New Yorkers. I reasoned that it wouldn’t do any good to act skittish. I didn’t want to blow my cover. I just needed to lie low for a couple more weeks, and then I could disappear from Summerville as quickly as I had appeared.

      John took another swig of his beer. “So now you know all about me, and I know absolutely nothing about you, except that you are staying Emma’s Bed and ‘Not So Good’ Breakfast. Where’re you from?”

      “Boston,” I quickly replied. I was becoming an expert in this “lying” business. “I’m in college, studying psychology. It’s my last year.” At least that part was true.

      “Boston—I’m impressed. Which college?”

      “Not Harvard or anything exciting like that. You’ve probably never heard of it, Massachusetts School of Psychology.”

      He nodded. “You’re right about that, I’m afraid I’ve never heard of it.”

      He beamed another charming smile that nearly melted me into a puddle on my seat. I fiercely wanted to stop the blush that was rising to my cheek. This wasn’t how Hanna would react. To my relief, a screaming guitar riff assaulted my ears, and the boom of a bass drum, accented with crashing cymbals, told us that the band had started. It interrupted our conversation, just when my lies were getting thin. As the loud rock music vibrated through my body, I finally relaxed, feeling the effects of the alcohol loosen my tense muscles.

      John bought us another round of drinks, and we both kicked back to indulge in the wall of sound all around us. He was getting into the rhythms of the guitar solo. I was exhausted. The bizarre events of the last few days were finally catching up to me.

      The minutes turned into an hour and I told John I needed to go back to Emma’s. John was the perfect gentleman and insisted on walking with me the three blocks from the bar to my lodging. As we said goodnight, he lingered for a moment on the front porch. Was he going to kiss me? Hanna wanted him to. So did I. A lot.

      “Thanks for walking me home, but you really didn’t need to.”

      “I know, but you can never be too safe, even in a small town like this. Well, goodnight, Ms. Carrington. Hope you sleep well.”

      Without offering me the kiss, he turned and walked into the warm summer night, leaving me slightly disappointed. I would have liked to feel those luscious lips on mine.

      I slipped into my room without turning on the light. The mood of the evening was still prominent, hovering over me like a pleasant misty fog, and I wanted to absorb the feelings of my newfound persona, Hanna. Drawing the floral-print curtain aside with my hand, I glanced out the window hoping to get one last peek at John walking down the narrow cement sidewalk. He was already gone. I sighed, and as the curtain fell back in place, something caught my eye. A shadow. I froze. Someone was out there on the other side of the street under the heavy-hanging branches of a large oak tree. Were we followed? Was someone watching hidden in the darkness? Had someone from New York, who was missing their two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, found me here in peaceful Summerville? I blinked and saw nothing the second time. Was I just being paranoid? Was this how I would spend the rest of my life, looking over my shoulder every day? If only there was a way to erase this whole mess. A way to go back in time and leave that damn briefcase alone.

      With only the moonlight of the Summerville night streaming in between the panels of the floral curtains, the blue roses were now muted to shades of gray in the darkness of the room. My eyes blurred and when I looked out the window again, there was nothing but shadows cast onto the sidewalks by the large oak trees. I was tired and probably just paranoid.

      I dropped my purse on the nightstand. If some slasher was out there, he’d just have to wait until morning to slit my throat. I was too damn tired to care right now. I kicked off my shoes and flopped onto the bed exhausted, clothes and all. There wasn’t another ounce of energy in me to undress or be concerned with wrinkled clothes, and I preferred to drift off to sleep with thoughts of John filtering through my mind instead. I grabbed a bed pillow, tucked it between my knees, and I was dead to the world in no time.
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      Two days and two more painful meals at the hand of Emma’s poor culinary skills had passed since my date with John at The Bar. Emma tried to be a good cook, bless her heart. She just didn’t have the talent. To my relief, I had not seen any mysterious dark shadows outside my window since. I had come to the conclusion that I had indeed become overly suspicious of every crow that fluttered its wings in the dark branches of trees or small animals that darted across lawns at night. Who knows, maybe I had even seen a ghost? These old Southern towns were full of macabre and spooky stories. And it seemed to fit with the old Victorian-style house of Emma’s, where I rented a room on Main Street.

      It had only been a couple days, but Summerville was growing on me. It was a beautiful seaside town, quaint and cozy, exactly as a beach town in South Carolina should be. I decided to stay here until it was safe to go back to New York. If someone was on my tail and saw me get on the bus to Charleston, they would never suspect that I had stopped here. They would be looking for me at my final destination in Charleston. I concluded that it would be safer to stay here than to move on. I was also careful to leave no trace of the real me here. I hadn’t used my real first name and always paid cash. It was too risky leaving a paper trail from a credit card. Little by little, I was becoming Hanna instead of Dani, and I loved it.

      I hadn’t seen John since Sunday night when he followed me home like a puppy dog. A twinge of disappointment surged through me, but seriously, what had I expected? Motorcycle plus author equals—badass? Something was wrong with this equation. Maybe it was the new math, but I wouldn’t have given John the time of day back in New York. He was so good-looking, much too good-looking. My pulse came to life every time I thought of his charming smile, every time his eyes flashed fiery blue when he looked at me. I wanted to believe those fervent looks were meant exclusively for me, but I was still guarded. Drop-dead gorgeous guys don’t just hang out in seaside towns picking up girls like me.

      John reminded me of a guy I met my freshman year at college, a lot like him—heart stopping good looks and a chiseled body to go with it. His name was Ernesto. He was a foreign exchange student from Italy. Every day in my Art History class, he would burst into the large lecture hall after everyone else was seated. Then he would pause at the top of the stairs, as if he knew he was baiting all the women, and before he found a seat, all the girls’ heads would turn to get an eyeful of him standing there with his chest puffed out, his black leather jacket flung wide open. I would swear it always seemed like the wind was blowing his long dark hair back from his face. But that was just an illusion drummed up by my imagination. There was no wind inside McBride Lecture Hall. His presence would expand until it seemed to fill the entire room, as if he was saying, “Yes, I am God’s gift to women and I can have every last one of you.”

      Later, I learned that he did have most of the women, myself included. Yes, I was swept up by his charm and hot body. I foolishly thought that I was so amazingly special that he would want to be with me over all the other girls who drooled over him. One night at a party, off-campus, I ran into him and let myself be taken, flattered that he had picked me out of all the women he could have had. The night ended with him disappearing and I had no way of getting back to campus. I had to take my chances with some stranger, a guy who had a car and offered me a ride. But before I left, I got a last glimpse of Ernesto. He was back at the crowded party, and through paper beer cups and raised elbows, I overheard him bragging to a group of guys how he had “plucked that ripe tomato.” I realized I was just another notch on his belt, but most importantly I realized how little I thought of myself to be used by him; that something was deficient inside of me that I thought I could fulfill with attention from him. I learned my lesson the hard way that night, and now I wanted to make sure that John wasn’t just another Ernesto.

      Of course his lack of communication could mean that he was just busy writing, which I hoped was the reason. Oh no—now I was making excuses for him. Stop it. That was the old me. The new me said Hanna didn’t make excuses for anyone. So I chided myself for being such a wussy and launched into a home improvement project with Emma.

      In the absence of John, I had been spending most of my time hanging out with Emma and her little pixie daughter, Michelle. The light dusting of freckles across her nose just made me want to hug her every time she walked in the room. Although Emma protested a lot about Michelle annoying me, I didn’t mind it at all.

      Emma was becoming my new best friend. She was sweet and funny, and despite being the worst cook ever, she was a good and stable mom for Michelle. Not like my mother, who cared more about the bottle than her own daughter. I admired Emma for the dedication she put into her daughter’s upbringing and the hard work she put into this old house.

      Emma told me that her mother had died earlier this spring and left her a small inheritance. The money was a blessing in disguise for Emma. It allowed her to purchase this Victorian-style house. With eight bedrooms and turn-of-the-century charm, it was easy for Emma to turn it into a Bed and Breakfast. She said she did it for Michelle’s sake. It would allow her to spend more time with her daughter. With her previous job, waitressing evenings at the local diner, she hardly saw Michele most of the week. Renovating an old house like this one was harder than she’d anticipated. With leaky roof problems and ancient plumbing, it took a considerably larger amount of time and effort than she had counted on. She had hoped that everything would be ready for the big summer season, yet here summer had arrived and she still had so many rooms to fix up. There were days when she thought about going back to being a waitress; but in the end, all of her blood, sweat, and tears were worth it to be her own boss and have time for Michelle.

      For me, helping out here was the perfect distraction. I needed it while I waited for my hot money to cool down—my guilty treasure, the one I had wrapped in a dark garbage bag, hidden in my suitcase in the closet of my bedroom. Helping Emma fix up the rooms for more customers was just what I needed to get my mind off other things.

      And then there was John. My mind kept turning back to him whenever I was given a quiet moment. I thought about making him my diversion. He certainly was a pleasant distraction, or so my alter ego, Hanna, was telling me. Damn him. Sure, I could spend time lying on the beach every day, but that really wasn’t my scene, and with all this anxious energy about the money, I wouldn’t be able to keep still. No, I needed to burn off this excess energy: do work, dig holes, plant bushes, paint, or whatever. Just do something. Besides, I sunburned too easily, and I would waste a perfectly enjoyable experience with questions about John pecking at my mind, like the birds on the beach pecking at pebbles. It was better that I worked.

      So, this fixer-upper project was just what the doctor ordered, and Emma’s house needed a lot of work, starting with a new paint job for the walls and doors. The kitchen cabinets needed new hinges and they would all benefit from a nice dark cherry-stain job.

      Emma was thrilled that I wanted to help. Her brown eyes beamed. “That would be great. Thank you so much, Hanna. With your help, I can open the other rooms for guests sooner. There are only three more months left of the season, so every day counts. You’re a godsend.”

      “Just tell me what you want me to do. I am all yours,” I said. I hoped that if I checked myself in a mirror right now, I would see a glowing halo above my head. I grabbed a big clean paintbrush with a shiny new metal band. I checked for my reflection in the metal, almost expecting to see that halo. But no; all I saw was a liar and a fraud.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was a great color, a warm sandy tone like the beaches of South Carolina. It brightened the guest room tremendously, better than the ugly old army-green the walls had been covered with before. I had to put on three layers of it to cover the old green, but it was worth it. I looked down at myself and chuckled. I had sandy beige-spotted arms. Apparently I’d covered more than the walls while shoving the roller up and down. That’s what I got for my exuberance, but it was actually not a bad color for me. Better than the usual pale white. Maybe I should hit the beach more often.

      As I picked up the sticky roller and paint tray to go clean it, I heard a familiar voice coming from the hallway. “Hello, anybody home?”

      My heart raced and the empty aluminum paint tray slammed to the floor with a bang. It was John’s voice. My hopes spiked high.

      “In here,” I shouted out from the bedroom.

      He poked his head in the open door as he spoke. “Love your new highlights,” he said, pointing to my hair, and winked.

      I checked my reflection in the window. My dark hair was speckled with several beige streaks, compliments of my lousy paint job. Guess my application to join the local Painter’s Union would be denied.

      “Battle wounds,” I muttered as I raked my fingers through my hair. “So you finally got out of your writing cave, or were you drifting aimlessly at sea?”

      “Yeah, sorry about that…I had a sudden burst of inspiration for my book and wrote fifty new pages.” A very believable story, although he could also have been holed up in a smoky poker game in some back room of a bar, slamming whiskey for days, according to Hanna’s beliefs. Dani, on the other hand, would think he was rescuing puppies from the pound.

      He stroked his facial stubble. “I would have called but I never got your number.”

      “I thought I gave it to you. I don’t remember. I was exhausted that night from my bus ride and…well, that’s okay. I have been pretty busy myself, as you can see.” I waved a paintbrush in a half-circle around, pointing at the fresh walls. “But I’m glad you got some writing done. Can’t wait to read your book.”

      John scrutinized my paint job. “I can see that. I like the color. It goes with…your hair.” John’s eyes landed on my face and he smiled as his gaze lingered there.

      I pressed my lips together and swallowed hard. Every time he looked at me like that, I felt my blood heat up under his assertive gaze. It wasn’t intimidating, just commanding, as if he could order my blood to boil at any moment. Hanna liked it that way; not sure about Dani. This split personality game is getting to be confusing.

      “Hey, are you okay? You seem…tense.”

      He must have sensed my confusion. “I’m great. In fact, I’m glad you are here. We can use any help we can get.” I picked up the paint tray and ducked out of the room.

      He followed as I walked to the kitchen to clean the brushes and roller. “I would love to help but I have some errands to run today. Maybe tomorrow?”

      I smiled. “I’m just teasing you. I’m not so sure those highlights suit your hair color.”

      He gave me another infectious smile. “Listen, I never got to go out with the boat and catch that dinner for us. Come to dinner with me tonight. There’s a nice seafood restaurant down by the harbor. I think you’d like it.”

      The words “No thanks” formed in my head, but Hanna once again took possession of my mind and body, blocking the words from coming out.

      He was tall and so handsome, and his heartbreaking blue eyes drew me in every time I looked at him. I left the water running in the sink and forgot about the paintbrush for a moment, caught up in the allure of his presence. He stood so close to me—as if he were about to reach for the paint brush and help, but froze, caught in the brief, intense exhilaration of the moment. My gaze drifted to his lips and a warm feeling rushed through me. I could faintly smell the waft of his aftershave. He was so intense, it was as if his entire being radiated an energy that was strong enough to jump the empty space between us and not weaken even a fraction by the time it reached me. It was as if hot sexiness oozed from every pore of his body and I was there to lick it up. I wanted to feel those lips on mine as I slowly straddled him and...I shook my head to force the images out of my mind.

      His eyes narrowed. “Are you sure you are okay?”

      “Yes, it just…” I turned and shut off the running water faucet. “Well, never mind.”

      “So, it’s a date?”

      “Yes, of course. I’d love to,” Hanna replied for us.

      He broke into a smile. “Great. I’ll pick you up at seven. Wear something for the motorcycle ride.”

      “It’s hot, it’s summer, and I’m in a beach town, I should be wearing strappy sandals on a dinner date.”

      He furrowed his brow and frowned, then opened his mouth like he had something else to say.

      “I get it, I get it. I’ll wear something appropriate. Mr. Safety comes before Beauty.”

      I showed him out and watched him walk away as I leaned against the doorjamb. As soon as he was out of sight, my heartbeat finally slowed to a normal pace. All I could think of was John sitting on his bike and me, with my arms around him, pressed up against his muscles of steel. I wondered what he would think of me in high heels and a light summer dress and nothing much underneath but a lacy little secret. Oh my, it’s hot in here.
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      “Michelle, get your shoes,” Emma yelled up the stairs. “We’re going to the store.” Michelle groaned and dropped her cards to the bedspread where we sat, cross-legged. I was teaching Michelle to play Blackjack, but we called it Twenty-one for Emma’s sake. I didn’t want to be known for corrupting the youth of Summerville with tips on how to win at gambling, but Michelle had begged me to show her the game.

      She yelled back down, “I don’t wanna go. I want to stay here with Hanna and play Bla-aa…”

      I covered her mouth with my hand and we both giggled. I put a finger to my lips, making the “shush” sign. When I let my hand off her mouth, she continued yelling down to her mother, “Twenty-one, Mom.” Then she burst into a fit of giggles, falling over on her side onto the soft mattress, her cards spilling out of her small hands all over the bed.

      I jumped off the bed and darted over to the top of the stairs and called down to Emma, “It’s okay, Em. I’ll watch her. Go on and do your shopping. We are just playing card games up here.”

      I heard the bang of the back screen door after Emma’s reply that she wouldn’t be long. I stuck my head into the bedroom, where Michelle was scooping up the scattered playing cards from the insidious floral bed top.

      “Keep practicing shuffling the cards like I showed you. I’m gonna get something to drink. Do you want anything? Juice or soda?”

      Michelle bobbed her head and I skipped down the stairs to the kitchen. I had my head stuck inside the fridge, debating between juice or soda. Which one would Emma want her daughter to have? Healthy juice or caffeine-spiked soda? The rattle of the front door pulled my attention from my decision-making process.

      I let go of the refrigerator handle and poked my head out into the hallway. “Did you forget someth— …What the fuck are you doing here?”

      Strolling into the house through the heavy oak doorframe was a scruffy-looking guy in heavy cowboy boots and a worn and faded blue T-shirt that hardly looked blue anymore, with dark circles under his eyes like he’d spent the night doing laps in a swimming pool full of liquor. It was none other than the douchebag whom I accidentally had spilled my beer upon the first night I was in town. He was peacocking his way through the door like he owned the place. His eyes burned angrily and his expression was ugly.

      “I’m Brian. I’m here to pick up my daughter, you bitch tease. And whatever the hell else I want to do. Where is Michelle?”

      Damn, so this asshole was Brian, Emma’s crazy ex. Aw damn, what were the chances? Of the two guys I’d met so far in Summerville, one of them was Emma’s ex, and from what she had told me about him, he wasn’t allowed here in her house due to a restraining order. I put my hand on my phone, touching the outline of it through my back jeans pocket, poised to whip it out if needed.

      “Really? You want to pick up Michelle? I don’t think so.”

      He pushed past me and checked the kitchen, searching for Michelle.

      A devious smile slowly crossed his face. “I don’t give a shit what you think. I’m here to take her for popcorn and a fucking movie.”

      “I don’t believe you have the right to do that.” I stepped in front of him, blocking his way to the stairs. He glared at me but I stood firm and pulled out my phone to call the police. I gasped as he snatched the phone from my hand before I had a chance to open the screen lock.

      “What the fuck do you know? I am her dad. It’s my right as a parent to spend time with my daughter. Keep your fucking nose out of my business,” he hissed. “Where’s Michelle? I’m here to pick her up for her ‘daddy time’.”

      I couldn’t help myself. My eyes glanced up to the top of the stairs when he spoke, and he knew right away where to find Michelle. He pushed past me and grabbed the stair railing, placing one foot on the bottom step. I lunged out and grabbed the cordless house phone from the small stand at the bottom of the stairs. He had taken only a few steps when I said, “I’m calling 911, you asshole. I know you’re on fucking parole and you’ll go right back to jail if you as much as touch that little girl. So get the fuck out!”

      I pushed 911 so he could hear the beeps but hadn’t pushed the call button yet when he halted his ascent. He turned slowly and paused for a moment, darts shooting out of his eyes at me. I stood frozen at the bottom of the stairs, holding the phone up near my ear, ready to make the final push to connect the call. Hot adrenaline raced through my veins. Was this guy really going to create a scene and drag her out of the house against her will? I had seen the look of terror on Michelle’s face when her dad’s name was mentioned. And I’d be damned if I was going to allow him to terrorize this family.

      He smiled a sardonic smile and slowly came down the stairs. “You think you’re hot shit, but you ain’t nothing.” As he passed in front of me, he leaned in, close enough that I could see the excess water in his bloodshot eyes. “Stay the fuck out of other people’s business. And by the way, you won’t always have your boyfriend to back you up like last time. Just remember, I know where you live.”

      He turned and headed for the front door.

      “Wait,” I blurted out. He stopped. “You have my phone. Give it back, shit for brains.”

      “Oh, this?” He point to it, then released his grip, letting it drop out of his hand onto the hard surface of the entryway. “Oops,” he said with a sick grin and then left, shutting the door behind him.

      Motherfucker. I reached down and scooped up my cell phone from where it had fallen. The glass was cracked but I swiped my finger across the glass and punched in my screen code. I tested it out with a call to Emma and told her what had just happened. My phone still worked, but the text messages would require some serious squinting. I explained what Brian had said about taking Michelle to the movies. I didn’t want to alarm her, but I thought she needed to know he was creeping around the property. Emma was furious and said she would come home as soon as possible.

      I ended the call and stared at the spider-vein cracks in my screen. Fuck. Now I needed a new phone. I pushed my hair back behind my ear and sprinted up the stairs to check on Michelle. Even though Brian was gone, I was filled with a sense of uneasiness. The man was a psycho. Who knew if he had enough brains to heed my advice or the restraining order?

      As I reached the top landing of the stairs, I heard a muffled noise coming from the bedroom where we had been playing cards. Was that crying? Damn it, had she heard our conversation at the bottom of the stairs?

      I walked into the bedroom and there was Michelle, curled up among the floral prints of the bedspread and ruffled pillows, like a little lamb with her head buried among the flowers.

      “Oh, Michelle, sweetie. What’s wrong?”

      I rushed over to the bed and pulled her into my arms, comforting her, with her head on my shoulder. “Everything will be okay. Don’t cry, sweetheart.”

      “I hate him,” she sobbed.

      I stroked her hair with the palm of my hand. “He’s your dad, Michelle, you shouldn’t hate him.” Though he was an asshole and deserved to be hated by his child. Who could blame the kid?

      “I hate him, I do, and he’s mean.” Her breath caught in short gasps as she struggled to talk through her tears. What was that they always said, think of the child’s welfare first? The child was what was important after a divorce and I shouldn’t turn her against her father.

      “I don’t think he would hurt you, Michelle, he’s your father.”

      “Yes, yes, he will. He hit my mom. I saw it.”

      “Oh my God, you did? You saw it?”

      “Yes.” Her voice was barely a squeak now. She had stopped hyperventilating and her breathing had slowed. “I saw him hit Mom and I was scared…scared that he was gonna hit me too.”

      I cradled her trembling body in my arms, rocking her as I put my head down. My nose touched her brown hair where it parted into pigtails and I closed my now watering eyes. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m so sorry you were scared.”

      I was taken back in time to my own childhood. Back to when I lived with my mother, who was deep into her addiction to alcohol. My insides were torn to shreds as I remembered an incident that had left me as terrified as Michelle. Parents were supposed to protect their children, not be the source of fear.

      I comforted her as if it were my own small self I was holding, and talked in a soothing crooning voice. “It’s not right for grownups to make you feel scared.”

      The memory of that one terrible night, when a so-called “boyfriend” of my mother’s wanted a mother-daughter three-way, came to mind. She was drunk off her ass as usual.

      “I know exactly how you feel, honey. But don’t be scared. Things will be great.”

      “Did you hate your daddy too?”

      “I never knew my daddy, sweetie, but my mummy wasn’t very nice. She had a lot of problems.” She was the adult, she was supposed to protect me, not bring shit-faced motherfuckers into her house with a young daughter present. She wasn’t totally heartless, though. She refused him, but then I had to watch as he beat her for it. That was the last night I lived with my mom. Next day, Grammy picked me up and later she got custody over me. My mom had enough sense left to call Grammy after the incident. I believe it saved my life.

      “Everything’s going to be okay, Michelle. I won’t let anyone hurt you, and your mom won’t either.”

      I released Michelle from my arms and laid her back on the bed as she sniffed. “Do you feel better now?” She nodded and I handed her a tissue from the box on the bedside stand. “Why don’t you rest now, take a little nap here in my bed?” I stroked the loose wisps of hair back from her face and smiled at her.

      “I’m going downstairs to wait for your mom to help her unload groceries from the car. Okay?”

      “Hanna?”

      “Yeah, sweetie?”

      “I like you staying here.”

      “Me too, hon.”

      I stepped out of the room and pulled the door shut. I knew Emma would be home momentarily, and I didn’t want Michelle to hear our voices.

      I paced the floor, waiting to hear the sound of her car engine in the driveway. As soon as Emma burst through the door, I lunged forward and nearly crashed into her. The words spilled out of my mouth like water from a faucet.

      “Emma, I’m so sorry. I should’ve reacted faster…it all happened so quickly. I should have stopped him from coming in the house, but he just barged right in.”

      “Why am I not surprised? He’s nothing but a loser, he always has been.” Emma came in balancing a paper sack of groceries on her hip, with her oversized heavy purse slung over one arm. Emma was one of those women who carried everything but the kitchen sink in her purse. Her car keys dangled from between her fingers and jingled as she moved briskly into the room. She panted. “He’s not going to bother us again. He doesn’t want to go back to jail. One call to his probation officer will settle him right down.”

      “He said he could do whatever he wants with Michelle. That it was his right as her dad.” I touched my fingers to my lips. How crazy was this guy anyway?

      “Bullshit,” she spat the word and dropped her bag of groceries on the kitchen table with a thud. “Wait, on second thought, let me just call the police. That asshole is in violation of his restraining order—that’ll show him what he can and can’t do.”

      Probation officers lead to the police, and...“No, don’t call.” Oh, no. Did I say that out loud? He was also the same son of a bitch who hurt my arm the first night in town over at The Bar. But that’s a story Emma didn’t need to know right now. “It’s okay, nothing really happened. He never even went upstairs.”

      Emma paused. “They are not going to take him anyway, unless there is evidence that he did something. The restraining order is just for me, not Michele or you. And I wasn’t here.”

      “Well, Michelle is reading her favorite book right now.” I wasn’t going to tell Emma that Michelle was crying. No reason to make her more upset.

      Emma laid down the phone. “Oh mygosh, you need to be my babysitter. I can never get her to read.” She was halfway to the stairs when she turned and looked at me straight on. “I am so happy you are here, Hanna. Thank you so much.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond but the silent moment was thankfully interrupted by the deep tone of the grandfather clock, drifting in from the living room to where we stood in the hallway near the kitchen. “Is it already six o’clock? I need to be ready in an hour.”

      “A date?” She raised her eyebrows. “I guess you got lucky the other night at The Bar. Is he cute? Is he a local? Spill it, sister, I want details.”

      We both laughed and I politely bowed out of a heavy one-on-one girl talk marathon, pointing to my watch and making excuses about needing to wash my hair. I trusted Emma a lot, but I still needed to remain guarded. My lying low time was running out, and I would need to make a decision soon about going back to New York. So why was I trying to hook up with handsome fisherman slash writer guy?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      My stomach fluttered in response to the knock on the front door.

      “I got it,” I yelled as I skipped down the stairs.

      I peeked through the peephole. It was him. I swung the door wide and it opened with a whoosh.

      “Hey,” he said, flashing a big smile.

      “Hey, right back at ya.” Holy crapomoly, he was some hot eye candy. His black jeans sat low on his hips and clung tightly to his legs, with faded creases at the top of his thighs that accentuated the cut of his muscular legs. His white shirt peeked out of a black leather jacket, unzipped as if his chest muscles could hardly be contained within. He stood with one hand tucked in his jeans pocket. The other gripped the chin straps of a black motorcycle helmet that dangled as we talked.

      I must have seemed like an idiot, my face melting off as I practically swooned in front of him on the porch. The smile in his eyes contained an intriguing flame. He seemed happy to see me, and I found myself thinking of him more and more each day. I shouldn’t allow myself to like him. Because first of all, that was exactly what he wanted and that was probably exactly what he was used to, women falling at this feet. And second of all, I wasn’t supposed to get attached to anything here in Summerville. That wasn’t my plan.

      “So are you ready to taste the second best seafood in Summerville?”

      I could see the glint in his eyes and played along with his joke. “Why not Summerville’s best?”

      “That will have to wait until I catch something,” he laughed.

      I poked my finger at his shoulder. “This restaurant better be fantastic. I don’t come cheap, you know.” Crap, could I have said anything more retarded?

      He gave me one of his mysterious looks. I couldn’t tell if he was still joking or being serious. “Oh, I know that, Hanna.”

      I blinked at him in silence. This was awkward. I tucked my chin to my chest and walked on to where his motorcycle was parked. “So, are we going or what? ’Cause I’m starving.”

      As he stepped up to the bike, he handed me a helmet and smirked. “What about what I want? Do I get a say in this conversation?”

      “Oh buddy, I know what you want. That has to be earned first.”

      He grinned and slapped the black leather seat on his Harley. “Jump on.”

      I shoved the helmet on my head, smashing the nice hairdo I had spent the last hour perfecting.

      Moments later, we were riding along the Carolina coastline to the purr of his twin-engine bike. As the scenery whizzed past, the beauty of the seasonal evening warmed me with the golden sunset of summer. This was how it was supposed to be. A life filled with a hot guy, sunshine, beaches, and cool breezes at night. I loved it here. I didn’t want to think about going back to New York, about being in the city in July when the heat would be oppressive, choking the life out of every living soul.

      We stopped at a red light. I admired how his magnificent legs flexed as he put his boots down to the pavement.

      “It’s beautiful tonight. Was your trek across the States like this?” I asked.

      “I wish. Mostly, it was either too hot or too cold. But that comes with riding a bike. It’s not about comfort or having things like air-conditioning. It’s about feeling the wind on your face…feeling free, going where you want, when you want. I can’t live a compromised life.” He tipped his head up to the sky. “I suspect birds feel the same way when they are flying there, above our heads. And they have the ability to crap on the ones they don’t like.” His laughter floated up from his helmet.

      “Thanks for the visual, John.” I chuckled. He was enjoying the gentle sparring as much as I was. The bike took off with a slight jerk as he shifted gears, and I could tell this was going to be a great night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The small seafood restaurant was elegant, with white linen tablecloths and a beautiful view over the sea. I was starving, and excited to finally indulge in a delicious meal. “What’s good here? Well, now that I look at the entrées on this menu, is there anything here that isn’t freaking amazing?”

      “I love your enthusiasm,” John said with a chuckle. He tapped the menu. “Everything is great but if you haven’t tried their specialty, we should get the Low Country Boil, or Frogmore Stew, as they call it here.”

      “Frog-more Stew? As in, it has more frog meat than any other meat in it?” I wrinkled my nose. “Green and slimy and all?”

      His mouth twitched with amusement at my reaction. “What?–are you too high-class to eat a frog?

      “Shut up,” I said as I slapped his shoulder.

      His face wrenched in pain. “Damn, that hurt.”

      “What? You can’t take a punch from a girl?” I chuckled, surprised.

      “No, it’s just…I’m still sore from my accident.”

      “What happened?”

      “Last week, I had an accident on my bike. Broke a few ribs and hurt my shoulder.”

      “Wow, I’m so sorry. Are you going to be okay?”

      “Absolutely. A couple of weeks and I am as good as new.”

      “You know, maybe you should have told me about your accident before offering me a ride. I mean, here I thought you were a safe rider.” I couldn’t help but smile.

      “Yeah, yeah, don’t worry. You are safe with me. Besides, I’ll be back in top shape in no time.

      I peered at the menu again. “Hmm…so you want me to eat frogs...”

      He laughed. “I’ll let you in on a secret. Frogmore Stew doesn’t have any frog meat. Basically, it’s steaming boiled shrimp and crab with potatoes, sausage, and corn. South Carolina is famous for this dish. It’ll blow your mind.”

      “I love shrimp…and mind-blowing crabs. It sounds good, let’s order that.” I closed the menu. Our glasses clinked in a toast, and the fruity vapors of a crisp Pinot Grigio filled my nostrils.

      John looked straight at me. His eyes searched my face as if he were looking right into my thoughts, pinning me to my chair with the bluest blazing eyes.

      “What? Will you please stop looking at me that way?” This guy stirred up emotions inside of me I wasn’t sure I wanted to surface right now. Or maybe I did.

      He laughed and shook his head. “Sorry. I’m just surprised.”

      “Surprised at what?”

      John set his wineglass back down on the table. “That you’re still here. You said you were only going to stick around a couple of days, and yet, here we are. I’m surprised and very happy.”

      “A girl can change her mind, can’t she?” I shifted in my seat. “Besides, we already established earlier that my aunt and uncle are very flexible about when to expect me. In truth, part of my eagerness to get out of here quickly was to dodge your charming advances, which I have now come to realize are totally irresistible.” I raised my eyebrows and cocked my head to the side.

      “Oh? I am irresistible now, am I?”

      “Well, you do feed me every time we meet. That’s pretty darn irresistible.” I laughed. “But seriously, Summerville is just what I needed, a break from the big city. The semester at college was over. I really needed a break and the beach is the perfect place—catch the ocean breeze, you know.”

      He steepled his fingers under his chin, contemplating. “M-m-m, yes, couldn’t agree with you more.” He relaxed back into his chair. “That’s why I’ve decided to finish my book here, in Summerville, by the ocean. After traipsing across the country, straddling that damn bike, I think I could use a little rest and relaxation myself. And now, sitting here with you, I’ve realized it’s the best thing for me right now.” He was peering at me intently. Something intense flared through his pensiveness.

      I grabbed my glass of wine and pulled it to my lips so I’d have something to focus on besides his gorgeous smile. I didn’t want him to see my eyes widen with surprise at his last remark. A person can write a book anywhere. He was staying in Summerville because of me. My pulse went up about a hundred beats a minute. Okay, not literally a hundred, that would cause a heart attack, but I felt as if someone had whacked the mallet on that game at the fair and the weight went up with a zing and rang the bell at the top…ding.

      The waiter brought our food and I used it as a diversion. It smelled heavenly, which made it easier for me to dig right in. On the inside, I was doing the happy dance, but I didn’t want him to know…yet.

      “Um, bon appétit, I guess…” John blinked and watched with amusement as I singlemindedly attacked my food.

      “I told you I was hungry.” I sputtered and nearly choked on a shrimp.

      He rested his fork on his plate and chuckled. “Are you okay?” I bobbed my head up and down as I chewed, and he thrust a glass of water in my direction.

      “Here, drink some water.”

      I waved it away and touched my fingers to my throat. “Just a little frog meat stuck in my throat, is all.”

      “I like a girl with a good appetite. Do you always eat like that?”

      “Only when I’m hungry…which is almost all the time.” I let my fork rest on the table, finished with my seafood medley and leaned back in my chair.

      John laughed. “I can see why we get along so well. We are both straight-to-the-point.”

      He said “we.” “That’s the only way you get what you want in life.”

      John leaned slightly forward in his seat, peering into my face. “So tell me, Hanna, what you want.”

      Somebody’d just turned up the serious meter in the room. The pressure to say what he wanted to hear made me squirm in my seat. I shrugged and looked down at the floral design on my silverware. Seriously? Another floral design? What was it about this town and flowers? “I don’t know. What does any girl want? Someone to love her, security, a rewarding job, kids…someday…and fun, a girl’s gotta have some fun too.”

      “Really?” John raised an eyebrow.

      I laughed. “What—is that so hard to believe?”

      “No, no. It’s not that. It’s just…maybe a little cliché, that’s all.”

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t change the fact that it is something most women want,” I said. “And men too, I would imagine. When I see something I want, I go for it. I take it.” John’s eyes lit up. “I mean, you can’t expect anyone else to do it for you. You have to reach your goals yourself. Anyway, that’s been my experience. Nothing was ever handed to me. I had to work hard for everything I have accomplished. No golden spoon in my mouth, I’m afraid.” I paused. Was there too much of an edge in my voice? “I mean, I’m not bitter about my life. My lot in life wasn’t the best for a while there, years ago. It wasn’t my mom’s fault, she has a disease. Well, anyway, that’s just the way I see things.”

      “You are wise and beautiful beyond your years, and I agree. You’re absolutely right. We have to be responsible for our own fortune, as well as our own actions. We can’t blame society for our misfortune. We have to make our life better ourselves, not expect that God, the government, or even our parents should do that for us.”

      “Hell yeah, that’s what I’m talking about.” I giggled as I heard the harsh words spill out of my mouth. The wine was giving me false confidence.

      John took another sip and exhaled. “So, Hanna, what else did you do today besides getting new highlights?”

      I cringed. The events of the afternoon had stirred up some bad memories that I had no intention of revealing to him. “Nothing much,” I lied.

      John leaned forward and tilted his head. “What’s wrong? You look all serious. Did something happen?”

      I sighed. What the hell. I could tell him what happened. “Remember that guy at the bar the night we met?”

      John nodded.

      “I was babysitting Michelle for an hour today when he showed up at the house.”

      His eyes narrowed to blue slits. “Why would the asshole from the bar show up at Emma’s house?”

      “Turns out he’s Emma’s ex-husband, Michelle’s father, and he came to take Michelle to a movie.”

      John stared at me in complete surprise. “That’s a coincidence. What did you do?”

      “I told him there was no way in hell he was taking Michelle out of that house and he got pretty mad about it. But I just couldn’t let him take her. Apparently, he just got out of prison and Emma has a restraining order against him.”

      “A restraining order? That’s some serious shit.”

      “Yeah, something about him threatening her a month ago.”

      John sat up straight in his chair. A muscle flicked angrily in his jaw and his gaze drifted to the side. “God, I knew there was something off about that guy.” His eyes flicked back to me. “Weren’t you afraid of what he might do to you when you said no?”

      “I wasn’t really thinking. All I knew was I had to protect Michelle. I threatened to call the police and he finally left, but not before smashing my phone.” I pulled it out and examined the broken glass, tracing over the crack with my finger.

      John’s eyes caught and held mine and then he spoke with quiet firmness. “If that dude so much as touches a hair on any of you, he’ll regret it for the rest of his life. I promise you that.”

      “Thanks, but Emma doesn’t think he’ll be back. He would risk going back to prison. She said it was pretty intense in there for him, the harassment from the inmates. He got depressed. It nearly killed him when he was doing time.”

      I could see that those twitchy muscles in his jaw had relaxed and he sat quiet for a while, staring, as if appraising me intently.

      “You know, you can take a picture. It will last longer.” I looked down at the table, feeling a little blood rush to my cheeks.

      He snorted. “There you go with the clichés again. I was just thinking of how much you intrigue me. You’re not at all what I thought you would be when I first met you.”

      “I hope that’s a good thing,” I replied.

      His expression softened and he nodded. “It’s a very good thing. I like you…a lot.” He reached out and his fingertips brushed my forearm, sending a warm shiver through my body. Then he retracted his hand as if he thought his advance was unwanted, but secretly, I wanted him to keep going. He gave a head nod toward the window. “It’s pretty warm out tonight. How about taking a walk with me down on the beach?”

      His clear blue eyes were direct and the pull was getting stronger. He radiated a vitality that drew me in like a magnet. “I’d love to,” I said, my voice cracking. I cleared my throat. “I mean…that’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      After we finished our wine and John paid the bill, leaving a generous tip, we stepped outside in the warm summer dusk. The beach was only a few hundred yards from the restaurant, so we left his motorcycle parked there and walked. When we got to the edge of the sand, I slipped off my heels and struck out, pushing my toes deep into the soft grains as I went along.

      Halfway to the water, I stopped and spun around, gazing down at John’s riding boots.

      “You’re not really the beach type, are you?” I asked, dryly.

      John dropped his gaze to his boots also. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Kind of, but that’s okay. None of us are perfect.” I wrinkled my nose and tucked my hair behind my ear. The breeze was gentle and it whipped long strands of my dark hair around my face. With a deliberately casual movement, John drew a step closer to me and slipped his arm around my waist. He pulled me to his side and we walked together along the beach, the warm air sprinkled with bursts of conversation.

      John picked up a flat stone and threw it toward the sea, making it jump several times on the surface of the water before it plummeted to the depths of the ocean. “It’s not that I don’t like the beach. I love it, the warmth of the sun, the balmy breeze and the sound of the waves. But lying on a beach towel just to get a tan is a waste of time. There are a million other things I’d rather be doing. You know what I mean?”

      I nodded. “I don’t care much for tanning either. I guess you can tell by my skin color.”

      “Yeah, are you going for the vampire look? What happened? You said you wanted to get a tan while you were here.”

      “Oh, right. I guess I just got too busy helping Emma renovating her Bed and Breakfast to hit the beach,” I chuckled.

      “Hmm, I’m glad. I like you just the way you are, beautiful and fair.” He turned to face me and stopped. He brushed his hand up my bare arm and looked down at me. He stepped so close there was little space between our bodies. I tossed my head to move the hair out of my face and tingles of excitement flitted across my skin where his hand had touched it. The last slanted yellow-orange rays of the evening sun were upon us as I stood frozen, yet melting, under the intense gaze of his blue cobalt eyes.

      As he caressed my cheek with the knuckles of his forefingers, I closed my eyes and let the silence envelop us. I swore I heard the pounding of my heart outside of my body. He tipped his forehead to mine and I felt the warmth of his breath on my skin as he parted his lips. They were so close to mine, yet not touching. He continued stroking my cheek, waiting, hesitating, as if he wasn’t sure. My brain screamed out, Kiss me. I’m not Hanna, I’ll tell you everything, just kiss me, I’m Dani and I want you to kiss me.

      His breath was ragged and coming in small pants now. He shoved both of his hands into my hair and rocked his forehead against mine as if he were tormented with the decision. Oh God, why is he holding back? Kiss me now. In one last second of restraint, he bit his lower lip, then released it and pressed it onto my mouth, sucking and twisting my lips into a hot moist kiss of the most delectable kind.

      When he stopped and pulled back, we were breathing heavily, wound up tight as a spring by the raw tension firing back and forth between us. “This was not how I saw this happening,” he whispered.

      “Oh. Was it that bad a kiss?”

      “I can’t do this.” Eyes that had flashed with passion were now clouded with confusion. He stepped back and held me at arm’s length. He looked at me with a guarded expression, one of distrust. What the fuck? What was he so afraid of? Was he married or something?

      Of course, here it comes. The “you are really great but I have a wife back in New York” speech. I should have checked his ring finger for a tan line. “John, what do you mean? You are confusing me.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to kiss you. We shouldn’t...” He turned and started walking back toward the restaurant.

      Why this reaction to a kiss? Something in my gut told me it wasn’t a wife, or a girlfriend. Maybe I was about to make a fool of myself, but my heart didn’t care. It ordered my feet to start moving and I rushed to catch up with him. “Tell me what’s wrong, John? We just shared a mind-blowing kiss and you walked away from me. What’s up?”

      “I can’t tell you. I’m really sorry. It’s not you, it’s me.”

      I grabbed him by the shoulder and forced him to stop. “It’s not you, it’s me? Are you kidding me? Who is being cliché now?”

      A soft smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “You’re right. It was mind-blowing and more. You’re an amazing woman. That’s why I can’t do this. If we continue, I won’t be able to stop. Hanna, I’m not good for you.”

      “I’m not looking for good right now.”

      He blew out a breath and raked his fingers through his hair. “Trust me on this, Hanna. You draw me in like no one else. I want to let go and embrace this, but I know what will happen when there is this much heat. Someone will get burned. I am afraid I will hurt you if I allow myself to give in to you.”

      He faced me fully and lowered his voice to a warm hum as he stroked my hair. “You’re beautiful and I like being with you, but I don’t want to take advantage of you, because I…I shouldn’t. I am.”

      Without another word, I pulled his head toward me and kissed him again. This time it was hard, smoldering, and filled with pure lust and passion. My heart raced and my entire being vibrated with a pleasant buzz. If this was wrong, I didn’t care. I wanted this feeling and I wanted more. Whatever consequences the next day would bring were of no concern to me right now. John’s lust for me read red-hot on the dial, and if this was the path to hell, then at least getting there would be one fiery hell of a ride. I felt his rock-solid abs as he held me pressed to his chest. “Listen, John, I’m a big girl. Let me be the judge of whether you’re good for me or not.” With such strong arms wrapped around me, it wasn’t difficult to make my decision. I felt safe in his embrace. “I’ve already reached my verdict.”

      “And…?”

      “It’s yes, I have a gut feeling that you’re very good for me and I’m going to take a leap of faith, so tonight you’re mine. Don’t run out on me, John. You don’t get to do that. Not tonight.”

      “Do you always get what you want?”

      “I already told you, didn’t I? When I see something I want, I take it.”

      He leaned in and our lips met for another kiss. He pulled me harder against his chest then away slightly, just enough to reach his hand between us to touch my breast. He pushed and squeezed over the intrusive fabric of my summer top as he deepened his kiss. The weight in my body seemed to shift. At once I felt lighter, then too heavy for my legs to support, and my knees weakened. His fingers roamed to the edge of my top, tugging and prying at the hem, anxious to feel the flesh that was underneath all this clothing.

      I grabbed the hand that was fondling my breast and squeezed it tight, enticing him to go farther, but then I pulled back. “Not here,” I said. My voice came out breathy and raspy. “Your house?” I swallowed hard and took a breath.

      He nodded in silence as if consumed by a heady lust and shoved both of his hands down my backside, cupping my ass in his hands. He licked his lips and with one last kiss, he thrust his hips into mine, grinding his answer into my pelvis. I wanted to rip the clothes off that lay between us and feel his skin against mine, feel his wet kisses run down my neck. I grabbed his hand and pulled him along as I dug my bare feet into the piles of soft sand between us and the restaurant where we had left his bike parked.
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      I leaned my chest into John’s back as we rode the short distance to his beach house rental. I stroked his upper body with my hands from behind, wallowing in the sea of hormones that swirled within my body. The engine of the bike vibrated and my body hummed with it, as a warm fuzzy feeling built inside of me. The vibrations I felt through the seat of the bike added to the tingle that was beginning to build between my legs. I held John tightly as we drove. I wanted to lay my head on his shoulder, but our motorcycle helmets prevented it. The anticipation of seeing him lying naked on the bed, revealing those sculpted muscles that had been teasing me with shadowed glimpses through his clothes, excited me to my core and the moisture in my mouth increased in response. It didn’t take long before he stopped his bike in front of a small bungalow, two blocks from the beach.

      “I thought you said you didn’t like the beach?”

      He smiled warmly and took the helmet from my hands. “I said I didn’t like wasting my time tanning on a towel down at the beach. I love the sound of the ocean.”

      “Of course.” I nodded.

      He hung the spare helmet on the backrest of the bike and extended an open hand. His blue eyes were burning a hole through me, and he twisted his head to watch me as we walked side by side to the front step. The beach house was a typical vacation house, with a cozy front porch bedecked in potted geraniums and a wooden porch rocker built for two.

      So quaint, so cozy…so not his style.

      I took his hand as he led me inside. Were we going to tear each other’s clothes off before we even got to the bedroom? He let my hand drop from his and headed toward the kitchen.

      “Can I get you anything to drink?”

      I stood frozen in the middle of the small living room and turned slowly as my eyes made a radar sweep of the room and its décor. If the outside of the house was not his style, the inside was totally not his style. It was definitely a buzz kill. This place looked like Martha Stewart on steroids had thrown up in here. That itchy little feeling of doubt prickled inside of me and my mood down shifted to low.

      “Sure, a glass of wine if you have it.”

      He smiled. “How about a beer?”

      “Great.”

      He handed me a cold Bud Light, which I imagined was probably the only inhabitant of his refrigerator, and we sat down on the couch. I took a sip. “So, what’s up with the female touch in your decorating?”

      John laughed, nearly spilling his beer. “Don’t worry. I don’t have a secret girlfriend stashed here and I’m not gay either. I rented this house furnished.”

      “Yeah, I was a little worried about a girlfriend stashed somewhere, but that would explain it.” I twisted a lock of hair between my fingers.

      John set his beer down on the end table and took my hand in his. His deep blue eyes searched mine. “Hanna, you are amazing. You are honest and straightforward.”

      Me honest? Shit, I was definitely gonna burn in hell for this. Lying, stealing—and God knows what other sins I was about to commit.

      He leaned in and his warm lips covered mine in a heart-pounding kiss.

      Maybe I was going to burn in hell, but I didn’t care. I was Hanna tonight, giving myself permission to just go for it and take what I wanted from John. Life was too short to procrastinate. I wanted him bad. I wanted to run my hands up his sixpack abs that I just knew were under that shirt. But as I ran my hands over his chest, I could feel something, a thickness, under his shirt. What the hell was it? Who cared? I just wanted him now. The fire burned in me and I couldn’t hold back. I couldn’t pretend any longer, he was mine and I wanted him badly. My loins ached for him. This wasn’t just a fling, a one-night stand. There was a promise here, a promise of something more, something greater than a one-night stand. But the doubt kept creeping back into my mind. Should I do this? Could I allow myself to give in? He could hurt me. He should just be a temporary fun vacation fling, but somewhere in my heart, I knew this guy could be trouble for me. He cast a spell on me and yet there was something he was holding back. Dani kept telling me that I should run for the hills, just get away, but Hanna said stay. Damn it, my heart said stay. But was I in over my head here?

      I decided it no longer mattered. Hanna took over and I leaned in to meet his kiss, pulling him closer to me. His tongue caressed mine and he sucked on my lower lip as he pulled back.

      He whispered in a throaty voice. “Come on.” And he stood up from the couch and pulled me by my hand, leading me to the bedroom.

      Once inside, he wrapped his arms around me and I jumped up, wrapping my legs around his waist as we twisted into another hot and heavy kiss. The blood pulsed through my veins. I heard his breath catch as he lifted me onto the bed. He tore my top and bra off in one fell swoop, over my head, and I fell back on the bed. He pushed himself up on me and shoved a hand up onto my breast as he probed me again and again with his tongue. My head was swirling and I could barely catch my breath.

      I shoved my hand down to his belt and fumbled frantically to loosen it. He rose up on his knees, took my directive and ripped off his belt. As he knelt over me, he pulled off his shirt and tossed it aside. There it was. The thing I had wondered about, a bandage around his chest. I stopped, aghast. “What the hell is that?”

      “I told you. I had a little accident while riding my bike, remember?”

      “Oh yeah. Wait…are you sure you will be okay to continue?”

      He chuckled. “What? Are you going to be that rough?”

      “Well, I guess I could go easy on you this time,” I teased.

      My mind was flooded with endorphins as I reached out with my hand for the button on his jeans. I wanted what was inside those jeans, bulging, pressing against the fabric in an undeniably rock-hard erection.

      Oh God, I wanted him so badly. My blood was boiling in my veins, and I could hardly breathe as I looked at his tight abs and the sculptured muscles of his body. All I could say was his name, “John…”

      He leaned down and pushed his hand up my leg, starting at my knee and pushing slowly and deliberately up my inner thigh, up to my hot spot and lingering there, rubbing his thumb in a circular motion on top of my jeans.

      I arched my back and moaned in response, it felt so delicious when he touched me. I wanted him to wander all over me, touching every inch of my skin with that hand.

      He pushed both of my breasts up with his hands and swirled his tongue on each nipple, paying attention to each as he worked. The sensation of tingles stimulated by the areolas zipped like lightning down my body to the area between my legs. I reached a hand down to his crotch and grabbed at his hardness, pushing hard, rubbing my hand against him—wanting to give him some of the pleasure I was experiencing. He moaned in response.

      There was still too much clothing in the way and I panted, “My jeans. Take them off.”

      He kissed his way down my stomach to my belly button and released the metal button to free me from my jeans.

      He pulled them down over my hips, underwear and all, and threw them on the floor to the side of the bed.

      “God, Hanna, you’re so beautiful,” he said, hovering over me.

      I rolled up to a sitting position and worked on the button of his jeans. Once his jeans were open, I reached in and grabbed his hard cock with my hand. Sitting on his knees, he threw his head back and let out a gasp.

      As he knelt over me, his cock in my hand, I knew what would please him. I put my warm moist mouth around his hard erection and sucked. He groaned, “Ahhhh, Hanna, baby…” I sucked harder, bobbing my head up and down. “That feels so good, baby,” he purred.

      I stopped long enough for him to take off his jeans. I wanted him inside of me, to feel the full commitment, to go all the way to the top of the mountain and over the edge. There was something magical about two people sharing that kind of experience, something special when two people are so close that they are inside of each other, emotionally and physically. I wanted that emotion to bond us, to meld us together now and…shit, maybe forever.

      What the fuck was I thinking? I just wanted to bang this guy and have sex. Stop already with the stupid “forever” talk. Just enjoy.

      Once we were both naked, he leaned back for a moment and drank in the length of my body.

      He then pushed his hand through my hair, kissing me again and again on the lips. I got lost in the heat of the moment, my head spinning, my desire building as he reached down and stroked me with his fingers between my legs. I moaned and arched my back, feeling the tension building, the explosion mounting with every kiss and swirl of his fingers. Before I could comprehend what was happening, he thrust inside of me, pushing through my moist folds. I gasped at the sheer power and girth of his manhood. He filled me completely and I cried out his name in ecstasy. He pulled back and thrust again and again, grunting and growling with each advance. I dug my nails into his back over the white bandage and met each of his thrusts with fervent expletives.

      He thrust and I gasped. We continued with heightened excitement until we both crashed over the top at the same time. Panting and breathing into my neck, he shuddered inside of me.

      We lay still for a few moments until our breathing slowed and he pushed off of me, rolling to the side.

      He pulled my body close into the curve of his and nuzzled into my hair as we lay on the bed together. He just held me that way for a while in silence. I wondered what he was thinking. If he knew the truth about me, would he kick me out of this bed? Would he think I was a crazy woman? I pushed the thought aside. I didn’t want to deal with that right now.

      A warm glow filled my body. I felt safe with John and I wanted to learn more about him. “I want to know you better.” I heard myself say. Could I have said something more stupid? He would want to get to know me better too, and where would that lead us?

      “Me?” He rose up onto his elbow and looked at my face, lightly tracing a finger along the edge of my jaw until he stopped at my lips. For a moment, he paused and in that instant, I thought I saw darkness in his eyes, as if there was something there beneath the surface. It vanished as quickly as it had appeared and then he smiled at me with half-hooded eyes.

      “There’s not much to know about me. I’m a pretty boring guy.” With his fingers paused at my chin, he ran his thumb across my lower lip, then kissed me as if he didn’t want to talk anymore. I didn’t resist. Hanna wasn’t about to let Dani ruin this moment with cerebral conversations. I pressed into his kiss and wrapped my arms around his neck. I was in the tattooed arms of a handsome, motorcycle-riding hard-body and I wasn’t going to waste this poignant moment of my life.
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      “Someone got home late last night. How was it?” Emma said as she poured herself a cup of coffee. That was the one thing in the kitchen she made to perfection.

      “How was what?” I yawned. I needed a cup of java, strong and black.

      “Your date. Judging by how you look this morning, it must have gone well.” She sounded amused and I laughed in response. “I guess you could say that.” I propped my chin in my hand and raised my eyebrows. “He’s really a nice guy and well, pretty damn hot too.” I smiled dreamily in remembrance of last night.

      “Really? So when am I going to meet this sex god of yours?”

      “Just let me know and I’ll bring him over.”

      “I have a better idea. Why don’t we all go out Saturday night? I can get a babysitter for Michelle. I could sure use a night out and some man-loving.” She laughed. “Actually, there is this guy who has been asking me out. We could go on a double date.”

      “That sounds fun. I’ll ask John if he can make it,” I said as I poured a cup of hot coffee, grabbed a doughnut, and headed to my bedroom.

      I ran through most of the morning as if I were floating on a cloud, not sure if it was because of the sex endorphins that had been brought to the surface last night or if I was just exhausted. I had better snap out of it. I had a busy day ahead of me.

      All week I had been trying to call and set up the arrangements for my grandma’s treatments. I honestly thought doctors deliberately make you wait so they can seem more important. Once again, I was on hold for twenty minutes before I was connected with the doctor in charge. Finally, some good news. They would be able to start next week, the doctor told me. As part of the advanced treatments for her kidneys, Grandma would have to go to the clinic and receive special dialysis treatments three times a week. A hassle for sure, but the benefits were tremendous. Right now, she was so weak, she needed an electric wheelchair to get around. The doctor told us that once she received those treatments, she would regain ninety-five percent of her original strength and be able to walk again. This was a new experimental treatment that would be a miracle for her, and it sounded amazing. The only reason she wasn’t already on the program was because of the outrageous cost, three thousand dollars per month. None of that was covered by Medicare. And she would need this for the rest of her life. It was a sum of money that was out of reach for most people, my grandma included. But we could afford it now—thanks to illegal wagers and a briefcase full of money. Who says money can’t buy happiness? Some people are motivated by fear, some by the need for power. My motivation was to see my grandma walk again.

      My tasks for the day were not quite done yet. I still had to make a transfer at the bank for the first series of Grandma’s treatments. I wanted to rent a safe-deposit box at the local bank. After nearly losing my suitcase last week on the bus trip, I couldn’t take any chances. I wasn’t comfortable carrying that much cash around either, so this was the best solution.

      My thoughts were interrupted when I heard a familiar sound from my phone telling me that I had received a text. I pick it up and smiled. It was a message from John.

      “Had a great time last night. Miss you already.”

      I replied back. “So did I. Hope you are free Saturday night. We are two hungry ladies in need of a good time out.”

      To my surprise, he didn’t question it. He just replied, “Looking forward to it,” adding a smiley face.

      I checked the time on my phone. Already twenty minutes past three. Better get to the bank before they closed.

      Living in New York meant I was used to foot transportation, so the half-hour walk to the bank was nothing. I had never owned a car, but it was something I definitely wanted to get soon.

      The walk went quickly, and five minutes before closing, I stood in the isolated room of the safety-deposit boxes. Looking at all that money still made me feel anxious. It had been a big risk taking the briefcase, and if I had known it was crooked money inside, I wouldn’t have done it. But still, it was worth it, for Grammy. I owed it to her. This, and so much more.

      I took out a neatly folded stack of hundred-dollar bills. I counted out three thousand dollars for the first month’s treatment, along with an extra five hundred for my day-to-day expenses. I put the remaining money into the metal box and placed it back in the lockbox. After arranging the wire transfer, I found myself walking down the main street of Summerville again, looking for a decent place to eat. My stomach was making noises and I realized I hadn’t eaten since that donut at breakfast. The nice thing about a vacation town is that there are all kinds of small sandwich shops, and it didn’t take long to find one.

      Just as I sat down in a chair outside the deli, I heard a familiar high-pitched voice that speared through me.

      “Oh my God! Is that you, Dani? What are you doing here?”

      Nails on a chalkboard would be like music to my ears compared to that voice. It belonged to the most annoying woman I had ever met, Nina, my high school lab partner. She was one of those people they called “a leech.” All through high school, she tried to latch on to me and be my best friend, when all I wanted to do was to be left alone. What the hell was she doing here?

      “Nina. My gosh. You are…here, in Summerville. How lovely.”

      Without so much as an invitation, she pulled out a chair and sat down across from me. “Dani, how long has it been? Like, three years?”

      “I don’t know. Something like that, I guess.”

      She wouldn’t stop babbling, and her annoying voice pierced to the core of my eardrums. “Are you here on vacation? Don’t you just love it here?”

      I went into defensive mode and tried to tune out the tone of her voice, but it was a losing battle. This was one of the few times I wished I were eighty years old, so her high-pitched frequency would be out of my hearing range.

      She grabbed my arm. “I just had this amazing idea. Are you here in town with somebody?”

      “No, I’m alo…I mean…” Oops, I messed up. She’s gonna want to do something together.

      “Perfect. I’m here until Monday, so we can hang out the entire time. Oh my God, I’m so excited.” Her face was glowing.

      My mind was in turmoil. I couldn’t do this. I would slit my wrists if I had to spend the next three days with Nina, plus she could blow my cover. Then everybody would find out my real name and that I wasn’t actually from Boston and that I had lied to everybody. What would John think of me once he found out I had lied all this time? I had to get rid of her.

      “Nina, I really wish I could, but I’m leaving town first thing in the morning. I’m taking the bus to Charleston.”

      “No, you can’t leave. Stay a few more days and we can hang out. I’m dying here, stuck with my aunt. All she wants to do every day is boring sightseeing stuff.”

      Oh no—her aunt, Mimi? I remembered her clearly. She was, if possible, even worse than Nina.

      A pang of pity for Nina struck in my heart. “Listen, I can’t stay because I already booked a hotel in Charleston and I don’t want to lose my deposit, but we can hang out tonight if you’d like.” I sighed. We would just have to go someplace where we were certain not to run into John.

      Her eyes lit up. “You’re the best girlfriend ever, Dani. So what do you want to do?”

      “I have a couple of things I need to do first, but why don’t you tell me where you’re staying and I’ll come pick you up when it’s time for dinner.”

      She hesitated. “Okay, I’m staying at the Hampton Inn. I’ll have to sneak out without Mimi noticing, so don’t ditch me or I’ll have to search every bar and hotel all night, asking for you.”

      Oh, she really would. “Why would you think I would ditch you? I’d never do that to my old lab partner. Go, Panthers.” I waved an imaginary pom-pom in the air. “I’ll pick you up at seven. It’ll be a fun night out, just like old times.”

      I managed to convince her that I would be there to pick her up, and minutes later I was walking home, contemplating how best to handle this sticky situation. How to avoid Nina and me crashing into John, Emma, or anyone else who knew me as Hanna.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was unusual chilly that same evening. Normally the warm sea kept the evenings and nights at a decent temperature, but tonight I was cold. I pulled my cell phone out of my purse to check the time. It was exactly seven p.m., and I was waiting for Nina across from the Hampton Inn. She wanted to meet across from the hotel so her aunt wouldn’t be suspicious. I was grateful for that. An evening out with both of them would have been pure torture.

      After a few minutes, Nina showed up huffing and puffing as she crossed the street. She actually looked great. I hadn’t noticed, until I saw her from a distance, that she had lost a considerable amount of weight since high school, at least twenty pounds. She looked sharp in her black skirt and lace top.

      “You look cute. I like that top. Where did you get it?”

      She laughed, pulling at her top. “This old thing? I think I got it at Neiman Marcus.”

      I was impressed. A week ago, I wasn’t able to afford shopping at Target, let alone dream about buying anything at Neiman Marcus. Even on sale, a simple top like Nina’s would cost about $150. “For an old thing, it looks pretty damn hot on you.”

      “Thanks, Dani. That really means a lot to me coming from you. You were always the pretty one.”

      I shook my head. She was being silly. I had never considered myself pretty. “Come on. Let’s go eat.”

      We went to a small restaurant that was located a little off the main road. No chance of running into anyone who knew me as Hanna there.

      I gazed at Nina sitting in front of me. She really looked radiant, so much more confident than I had remembered. “I can’t believe how much weight you’ve lost. You look really good. Honestly. How’d you do it? The soup diet? Or just no carbs?”

      “I’ve lost thirty-five pounds since high school. I think getting away from my aunt really helped me.” She laughed, trying to make light of the situation.

      However, I knew it was no joking matter. As I recalled, her aunt had always had some serious control issues with Nina. Her parents had died in a car crash when she was young and her uncle and aunt adopted her after that. The aunt already had two other children whom she had spoiled rotten. The dysfunctional family setting stole away what little confidence Nina had left, no doubt. I remembered that her aunt had very strict rules about hanging out with friends, so she was never allowed to go out in the evenings. As a result, she was never at any of the parties we had in high school. Sadly, I never paid much attention to her back then. I had enough messed-up emotional baggage in my own life and I didn’t have time to deal with anyone else’s.

      “That’s amazing. Wow, it sounds like your life is so much better now that you moved out. When did that happen?”

      “Well,” she picked at her salad. Maybe this was too personal.

      “Go on,” I said reluctantly.

      “It was right after graduation. Remember my uncle and aunt got divorced in ninth grade?” I nodded but I honestly didn’t know about her uncle. I thought the aunt had always been divorced.

      “He has a new wife, Margaret, and she told me at my graduation that if I ever needed a place to stay I could come live with them.”

      “So she knew about your situation, how you were treated by your aunt?”

      Nina nodded. “Margaret is wonderful. She’s like my real mom. She doesn’t have any other children so there’s no competition there,” she chuckled.

      I smiled. I was happy for Nina but scolded myself for being so self-centered and for choosing to take the blind side. Why didn’t I help her back in high school? I could have done more. Teenage life can be so messed-up.

      I took her hand. “Nina, I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you back then. You were my lab partner in Chemistry class. You were my classmate and I should have helped you with this.”

      She blinked rapidly. “It’s okay. We were kids, all trying to fit in and make friends. It’s not your fault at all. High school can be a cruel place.”

      I gave her hand a slight squeeze. “Thanks for telling me all this. I’m so glad that things worked out.”

      “Thanks, Dani. You’ve always been my inspiration. I wanted to be just like you. I still do.” She laughed.

      “So why are you are here with your aunt? I mean, since you don’t live with her anymore?”

      She shrugged and pursed her lips. “That’s the power of my aunt’s control. I’m doing it to help keep the peace between my uncle and my aunt. When he and Margaret took me in, my aunt got furious and threatened to make life miserable for all of us. And knowing how much of a controlling bitch she is, that could have turned out bad. So I made this compromise to stay with her for three weeks every summer and a week at Christmas.”

      I was shaking my head, speechless.

      “Trust me, Dani. It’s not because she wants to spend time with me. It’s all about power and control. She wants to win, and regarded my leaving her as if she had lost a round to my uncle.”

      Nina sat back in the chair, exhausted from spilling her guts to me.

      It was a lot to take in and the mood was getting heavy. Time to lighten things up.

      I lifted my glass. “Well, here’s to new beginnings. Tonight, we’re forgetting the past and letting loose.” We clinked our glasses and emptied them as if there were one drop in the bottom.

      I slammed my glass on the table and shouted, “Waiter, another round here.” And we both laughed.

      “So, where are we going after this?” I could see the hopeful glint in her eyes. I hadn’t planned on spending the entire evening with Nina, but after hearing her story, there was no way I could send her back to her aunt so soon. “Have you been to that place yet called The Bar?”

      She shook her head. “I haven’t been anywhere at night.”

      “Let’s go there, then. They usually have a band and it is a fun place to go. Lots of cute guys.”

      We finished our dinner and half an hour later we walked into The Bar. It almost felt like coming home again. Not that that made any sense, after all, I had only been here once before, and that had been nearly two weeks ago. But I had a fond memory of it from spending my first evening with John here. The place was filling up fast with seaside vacationers. Some wore sandals while others wanted the authentic experience and wore cowboy boots. We managed to score the last available high tables along the side. No sooner had we sat down before the cute bartender from last time came to our table.

      “Not working in the bar tonight, Jasper?” I said, casting my eyes over the crowd. I was scouting the place for any signs of John. I was dying to see him again but how would I explain Nina, my lab partner from high school…from New York, not Boston?

      “I’m impressed,” Jasper replied. “You remembered my name. I’m just helping out with the dinner crowd. Don’t worry, I’ll rule the bar later.” His smile got wider. “So, you came back,” he narrowed his eyes. I could see the gears churning in his head. “Dani…ella, right?” He pointed at me.

      I clapped my hands together. Well, that sucked. He remembered my real name. “Very good, but don’t forget that everyone calls me Hanna now.”

      “Right,” he nodded and smiled. “So what can I get you ladies? Are we having any food?”

      “No, just drinks. I’ll take a vodka and cranberry,” I said.

      Nina chimed in, “I’ll have the same.”

      “Great. If I just can see your ID?” he said to Nina.

      She showed her driver’s license and he did a double-check on her picture. Nina looked so much better now. “Thanks Nina,” he said and winked at her. “Your drinks are coming right up.”

      He walked away and Nina looked at me with her mouth wide open. “OH. MY. GOD. He is so hot.”

      I chuckled, “I told you there were cute guys here.”

      “Hell yeah.” She looked around. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen this many hotties in one place before. If I lived in this town, I would come here every day.” She laughed. “Hey, tell me, what was that Hanna stuff about?”

      “Oh, it’s just something I like to do when I go out,” I lied. “Also, if anyone asks I am from Boston, not New York, okay?” I raised my brow.

      She took a hit of her drink and looked at me suspiciously then let it go. “Okay, Hanna. I’ll play your silly little game.”

      Three cranberry and vodkas later, we dominated the dance floor with some ridiculous “twerking,” to the delight of the onlookers. Neither one of us cared how we looked. We were having a blast, dancing and singing along to the songs with our own version of the lyrics created out of the cloudy, vodka-induced haze in our brains.

      “I need a breather,” Nina said, breathless, and headed back to our table. I made a stop at the bar and ordered another round from Jasper, who was back in charge behind the counter. Then I saw him.

      John!

      John walked through the door.

      My heart flipped and I ducked over to our table, slipping into my chair before he could spot me. Maybe if I slouched down low, I would be invisible. Too late. Damn these high-top tables and chairs. He pushed through the crowd, wearing a big smile. “I was hoping I might find you here, Hanna. Just thought I would stop by and say hi.”

      “John, I’m glad you came.” I pointed to Nina. “John, this is—“

      “Dominique,” Nina interrupted. “My name is Dominique.”

      I had to turn my head away to stifle a spontaneous laugh. John’s face was unreadable. But had I noticed a hint of amusement in his eyes? Maybe it was just his smile.

      “Great to meet you, Dominique. So how do you two know each other?”

      “We were lab partners back in high school,” I replied, almost choking on my fourth vodka cranberry.

      “Oh, so you’re from Boston too?”

      Nina played along. “Yeah, we were best friends all through high school. Um, how’d you two meet?” Real smooth, Nina.

      “At the bus station.” We spoke at the same time and laughed.

      “We sort of bumped into each other…literally,” John added.

      The waitress came with our drinks and John ordered a beer. He spotted an empty chair and brought it to our table, sitting between us.

      He looked straight at me. “I’m glad I found you tonight. I was home thinking about our date tomorrow, getting all lonely and feeling sorry for myself. I missed you.”

      Nina looked at me with confusion. “Date? You told me you were leaving town tomorrow.”

      “I am…but I promised to have a breakfast date with John before I leave for Charleston, right, John?” I kicked him under the table and I saw his jaw twitch.

      John turned stiffly toward Nina. “Right…of course, that’s what I meant. We’re both going on a little trip.”

      “We are?” I blurted out.

      He shot me a sideways glance and then focused on Nina. “I’ve never been to Charleston and Hanna promised to show me around for a weekend trip.”

      “Right,” I chimed in and clung to John’s upper arm. “I’m so excited for our trip together, sweetie.” This shit was getting complicated. Our weekend trip to Charleston was a ridiculous story and the timing of our delivery sucked. Keeping all these lies straight hurt my brain, one lie led to another, and soon there was an entire web of lies to get caught in and I didn’t know if I could keep myself from getting entangled in them.

      Nina looked at me suspiciously, but she bought it. “Wish I could come with you guys, but there’s no way my aunt would let me go. She has big plans to take me sightseeing all day tomorrow.” She sighed and checked the time on her phone. I glanced over as she stared at her phone, and I could tell by the glowing text on the screen that there were at least five messages from her aunt.

      “I should get back to my hotel,” Nina said, looking back up at me. “Thank you so much for taking me out tonight. I really needed it. You’re the best.”

      I could see the emptiness in her eyes and I felt awful for Nina. No doubt an earful was waiting for her back at the motel room. I wished I could have done more but this was between Nina and her aunt. She would have to sort it out herself, but at least she had made big strides by moving out from under her aunt’s shadow.

      “I’ll walk with you, Nina,” I said.

      John looked at both of us and emptied his beer. “I’ll come along and make sure you girls get home safely.”

      We dropped off Nina at the lobby of her hotel and said good night. John slipped his hand over mine and turned me in the direction of Emma’s Bed and Breakfast. As our feet hit the pavement outside the glass doors of the Hampton Inn, John swept me up in his arms and pulled me to his chest.

      His eyes locked on mine and with his lips a breath away he said, “I’ve been waiting all night to do this.”

      He pressed his lips to mine and held me possessively against his waist. My thoughts turned to the rock-hard body which I felt through the thin fabric of his shirt, and the sensation of his tongue thrusting in my mouth shot hot tingles of excitement down between my legs. It made my toes curl and I felt the Hanna side of me coming out. I wanted to be wild and lustful and free, to run my tongue over his firm stomach. It made my head spin to be in his arms, to have his powerful body up against mine, swaddling me, protecting me—from what, I didn’t know. I had forgotten the money and all thoughts about people following me. I didn’t care about anything right now except being in John’s arms. I settled back down on my heels from our kiss and looked around the starlit street of this lazy little town. The streets were practically empty, as all the vacationers had gone to bed.

      I started to walk, pulling him by the hand. “Hey, wait, why are we headed in the direction of Emma’s place? I thought you were taking me to breakfast?”

      He looked at me, confused. “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “Exactly.” I gazed up at him from beneath my long lashes.

      “Ah, breakfast…after we…” He pointed back and forth between us. “The two of us…you and me…spend the night.”

      Hanna was being a demanding little nympho. I leaned in and whispered, “Take me to your house.”

      Amused by my forwardness, John raised an eyebrow. “I’m all yours, baby. Let’s pick up my bike at The Bar and go.”

      Before long, we were back in front of The Bar, and with a sense of urgency he whisked us away on his Harley to his beach house.

      We were barely inside the house when we started tearing each other’s clothes off. Shirts, skirts, and socks all ballooned down to the floor as if a hurricane had just blown them around the house. When everything had settled, I stood there in his bedroom with his body pressed tighter to mine than I thought possible. I could feel every inch of him, every muscle and every curve. His fingers tangled in my hair as his other hand pressed into the small of my back then slid down to cup my butt cheek. His breath feathered lightly on my waiting lips and my heart thumped in response. I felt like I was falling. I closed my eyes and he sucked in my lips, twisting into a passionate kiss. It felt like I was floating on air.

      John pulled back and watched me with an intense gaze. He tipped his forehead to mine and pulled in jagged breaths. He put his hands under my arms and lifted me up. I sprang up and wrapped both my legs around his waist, and he spun me around to place me on the bed. We went down together, locking lips and gasping for breaths between heated kisses. His body was so strong and he maneuvered it expertly as he hovered over me. I could feel the hardness of him against me. He was a powerhouse of lust, thick and stiff, bulging as if he could barely be contained. I wanted him desperately. The way his hands felt on my skin made heat spark in me like no other. Every time I took a breath, my chest expanded and my nipples peaked up toward him, aching for his touch, longing for the wet flesh of his tongue to rake across their hard nubs.

      As if he read my mind, John lowered his mouth to meet my swollen breasts. He cupped one breast and pushed a finger into my wet folds between my legs at the same time. My heart pounded harder in my chest. The way he teased with his fingers, touching me down there, and his tongue on my nipples at the same time, made me crazy. I had never reacted like this before with any man. Most of the good-looking guys I’d met were shallow, so it was easy to resist them. But the moment John’s blue eyes locked on mine and he paralyzed me with his smile, I knew he was like no other guy I had met. And what made this whole thing even more insane, was that I had allowed myself to fall for him while pretending I was Hanna. But I couldn’t help myself. It felt right, and with his fingers strumming me like a guitar, it also felt so incredibly delicious that I wanted more.

      As he licked up the side of my neck, I rolled my head to the side with a moan and threw all caution to the wind. Hanna was free. With pure hot lust surging through my veins, I slid my hand down between his rock-solid abs and my body, and sheathed his hardness with my entire hand. I stroked him hard up and down, with my fingers wrapped around the wide girth of his shaft. A guttural pleasure-sound rattled in the back of his throat, and he nipped at my lower lip. He teased it with his teeth, and then covered my mouth with his soft and full lips. My body was charged, ready for him. My wet folds tingled and vibrated, and my legs trembled in anticipation. I wanted it. I couldn’t wait a minute longer or I’d burst.

      My breaths were ragged and panting. I wanted to please him, to feel him shudder with pure, raw, carnal delight when he pushed into me. He knew what I wanted and he wanted it too. He pulled back just far enough to position the tip of his shaft at my pleading opening. I was still stroking and guiding him. Then I arched my pelvis up and shoved him into me. Reaching both hands around, I clawed at his back, pressing my breasts into his steel-hard chest. We rocked together and wailed out each other’s names as the intensity of our synchronized thrusting increased.

      It was wild. It was raw. We scratched, we clawed. He slung his arms under the backs of my knees, bending them damn near up to my ears. I liked it rough this way. His advances were full of passion and fire. He then rose up like a stallion on his knees, and slammed inside of me hard, groaning through gritted teeth.

      I threw my arms above my head, reaching for the flimsy wooden headboard for stability as he thrust himself deeper. I could barely breathe. The headboard wobbled and banged the wall but I didn’t care. The loud thumping was just confirmation of our intense desire for each other. The rapid pace of my heartbeat banged out a fast reverberation inside my body, and I was lost as crashing waves of desire came sweeping through me. My mind was numb and barren of thought. The room was like white noise. Everything was pure sensation now. Only touch, taste, sound, and smell existed as I rose to the summit of my orgasm. I closed my eyes, in order to intensify the remaining senses. Two heartbeats after I came, John released inside of me and groaned out a deep satisfied breath.

      He slumped over to my side and caught my face in his cupped hand as he rolled. He smiled a wide, contented smile and released my face as quickly as he had touched it. We both were spent, breathless and waiting for our breathing to slow to normal. I flung an arm out to my side, casually letting it flop onto the mattress. I felt joy. He rolled toward my side again, and I could feel his breath breeze past my ear as he spoke softly into it. “Hanna, you are a wild woman...a beautiful wild woman.” He stroked my cheek with his fingers and nuzzled into my neck.

      I smiled with my eyes closed. “Was I too much for you?”

      He nibbled at my earlobe and answered with a mock tiger growl, “Gr-r-r-r. I loved it.”

      My eyes fluttered open and I gave him a teasing slap on his muscular tattooed arm. “Just wait until you see what’s in store for breakfast.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      Emma twirled in front of me, showing off the outfit I had given her. “How do I look?”

      “You look stunning. It fits you perfectly.” It really did. It looked so much better on her than on me. We had spent most of the afternoon going through her ancient wardrobe trying to find something dressy that wasn’t resurrected from the 1990s. She confessed that she had only been on one date since her separation from Brian, so most of her “party” clothes were from years ago.

      Luckily, we wore the same size, and the new Guess outfit I had purchased the day I left New York looked perfect on her.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to wear this?” Emma said. “I feel bad taking your new clothes. You barely wore them.”

      “Oh, I’m sure, Emma. Trust me, you need this more than I do. Besides, we don’t want to scare your date away, do we?” I teased her and held up the out-of-style pink dress she had just tried on. It looked like something straight out of an old Madonna music video. “You should save this one, though. You never know when you might need a dress for a retro costume party.” I laughed and twisted away as she tried to snatch the eyesore out of my hands, and then we both plopped onto the bed, rolling in laughter.

      I stopped to catch my breath and took a second look at Emma from a new perspective. She seemed different with makeup and her hair put up, so pretty now that she wasn’t in her “mom” outfit.

      “What’s his name again? Your hot date…” I asked.

      She blew a lock of hair out of her eyes and sat up on the bed. “Eric. He’s nice. And young.”

      “Oh?” I raised my eyebrows.

      “Five years younger than me.”

      “You go, girl,” I said elbowing her. “How do you know him?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “You’re not going to believe this, he’s my gynecologist.”

      I stared at her and my mouth fell open. “Really? That’s…well…cool? I guess.” I was dumbfounded. It was all I could think to say.

      The expression on Emma’s face changed to a more somber one. “I feel a little awkward though. He has a big advantage over me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “He’s already seen me naked, and I don’t know a thing about his…his junk…in the trunk.”

      I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing at Emma’s faux pas. “Emma, men don’t have their ‘junk’ in the ‘trunk’. You mixed up the expressions.”

      “Oh sorry, I mean ‘under the hood’, is that the right analogy?”

      “No-oh.”

      She laughed out loud and I couldn’t help but laugh with her. Too much information for sure.

      I jumped up from the bed. “I’d better go get ready before John gets here.” Only an hour until our double date would start, and I was still in the same clothes as yesterday.

      I showered, got dressed, and applied makeup in record time. Before the doorbell rang, I was polished, shined, and ready to go. If only there were special-event competitions for getting ready in a hurry, I would be an Olympic champion.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So a husband and wife are in bed together...” Eric, the gynecologist, leaned back in his chair, swirling a whiskey drink in one hand as he cockily delivered the well-rehearsed lines of his joke. He must have picked it up at his last convention. “…and the husband starts fooling around. The wife quickly says, ‘Not tonight, Dear. I have a gynecologist’s appointment in the morning.’ The husband is dejected but then suddenly throws the covers off and there he is, completely naked. The wife says, ‘What are you doing? I told you I have an appointment with my gynecologist tomorrow.’ ‘Yes, I heard you, but do you also have an appointment with your dentist?’”

      John was laughing, clearly amused at the guy humor. I glanced at Emma and she smiled but I wasn’t sure if she was just being polite. I got up and grabbed her hand. “See you in a couple of minutes, boys. We’re going to the powder room.”

      Okay, so far Eric wasn’t a creepy doctor guy, but that joke was a little geeky. At least he could poke fun at himself and his chosen profession. I just didn’t know how he could sit down and order clams at dinner earlier tonight at Broken Waves, the best seafood restaurant in town, after looking at women’s vaginas all day.

      After the dinner, we had all decided to check out what was quickly becoming my regular place, The Bar. It was crowded when we arrived, but we hustled enough chairs for the four of us to have a corner table.

      Now I pulled Emma into the ladies’ room, and as soon as we got inside, she chirped, “So what do you think of Eric?”

      “He’s…nice.” Oh no; I paused a nanosecond too long before I said the word nice and Emma wasn’t convinced. She gave me a half smile and her brows pulled together. “It’s weird, isn’t it? I mean, him being my gynecologist.”

      “A little,” I admitted.

      “Crap. It’s a lot weird. What the heck was I thinking, dating my gynecologist?” She laughed.

      “Okay, you got me. It’s freaking weird,” I chuckled.

      “Why is dating so hard? The few good-looking guys that are left in my age group are married, gay, or weirdos.”

      “Geez, you give up too easily. What about Joe, who works at the hardware store? He was eyeing you the day we bought paint. Do you think Joe is good-looking?”

      “What?”

      “I mean would you ever do him?”

      “I’d rather put out a campfire with my face.”

      “Ouch. Such harsh dating practices you have here in the South. Don’t worry, you know what they say about all the fish in the sea…”

      “Are you getting all Biblical on me?”

      I snorted. “There are a lot of good guys out there, Emma, and also one especially for you. Remember, this was your first date in years. Just keep it going, date more guys, and before you know it, the right man will show up.…just promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “No more dating guys who’ve already seen you naked.”

      She laughed. “Alright, I promise. No family doctors or gynecologists.”

      I opened my purse and pulled out my pink gloss as I checked my lip color in the mirror. What the hell did I know about relationships advice? It certainly wasn’t my forte. After all, my longest relationship lasted less than a year, and that ended pretty badly.

      “So, what do you think of John?” I asked as I applied a rosy hue.

      “Oh, Hanna, John’s hot, like…on-fire hot. Oh, sorry, did I say that out loud? I mean, he’s outrageously good-looking…and he seems like a really nice guy. Anyway, he’s been nice to you, hasn’t he?”

      “Yes, of course.” I paused my lip-gloss wand in the air and turned to look at Emma.

      “Just be careful,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Guys like him break hearts. It’s written all over his face, his handsome face. See, that’s the problem. Anyway, I’m not saying he’ll do that to you, but I don’t want to see you hurt.”

      I looked down. “I know. It’s a risk. I can already see myself falling for him. But I don’t want to be like Daisy.”

      “Who the hell is Daisy?”

      “Daisy Buchanan, a character in a novel I was reading.” For college, before I left New York. But I can’t tell you that because I ran away from my home with a suitcase full of tainted cash, and now I might be foolishly risking my heart for a guy like John.

      “Well, what would Daisy do? Risk her heart?” Emma asked.

      “Hell no. She went for the safe, boring solution. She went for the money. I don’t want to be like that. When it comes to love, I hope I can be brave and take risks. How will I ever find the perfect guy, if I’m not willing to put my heart on the line?”

      “Wow, Hanna. You’ve really got your head on straight. I think most women are too scared to give love a real chance, and they end up like me. Marrying that popular guy they had a crush on in high school, the one guy who’s now totally wrong for them.”

      I looked at Emma. I could see the loneliness and desperation in her eyes. “You have the most beautiful daughter. Brian is a creep and marrying him was so wrong for you, but that relationship gave you Michelle.”

      Tears welled up in her eyes. “You’re right. I’m feeling sorry for myself. I have the most wonderful daughter and I should be happy…it’s just tough being a single parent.”

      I squeezed her hand. “I can only imagine. But don’t give up on happiness. It will find you.”

      “I won’t. Thanks, Hanna. You said exactly what I needed to hear.”

      I shoved my lip gloss back into my purse and stepped in front of Emma to fix a stray hair that had wandered away from her up-do. “Here, let me get that.” I pushed it back in place with a satisfied look. “We should probably get back before they put out a missing persons report on us.”

      I stole one last look in the mirror and flung open the door, ready to party the night away with good company. No sooner had I stepped across the threshold than I was brought up short by the sight before my eyes. As if our conversation had summoned the devil, Emma’s ex-husband, Brian, was just five feet from us, drunk and approaching fast. Foamy golden ale sloshed violently from side to side in his beer glass as he zigzagged his way to Emma. He must have seen us go in the restroom and waited for us.

      “I saw your new boyfriend,” he slurred, and teetered into Emma’s personal space. “So you think you can replace me with him. You’re a fucking cunt, you know that?”

      Emma’s eyes raged. “Get the hell away from me, Brian. Don’t forget, I have a restraining order against you. If you don’t leave me and Michelle alone, I’ll have your sorry ass hauled back to jail faster than you can say ‘prison bitch’.”

      Brian moved a defiant step closer until he was right in Emma’s face and grumbled in a low husky voice, “It’s a free fucking world and I can come here if I want to.”

      I opened my mouth to protest and tell Brian that I was about to crush his balls right now, when I saw Eric approaching fast.

      He grabbed Brian by the shoulder. “Hey, asshole. Get away from her.”

      Then everything exploded. Without warning, Brian spun around and smashed his beer glass right into Eric’s nose. Beer flew in the air, shards of glass fell to the floor, and blood ran from Brian’s hand. Eric was knocked out cold and collapsed to the floor.

      He lay there with his long slender arms and legs flung out in an awkward fashion. Emma screamed out Eric’s name and began kicking at Brian’s shins and pounding her small fists, and occasionally her purse, on Brian’s back.

      “Get off me, you fucking bitch,” Brian screamed at Emma.

      A rushing noise filled my ears and I turned toward it. There was a freight train approaching and it was John, aimed straight for Brian. I pulled Emma by her arm and spun her around, out of harm’s way, with her purse still flying in the air from the momentum of her punches. It went twirling around the crook of her elbow.

      Before John could reach Brian, two burly bouncers threw themselves in front of the train and stopped the two men from fighting. One of the bouncers planted the palm of his hand square on John’s chest. “Easy now, champ. Calm down. We got this.” He then turned to his partner, who had snared Brian, and together they grabbed him by the arms and legs, carried him to the back door and threw him out head first.

      John had kneeled down, attending to Eric, who was conscious again but disoriented.

      Emma pulled a napkin from her purse and dabbed at a crimson streak on Eric’s face. “I don’t think it’s your blood. I don’t see any broken skin. How’s your nose? Is it broken? Do you need a…doctor?” Emma made a feeble attempt to smile. She seemed like she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry about our crazy double-date night.

      Eric shook his head as if he was trying to shake off the grogginess. “It must have been that idiot’s blood. He probably cut his hand from the broken beer glass.”

      John helped Eric to his feet. He could stand but was clearly embarrassed. He had wanted to be Emma’s white knight in shining armor.

      “Are you okay?” John asked.

      Eric nodded. “Did I…you know, did I get a punch in?”

      “Well, let’s just say there were a lot of kicks and punches and leave it at that.” John shot a knowing glance to Emma and grabbed Eric’s arm. “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up. Ladies, if you will excuse us?” John said and helped Eric to the men’s room.

      We returned to our table. Emma sank down into her chair and put her chin in her hands. “Am I going to live in fear of Brian the rest of my life? How can I date if I’m looking over my shoulder, waiting for Brian to spring out of the shadows and beat the shit out of my date? This is two out of two. No one will want to date me with this maniac around. Oh wait, that’s exactly what Brian wants. It’s just not fair.”

      I cocked my head to the side and said, “It’s anything but fair. Maybe if Eric were to press charges against Brian that would keep him at bay.”

      “I don’t know if it will help. Brian will just say it was self-defense. Eric laid his hand on Brian’s shoulder first.”

      “Why don’t you call the police and tell them he is in violation of his parole? You said it’s just a phone call and he is back behind bars.”

      Emma sighed, “I know I say that to scare him but here is the thing. Brian’s cousin is a police officer at the Sheriff’s office and always protecting him. Unless Brian is clearly in violation, like breaking into my house and beating me up, with physical scars showing afterwards, there is really nothing I can do.”

      No way. This was so fucked up. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. This manic, crazy-ass ex-husband of hers would just get away with harassment over and over again?

      John and Eric returned to our table, Eric all cleaned up, sporting a big shiner under one eye. He was smiling, though. “What do you know? My first bar fight. Damn, I wish I could say ‘you should see the other guy’ with a straight face, but I don’t think people would believe that I won.” He laughed.

      Emma put her hand on top of his. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It was my own fault. I should have known better than interfering with a drunken asshole.”

      Emma bit her lower lip. “I should probably get home and make sure Michelle is safe.”

      Eric shoved his chair back and said, “I’ll take you home.”

      I added, “We’ll all take you home.”

      “No, no.” Emma said and looked at me. “I’ll be fine. I’ve already ruined your evening. It’s Saturday night and still early. I want you guys to have fun.”

      “Emma, I insist on taking you home. What kind of a man would I be if I didn’t?” Eric implored, and Emma nodded.

      We said our goodbyes, and moments later, John and I sat alone next to each other. The silence swirled around us like one of the early morning fogs that roll in off the ocean. Neither of us spoke and then finally John said, “Fucking nutcase.”

      I nodded. “He’s totally stalking Emma.”

      John took a sip of his beer. “If only that bouncer hadn’t stopped me, I could have taught that fucker a lesson he’d remember for a long time.”

      “Really? That’s your answer to violence? More violence? An eye for an eye?”

      John seemed surprised. “Of course not. There are times where you can use a more peaceful approach, but trust me, with guys like that Brian dude, there is only one solution, I’m afraid. He is going to keep stalking and harassing Emma until someone teaches him a lesson.”

      “Or puts him in jail,” I added. As much as I hated to admit it, he was right about Brian. I didn’t see peaceful conversations or therapy doing any good for him.

      John leaned back and there was an awkward silence again. This night was not turning out as I had hoped.

      He tipped the bottom of his glass to the ceiling and emptied it. “I need something stronger than this dish-soap water.” He got up and looked at me. “Can I get you anything?”

      I shook my head. “I’m fine. I’ve had enough. I should probably go home soon.”

      John stood up to go to the bar, too impatient to wait for the waitress. “You can’t go home. The night is still young.”

      I sighed, “It’s just…I don’t feel so good. I don’t do bar fights well.” I felt frazzled and the crowd at the bar was getting on my nerves. Something about this whole altercation tonight had left me feeling unbalanced.

      He leaned over and brushed his fingers lightly on my forearm as it lay on the table. His dark blue eyes met mine. His voice softened and he said, “Hey, let’s go count the stars. Get some fresh air.”

      “I’d like that.” Maybe the roar of the ocean waves would ground me and make me feel settled.

      John cleared the bar tab and moments later we walked, hand in hand, toward the pier. The face of a full moon shone down upon us with each step we took down the empty streets of Summerville. The cool air made my skin prickle and the sea breeze filled my nostrils.

      “Did I tell you I love the fresh smell of the ocean?”

      “A few times,” John chuckled. “Me too.”

      We stopped at a street corner, about a block from the shore, under a maple tree heavy with leaves, planted on the main street for ambiance. I tipped my chin up, as if I were balancing something on it, and closed my eyes. I filled my lungs with the salty air. Ever so lightly, I felt John’s lips touched mine. Teasingly, he flicked the tip of his tongue around the edge and whispered, “I love the taste of your lips.” He traced a lazy finger along the edge of my chin and down to the scoop edge of my white summer top stretched tightly across my chest. He trailed it back and forth along the edge of the fabric that crested over my breasts, itching to touch what was under it.

      I parted my lips and drew him in for a deep kiss. No one was around, the streets were empty, and I indulged myself in the warmth of his kiss that radiated fiery hot waves of passion up and down my body. My hands grabbed the back of his neck, and my fingers shot up through locks of long dark hair. I loved tangling my fingers in it. The thickness sparked a memory of the mysterious charm he had over me, and my lust for him was ignited once again.

      My brain swirled into happy explosions as a faint ruffling noise threatened to interrupt my skyrocketing endorphins. Then I became acutely alert to it. My eyes shot open and I gasped as I saw the figure of a man behind John. He rushed forward with his arm raised, wielding a rusty tire iron.

      “John, look out!” I screamed.

      It was Brian. What the hell?

      John managed to move ever so slightly to the side and avoided getting hit straight in the head. Instead, the tire iron landed on his shoulder and he fell to the ground, shoving me away as he went down.

      Brian fought dirty, and before John could react to protect himself Brian launched a hard kick with his heavy boot that landed on John’s chest. I staggered back in sympathetic pain, as if struck by the blow myself, and gasped, sucking in air. What the fuck was this crazy freak’s problem? Did he have a vendetta against us or something?

      Brian continued the attack and lifted a worn cowboy boot high above John’s head, aiming it directly toward his left temple. In the split second before the boot dropped to his head, John rolled away from its crushing path. As if shot up with a heavy dose of “speed,” John launched a lightning-fast kick that caught Brian hard in the soft flesh behind the right knee, momentarily paralyzing him. He then rotated his other leg in a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree circle, sweeping Brian’s legs out from under him. Brian fell to the ground like an axed tree. John didn’t stop. He flung his entire weight on Brian, and threw furious punches, accurately and strategically, until Brian was no longer moving.

      Oh, holy fuck. What the hell just happened? John was like a madman, consumed with rage, locked into some kind of freaky autopilot mode, unstoppable, functioning at fullblown freakazoid level, like some kind of computer virus that just went viral. I covered my face with my hands and drew them down its surface.

      I screamed, “Stop! You are going to kill him. Stop it!” It was as if he couldn’t hear me as he continued pounding his fists against Brian. What was this? Where was that kind and gentle guy I had come to care so much for in the last few weeks? I knelt down in front of him and placed my right hand on his face and said softly, “John…”

      He froze an angry fist in the air and looked up at me. His eyes were cold and distant, but he came back as I begged him with my eyes to stop. He looked down at Brian in a crumpled heap beneath him and then slowly stood up.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I shoved both of my hands through my hair. I shrunk away from him. I was too overwhelmed by the raging hot anger I saw on his face. I shook my head.

      He stepped over Brian and took me by the elbow, moving me a few steps away to safety. The most immediate threat was, well, unconscious on the sidewalk and I wasn’t sure if that was such a good thing. John was more dangerous than I had ever anticipated.

      He gripped his side with one hand and pinched his eyes shut in pain. His mouth twisted up in an agonized grimace as he sucked in air between his teeth. “I think that fucker cracked a couple of my ribs.”

      Crossing his arm over his chest, he held his ribs in pain, as if he had been speared in the side like Jesus himself. This was not a good sign but it brought me back to reality. John had just saved both our lives.

      “Let’s get you home. I’ll take care of you. Treat you to a hot bath and a clean bandage.”

      “We should call the police,” John said. He spoke through gritted teeth. “They can arrest that motherfucker and get him out of Emma’s life for good.”

      I nodded but knew it would be the end of me…and any chance of a future with John. I bit my lip and looked down at the ground, contemplating the same old scenario again in my mind. If the cops got involved, my cover would be blown. They would check my ID and connect all the dots to the incident in New York. Find out about my interview at the police station. The money. Everything.

      I kicked at a crack in the sidewalk. Damn it, this had gone too far. I shouldn’t be so selfish as to think of only my welfare any more. Other people were involved now. How could I have been so stupid? I wasn’t supposed to get involved with a man, not one who seemed to wield so much power over my heartstrings, anyway. I was falling for John and the thought of losing him struck panic into my heart. I didn’t like to admit it, even to myself. Now more than ever, I wished I could turn back the clock, have a “do over” of that night at the Greymore Hotel. Then I would have never met John and I wouldn’t be a threat to his safety now, or to anyone else’s.

      Tired of all the lies, I was drained and contemplated spilling my guts. But how could I? John would know I had lied to him about everything. My name, where I lived, and my real reason for being here. That I was on the run from some very bad guys who killed people. I couldn’t do that. It would tear me apart. He would feel betrayed and hate me for it. I had let my guard down the day I met John and now I was in too deep. I had allowed myself, foolishly, to indulge in the freedom of following my heart. I had allowed myself to fall in love with him.

      What good would it do to call the police? Emma had said herself that Brian was protected by someone in the Sheriff’s office. Would they even believe us if we reported it? Believe me, connected as I was to a crime in New York?

      I made my decision. “Let’s just get you home. I think that creep learned his lesson.”

      Brian moaned and made a feeble attempt to climb to his feet. John walked back over to where he lay and knelt down, grabbing a fistful of his shirt. He pulled him face-to-face and growled, “Now listen up, you dickhead. This better be the last fucking time I see your ugly face. You stay the hell away from me, Hanna, and Emma. You hear? Next time you won’t be so lucky.”

      Brian didn’t respond. John pushed him back to the ground and left him. He held his side with one hand again and walked back to where I was standing. Like a wounded soldier in battle, he draped one arm over my shoulder and wrapped the other around his injury. We began the long walk back to John’s beach rental at a turtle’s pace. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to cry or run away from all this crazy drama. The cold look I had seen in John’s eyes when he was beating Brian gave me pause, and the way he had moved, the way he delivered those kicks and punches was a sure sign that he had been in many bar fights before. Was this the kind of man I wanted to get involved with? I shoved all negative thoughts aside. John was my bird with a broken wing. I couldn’t abandon him now. I was compelled by my emotions to stay and take care of him. My fight or flight instincts told me to run for the hills, but my heart told me to stay.
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      Half an hour later, we arrived back at John’s house. I went straight to the bathroom and turned on the hot water faucet in the bathtub. I glanced around the compact area and yelled out over the rush of the water, “Where do you keep your towels?” A hot and steamy bath would help the sore ribs.

      John appeared; his tall sturdy body was framed like a picture of a Greek god in the bathroom doorway. Even in pain, he was sexy as hell. Pure temptation in a crisp white shirt, rolled up to the elbow. There were dark smudges right about the rib-cage area where jackass Brian had stomped his dirty boot. How dare he damage my…property? The thought dangled in my mind. My property. But was he really mine? Or more importantly, did I want him to be?

      “You’re really going to give me a bath?”

      “Someone’s gotta take care of you.”

      “M-m-m. I like that that,” he said in a low voice. A slow smile crept across his face as he stood still for me while I worked the top button. He swept my hair back from my shoulder, fondling a strand before letting it fall to my back.

      I smiled. “You sure attract a lot of trouble.” My hands moved down to the second button and I wondered if he could see my eyes pop as the shirt opened enough to reveal the massiveness of his chest muscles. I may have gasped out loud but I didn’t care. I swallowed hard and looked up to his deep blue eyes.

      “Well, I attracted you. Are you trouble?” he murmured and traced a finger along my jaw, stopping under my chin. He leaned in so close, I could feel the flutter of his breath on my skin. My heart jumped and this time, I was pretty sure I really did gasp out loud with visions of him reclined, soaking in the tub, slick with wetness. A tingle of excitement ran down to my loins.

      He hovered nearby, touching my lips, yet waiting, teasing, and watching me quiver. I felt myself melting under his gaze.

      “I…I think I am trouble.” I choked out the words. The intensity in his look was difficult to take all at once and I felt lightheaded. It was like being in a hot sun. You liked the feel of it but you knew it could burn you if you stayed too long. His charm was like that to me, irresistible and dangerous. He had that magical mysterious pull that defies existence, that kind of allure that a person only finds once in a lifetime. There was also something hidden in those eyes, something wild and feral, but I couldn’t tear myself away. I didn’t want to.

      Just when his lips were about to touch mine, the slosh of the water pierced through the fog in my brain and I remembered…

      “The water.” I spun around, anticipating it would be overflowing, and twisted the faucet handles to the off position. I had been so distracted by John, I forgot that the tub was still filling.

      I turned back to see his satisfied gaze sweep over me. His eyes were sexy and half-hooded as he waited for me to speak.

      “What? You liked the view when I bent over?”

      He smiled and reached out his arms. He pulled me to him and ran his hands down my back, swirling his palms on my butt cheeks.

      “I like what I see.”

      “You make it difficult to get this shirt off of you.” I dropped my eyes under his steady gaze to wrestle with the third button.

      “Let me help you,” he said. With a fist full of fabric in each hand, he ripped the shirt open, and buttons went flying everywhere, clicking as they hit the porcelain of the sink.

      “Well, that’s one way to do it,” I chuckled and slowly peeled the shirt off his shoulders. Sculpted muscles rippled beneath his tan skin as he flexed to assist me in the removal of his shirt. He still wore the gauze bandage wrapped around his chest from his motorcycle accident. I reached out and placed my fingertips on him. I pushed and swirled my hand up, over and around the mass of shoulder tissue. It was magnificent. I stepped behind him, ready to remove the bandage, and circled both arms around his waist. I closed my eyes and laid my cheek on his back, just above the white gauze. I held him tight for a few second, not wanting to let go.

      “Did you buy new bandages?”

      “I did,” he replied and lifted my hands to his lips and kissed the back of them, one at a time. He placed my hands back down around his waist, pressing my palms into his stomach. The top edge of his jeans rubbed against them, and I had to fight the urge to shove my fingers down inside his pants. There would be time for that soon enough.

      I sighed and pulled my arms back, ready to remove the dirty bandage that was interrupting my view of this fine specimen of a man. He stood patiently with his back to me as I unwrapped the ribbon of white gauze. Narrow streamers fell to the floor as I peeled off one tightly wrapped layer after another. It was a bit like unwrapping a gift.

      “Is it my birthday?” I chuckled and began to peel again. “Or are you really an onion and just didn’t know it?”

      “A mummy, I think…” he said jokingly as he spoke to me over his shoulder.

      As the final layer fell away from his skin, I could see his tattoo continued to his back. “Ah,” I said with delight. “What’s this? I didn’t know your tattoo went all the way around. You know, I like guys with tattoos.”

      “You’ll like this one. I had it done in Japan four years ago.”

      “You have been to Japan? I’m impressed.”

      As the final layer fell to the floor, I took a step closer to get a better view of his tattoo. What the fuck? I had seen this before. Slowly, it hit me as my memory dredged up the image of a muscular man lying on a bench getting a massage. That night at the fight in New York when I went to find a restroom I had seen it. It was the exact same tattoo.

      “Do you like it?”

      There was silence. He turned his head to the side and when I didn’t answer, he turned around completely to face me, puzzled by the abrupt change in the mood.

      He stared at me, baffled. I couldn’t speak; my mind was spinning.

      “What’s wrong? It’s just a tattoo. No big deal.” But his words didn’t register on my dizzied mind as I struggled to force some order on my confused emotions.

      When I regained the ability to speak, my words were loaded with venom. “Who the fuck are you…John?”

      His expression clouded with bewilderment. “What’s the matter? What do you mean?”

      I slammed him hard with both palms on his chest and repeated louder, “Who the fuck are you? I know your goddamn name is not John. I recognize that tattoo. It’s the exact same tattoo I saw on this boxer guy. In the exact same spot.” I paused for a second to catch my breath and make sense of the millions of thoughts that came crashing into my head.

      I stepped back and ran both of my hands through my hair. I blew out a breath and in a lowered voice asked, “Is your name Luke?”

      He paled and lowered his head with a sigh.

      “Is your name Luke ‘Renegade’ Romero, MMA fighter?

      “I figured this conversation would have to come up sooner or later…Dani.”

      Holy shit. Fuck me sideways. My mouth dropped open and my body stiffened. It felt as if the world came crashing down, hard. I couldn’t breathe and my voice was shaky as I stuttered, “You know my name is Dani? How?”

      He reached for me, his open palms up, pleading with me, “Dani, it’s not what you think…”

      I swatted his hands away, disgusted. “Don’t touch me.” I shrunk back from him. “It’s not what I think? What the hell.”

      He reached out a hand again and I jerked back. “Don’t you dare tell me what I think!” I grabbed at whatever I could find on the countertop and started throwing. “You’re a liar!” I grabbed a bottle of mouthwash and tossed it. “A fucking liar!” I launched the toothpaste through the air. “And a fraud, that’s what I think.” I hurled a bar of soap at him as I worked my way backward to the door. My pulse was racing and I wanted to tear my hair out and scream. I had been used, deceived, and fucking lied to all this time.

      He put up his arms, blocking all of my projectiles, and managed to dodge all of my attempts to hit him. I spun on my heel and ran into the living room.

      “Dani, wait…just hear me out.”

      He shrugged on his rumpled shirt and followed me out. “I was going to tell you. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      I turned to face him, still raging. “I trusted you. I opened myself up to you and this is what you do with my trust? ” My face was beet red and I couldn’t contain my energy. I wanted to throw more stuff at him. I wanted to hurt him back. I wanted him to feel the same pain that was tearing at my heart right now.

      “Calm down, Dani, please, let me explain…”

      “Calm down? I will not. I will not!” I stomped my foot. “You just dropped a bomb on me of nuclear proportions and you want me to calm down so you can give me another bunch of your bullshit? Oh, I don’t think so, buddy.” I was flailing my hands as I ranted.

      He caught my wildly flailing arms and held me still. Looking into my eyes he said, “Dani, listen, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you. Look at me. Look in my eyes when I say it. I never meant to hurt you. I had a job to do but I never knew I would come to…care for you like I do.”

      My breathing was slower now. His hands on my arms felt warm and they did calm me, surprisingly. He had that way with me. It made me flinch in resistance but that was only for a second, then his magic set in and I relaxed.

      “Are you done throwing things?” He dipped his head and looked into my eyes.

      “Yes,” I sighed.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes, you can let me go.”

      “Okay, then.” He let me loose and stepped back with an exhalation. “Here goes…” He touched his finger to his temple and squinted his eye shut, as if he was anticipating a blow. “Well, I’ve…I’ve known all along. I also know you’re not from Boston. You live in Brooklyn, New York.” He rubbed the heels of his hands over his face and looked down at me. “You’ve lied to me too.”

      He was right. I had lied. But he knew I was lying all the time and played me, pretending to be someone else. Made me fall for him. I may have been lying but I was just covering my ass. “Maybe so, but I didn’t pretend to like you and deceive you. I didn't play with your emotions like you did mine.”

      He looked straight in my eyes and spoke with quiet but desperate firmness. “Listen to me, Dani. I never pretended anything. My feelings for you are real. Yes, in the beginning my objective was to retrieve the money you took. But I don’t give a shit about that now. I care about you. I didn’t mean for things to happen like this. I wasn’t trying to play with your emotions or feelings, but how could I tell you that I knew your secret without scaring you away?”

      Surprise siphoned the blood from my face. “You knew about the money?”

      He nodded. “I know everything but it doesn’t matter now.”

      I was confused and even more uncertain than ever. Who was this man and how did he know all this? “Like hell it doesn’t matter! Just exactly how are you involved in all this?”

      “Dani…” He gently took me by the arms and squared me in front of him. “I’ve fallen for you.”

      I bit the inside of my mouth hard, determined not to let him see my delight at hearing this. But my relief altered instantly into suspicion as he continued. “In truth, the only reason I followed you here, the only reason I tried to recover the money, was because I had messed up and owed it to my promoter, Bruno Costello.”

      “Your promoter? Is he the guy the money belongs to?”

      “Well, technically, it isn't his money anymore. He lost it in a bet. He bet two hundred fifty thousand dollars that I would lose a match. Then he made sure to improve his odds of winning the bet by making a deal with me. He would pay me fifty thousand if I’d take a dive. I accepted the deal but in the ring, my opponent went berserk. I don't know why Bruno didn’t clue the shithead in on the deal. It was his fighter and he should’ve told him, ‘put on a good show for the crowd, just don’t cause any permanent damage.’ That’s usually how this kind of scam works.”

      “So how did it end?”

      “This guy was set on not only causing permanent damage, but he literally wanted to kill me.” He shrugged. “I had to fight back. What else could I do? The shithead had me backed into a corner. So I fought back and won the match on a knockout. Bruno lost his two hundred and fifty thousand dollars and was not exactly happy about that. After the match, he threatened me. Told me I had to get the money back or I’d never fight again. He’d make sure of that.”

      “Couldn’t you just find another promoter?” I asked.

      “I wish, but I’ve been banned from fighting in the official MMA tournaments. I can only fight in the underground matches in New York, and Bruno Costello controls all those fights.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but curiosity got the best of me and I asked the obvious question. “How did you get banned?”

      "A stupid mistake.” He sighed. “It has to do with the rules of the league. If an MMA fighter gets caught fighting outside the ring, he’s banned for life. But that’s a story for another day. Let's just say it wasn't pretty.”

      A flicker of apprehension crept into his expression and he hesitated before he spoke. I still didn’t know what to make of all this. When he said he had fallen for me, my heart sprang to life, but how would I even know if that was true after all these deceptions? From the look in his eyes, the forecast looked like thunderstorms with a chance of more bad news. What kind of a relationship would we have if there was no trust between us? There certainly was none now. Surely, it had vanished and now it was merely a ghost in the room. I wasn’t sure I could stand to hear more, but a quick and disturbing thought pushed the words out of my mouth. “When I came to Summerville on the bus, you were already here. How is that possible?”

      Lines tensed on his face and he wiped his face with his hands. He bit his lower lip and looked up at the ceiling, as looking for God or anyone to forgive him. When he finally looked at me, he spoke in a dejected tone of voice. “I followed you here.”

      My stomach knotted with a crazy mixture of fear and, strangely enough, excitement. Fear, because this guy could be dangerous, and excitement, because if he hadn’t followed me, we never would have met. I blinked and looked at him in disbelief. I raised my fingertips to my temples and paced the kitchen floor. “How is that even possible? I never saw you.”

      “After the fight, I found out where the bookie would be and saw that he’d picked up a hooker…Franco pretty much always did that after a big win, so I followed him and the hooker to the hotel. I knew he had the money in that briefcase of his, so I waited outside the hotel for him to finish his business. I’d figured I’d grab it when he was alone. When I saw the hooker come storming out of the hotel, I knew something was up. I tried to get in the front entrance, but it was locked. I knocked but there was no one behind the desk."

      I looked down and flushed, ashamed. I was too busy taking the money. I was supposed to be the one behind that desk, opening the door for guests.

      “A few minutes later, I saw the ambulance and cops arrive, so I hid on the other side of the street. I figured the money would still be with Franco, since the hooker had left empty-handed. But when they carried out Franco, and no one had the briefcase with them, I figured it was still in the hotel.

      “I looked through the glass door and saw you behind the desk. I didn’t know what to think. Did you take the money or what? I waited for hours and when your shift was over, I followed you to your place. I waited all day outside your apartment, when I finally saw the police car that came to pick you up. I followed along on my bike, making sure he couldn’t spot me. I waited outside the station and followed you again. Later, when I saw you get on the bus to Charleston with your big suitcase, I knew you had the money. Why else would you leave town? I checked the bus schedule and saw that there was a layover for lunch in Summerville on the schedule. Figured I would make contact with you there.”

      “Wait—but what if I had decided to get off before Summerville?”

      “I followed the bus to make sure you didn’t get off.”

      “Aw, geez.” I winced.

      “And…when it arrived, I was waiting for you, hoping to ‘bump’ into you.” A coy smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

      “Don’t smile at me. Don’t even look at me.” I lashed out and turned away, clenching my teeth. I was furious. This was all a setup from the start. It felt like he had just plunged a knife in and twisted. The “accidental” running into each other, the dates, everything. All staged so he could get to the money. Our relationship was a fraud. It had been the entire time. I couldn’t stand looking at him anymore. I had to get away.

      He held me by my upper arm as I turned to pass him. “You’re upset. I can see it in your face. Listen, Dani, I don’t care about the money anymore. Yes, in the beginning, I wanted to get it back because I had to get my career back on track. I trained hard for years to get to the level I’m at. I couldn’t just throw all that away. But I don't care about that anymore. I care about you. I want this. I know I should’ve come clean earlier. Told you everything, but I was afraid I would scare you away. See how you reacted? You would have run for the hills if I had told you earlier.”

      I wrestled his hands off me. “No shit, Sherlock.” I retorted in cold sarcasm. Salty droplets stung at my eyes. I refused to let him see me cry. I rigidly held my tears in check and thrust my chin out as I spoke. “I don’t believe you. You’re just saying that because you want me to hand over the money. I don’t even know who you are right now.” I huffed. “Whatever I thought we had between us has disappeared—no, it’s more like it’s been ground out by the heel of your boot, like a dirty used cigarette butt.”

      He stared blankly at me as I reached over and grabbed my sweater where I’d left it on the countertop. The edges of it whipped the air from the velocity of my pull. “I need to be alone. I can't even stand to be in the same room with you right now.” I stormed past him toward the living room and snagged my purse in one swoop, without ever taking my eyes off the front door.

      “Oh, and by the way, before you go…would you please remove your knife from where you just STABBED ME IN THE BACK!” I was seething. I kicked open the front door and yelled out into the night air, “Asshole!”

      “Dani, I’m sorry, don't go,” he called after me, but his pleadings fell on deaf ears. With tears blinding my eyes, I rushed out of his house and down the sidewalk. I nearly tripped on a crack in the uneven cement when the tears slowly found their way down my cheeks. I couldn’t even begin to comprehend the amount of deceit that had gone on between us. I needed space. I needed to get away. Far away. Like the other side of the fucking world away.

      “Dani,” I heard a calm voice from behind me. I stopped, turned, and looked at Luke’s handsome face. In an instant, he closed the gap between us. Unspoken pain was alive and glowing in his eyes.

      I hesitated and he noticed. He knew he had a magical magnetic pull on me. I could feel the heat from his body. Without asking for an invitation, his lips met mine in a smoldering kiss. The fire between us was still intact. It didn’t matter what he had done or how we had come to this moment. All that mattered was this amazing feeling that seared through my core. A feeling only he could create. Fighting hard to awaken myself from the trance he brought upon me, I pushed him away and started running. I ran, as fast as I could, toward the safety of Emma’s house. Safety from my own shattered emotions for Luke, who tore at my heartstrings. I knew that I still loved him, and it was tearing me apart.
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      For a summer night, the air was unusually cold on my skin as I came to the front door of Emma’s house. I could hear the click of my shoes on the hard surface, an eerie lonely sound here in the wee hours of the morning in this vacation town. My steps should have been tapping out fun, joyful sounds. Instead, all I could hear in my steps was the depressing beat of defeat.

      I located the fake rock Emma had told me about with the spare key inside. She said I could use the key in case I came home after she went to bed. I slid the key into the lock and as I turned it, I could feel the lack of tension on the bolt. The door was already unlocked. Strange, Emma always remembered to lock up at night.

      The hallway was dark, but light was shining in from the living room. I figured Emma had fallen asleep in her favorite chair. I walked into the room but she wasn't there. She must have gone to bed after all. I turned off the light in the living room, and as I stepped back into the hallway, a thin beam of light shone from under the kitchen door. I noticed it was closed, which was unusual. I padded down the hall, expecting to see Emma fixing herself a nighttime snack. But instead, when I opened the door, a horrifying vision assaulted my eyes.

      “Emma!” I cried out. She was crumpled on the floor, slumped down by the sink. Her clothes were disheveled and her hair was messed up, with strands pulled out of her hair clip and matted in the back of her head with dark blood. I rushed toward her. She was unconscious, but thankfully, she was still breathing. I called 911 for an ambulance but was put on hold. What the fuck. Seriously? 911 puts people on hold?

      I grabbed a kitchen towel and ran it under the faucet to wet it. Holding Emma's head up, I made sure she had a clear path to breathe, and I cleaned her face. It looked like she had been hit, hard, as in a punch to the face. She had a large bruise under the right eye and probably a huge bump in the back of her head. A splash of cold water on her face made her react, and her eyes fluttered and opened.

      "Hanna? Where am I?" Her voice was raspy and weak.

      "You’re home. I just came in and found you here in the kitchen. What happened?"

      As her awareness of her surroundings came back to her, she pushed herself up to a sitting position with her back against the cupboard door. “It was Brian. He broke in the house. I came down here to the kitchen to make a sandwich. He was in a rage, yelling and screaming. I told him to get the fuck out of my house, but then he shoved me and I guess he hit me. I don’t remember...”

      “I tried calling an ambulance but I couldn’t get through. I’ll try again.”

      “No, don't. I’ll be fine." She stood up, stumbling a bit.

      I grabbed her arm to steady her.

      “Are you sure? Because I’m worried about you. You might have a concussion.”

      “Trust me, I'll be fine. Did you check on Michele?”

      “No...isn’t she in bed?”

      Desperation formed in Emma’s eyes, and we both bolted for the stairs at the same time. I followed her into Michelle’s room. She clicked on the light switch just inside the door. The bed was empty.

      “He took her,” she said through gritted teeth. Her voice was low and filled with anger. “I knew it. I knew this was going to happen.”

      The shock of it held me immobile, and I felt ice spreading through my stomach. I should have called the police on this asshole a long time ago. Instead, I was more concerned about myself, about the police discovering my involvement in the stolen money. How could I have been so stupid? None of this would have happened if not for me. My misery was like a steel weight. This was entirely my fault and now I had to make it right. I had to find Michelle and bring her back. “Do you know where he could have taken her?” I could hear her breathing had changed. Emma was panicking and hadn’t heard my words. She heaved and a worried cry escaped her lips as the entirety of her weight hit the mattress. “Oh God, what am I going to do? Hanna, he’s got my baby, that fucking, freaking asshole has my baby,” she wailed.

      “Emma, I’m here to help. Calm down and think…do you have any idea where he may have taken her?”

      She sniffed and wiped the back of her hand across her wet cheek. “Brian’s brother has a hunting cabin an hour away from here. He could’ve taken her there. He always talked about that place. ‘The perfect hiding place,’ he called it. He knows how to hunt and survive in the woods, you know, that kind of psycho, survivalist shit...he always bragged about it.”

      “So we’ll just call the police, and they can find the cabin, and we can get Michele back,” I suggested.

      Emma’s hand trembled as she held it near her mouth. I could hear the click of her biting her nails as she rolled the idea over in her mind. I thought for sure she would jump on the idea of calling the police, but instead she waited, thinking, and then looked me straight in the eyes. In a calm voice she said, “No, we can’t call the police. Not yet. There are hunting rifles in the cabin. Brian is a crazy lunatic, and if the police shows up, who knows what he’ll do. I can’t take that chance. I have to go there myself and talk him out of this.” Her eyes were sharp and determined.

      Emma was like a rock, ready to conquer anything, but it was going to take something really big, really brutal and strong to face Brian. Of course, I knew exactly who that could be. I took her hand and said, “Okay, but I’m not letting you go there alone. I’m coming with you.”

      My mind raced with probabilities. Brian could be crazier than we thought. This could end badly. We needed to bring out the “big guns,” and although every inch of me wanted to resist, I grabbed my phone and called Luke “Renegade” Romano.
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* * *

      "We’re almost there," Emma said as she steered her truck off the highway and onto a dusty dirt road heavily encased in the dense overhang of trees. A few streaks of sunlight crested over the horizon. In a few minutes the sun would rise, and even though I rarely prayed anymore, I said a few words in my mind, hoping this entire situation would not go sideways. And that if all else failed, Luke would keep this devil at bay. At least that’s what I was counting on.

      All three of us sat on the front bench seat of her truck. I was in the middle as Emma drove the full-sized pickup truck way too fast for this kind of road. Luke sat next to me, holding on to the strap as the truck swayed and jumped over bumps in the road. Despite my best effort to keep a distance between us, the bumps kept pushing me closer to him. Great. He probably thinks I’m doing it on purpose.

      “How many rooms in the cabin?” Luke asked.

      “It’s pretty small. I was only there once, but I remember clearly that it has two rooms. A living room and a bedroom,” Emma replied.

      “He’ll probably have her in the bedroom, I would think.”

      Emma nodded. “Yes, I think so too.”

      “Do you remember if there are any windows?”

      “I think so. Not sure. It was so long ago that I was there.” She threw a side glance at Luke. “There’s got to be windows.”

      We drove on in silence for a few minutes—each of us, I’m sure, contemplating what would transpire once we got to the cabin. Fear and anger knotted inside of me, while Luke was the picture of calm. I saw it with abrupt clarity, the confidence he exuded. His very presence took charge with quiet assurance until finally Emma broke the silence. “Okay, the cabin is coming up right here over that hill. How should we do this?”

      Luke cleared his throat. “I have an idea. If one of us can distract Brian at the front door, the other two can get Michelle out of the bedroom. If there is a window, that is?”

      “I should be the one who distracts him,” Emma said promptly. “He’ll have a lot to say to me.”

      Luke nodded in agreement. “That makes sense.” He opened the glove compartment and searched inside it. “Do you have any tools in your truck?”

      “There’s a toolbox under the seat,” Emma said and pointed.

      Luke pulled it out, and took out a large gray screwdriver. “This will do.”

      I was puzzled as to why he would need a screwdriver.

      Yellow light filled the frames of two small windows as we could now see the cabin ahead of us. A beat-up dirty white pickup truck with a bent fender was parked in front of it.

      “That’s Brian’s truck,” Emma said in excitement. She flipped off the headlights and slowed the truck to a turtle’s pace.

      Luke grabbed my arm and addressed Emma. “Stop the truck here.” She killed the engine and Luke continued in a hushed voice. “We’ll get out and sneak up behind the cabin. Give us a couple of minutes, then drive up and knock on the door. Let’s just hope he is not a total moron and shoots off the gun.”

      I swallowed hard. With my luck lately, he would probably do exactly that.

      Emma stopped the truck to allow Luke and me to get out. I almost fell as I touched the ground but Luke grabbed hold of my arm. “Careful,” he said with a smile. If felt good to feel his touch, despite everything that had happened.

      The woods were thick around the cabin, and the air was heavy with the damp smell of dried underbrush. It made it easy for us to sneak around to the back of the cabin without being seen. As we rounded the corner to the rear of the cabin, we spotted a window large enough that it wouldn’t require the skill of a Houdini to get in and out of it.

      The crunch of tires on gravel alerted us that Emma had pulled up next to Brian’s truck. As soon as she knocked on the door we lunged for the window. The cabin was old and feebly constructed, since it was only meant for hunting purposes. To our advantage, the window frame was thin and half rotten.

      “This will work,” Luke whispered. “Brian will hear if we smash it. I think I can peel off the frame with the screwdriver.”

      He pulled the large metal screwdriver out of his back jeans pocket and inserted it in between the frame and the house, prying slowly all along the edges. A subdued, yet heated, murmur was faintly audible from within the cabin. It wavered on the verge of coherence, rose up, then sank back down and ended momentarily. At least Emma and Brian were talking, and I hadn’t heard any gunshots. The window frame was so worn that it took less than a minute to loosen it. With the hands of a surgeon, Luke carefully held the window glass by the edges and removed it. I stuck my head into the room. It was dark and the bedroom door was closed. The light was too dim for me to tell if Michelle was there or not. I pulled my head back out, turned to Luke and shrugged my shoulders, hands palms up, while shaking my head.

      “I’ll climb in,” Luke whispered. Grabbing onto the windowsill, he pulled his upper body through the opening and stealthily slipped into the room. Moments later, he appeared at the window and whispered, “She’s here. Be ready. I’ll hand her out to you.”

      He carefully picked up Michelle, wrapping her bed blanket around her as he scooped her up and brought her over to the window where I awaited. As he leaned down to pass her through the window, she woke up and let lose an ear-piercing scream. "Mommy!"

      “Fuck,” Luke uttered under his breath. Seconds later, the lights came on as Brian kicked open the door. He filled the doorway with his body. A shotgun the size of a small cannon was in his hands.

      Luke pushed Michelle behind his back to protect her from the pellets if Brian started shooting. I ducked down from the window so as not to look like a framed target for Brian, but kept one eye trained on the action inside.

      “You again. I was hoping you’d show up so I could shoot you and get your frigging stash.” Brian raised the gun to his shoulder and took aim at Luke, but before he could pull the trigger, Emma stepped up behind him and hit him with the hammer she had brought from her toolbox. Although it seemed like everything happened in slow motion, Brian fell hard to the ground, knocked out cold, the gun falling and bouncing awkwardly against the wooden floorboards. Reacting out of instinct, Luke hit the deck and threw his body over Michelle’s to protect her. I covered my ears, anticipating the gun might accidentally go off, and pulled my body away from the window.

      Releasing my hands, I heard the sweet sound of silence. I looked in the room to see Emma frozen in place, her mouth hanging open. She snapped it shut and rushed to Michelle, her arms opened wide.

      “Mom,” Michele cried out, and she jumped into Emma’s embrace.

      Luke reached out his hand and helped me climbed through the window. Emma came over, holding Michelle on her hip. There were tears in her eyes. “Thank you,” she said. “You can call the police now.”

      “I already did.” I leaned down and joined in the hug.

      Luke slipped over to where Brian lay and checked Brian’s neck for a pulse. He looked up and said, “He’s still alive.”

      Emma sighed. “I was hoping I’d seen the last of him.”

      “Oh, he’ll be locked up for a long time because of this. I wouldn’t worry if I were you,” I said.

      Michelle was clinging to her mother’s side. “Emma, why don’t you take her out to the other room?” Emma nodded and moved the two of them toward the door. I hoped Michelle wouldn't be traumatized after seeing all this.

      Luke stood up and brushed his hands on his jeans, nodding toward Brian, “I…I, uh, suppose I should go see if there’s any ice for his wound.”

      “Luke, wait,” I…I just want to thank you.” I stepped away from where Brian lay and over near the window. I felt as if the fresh night air on my face would feel pretty good right now. He followed me and stood facing me. “Luke, what you did here tonight…was awesome. You’re like a hero, you saved Michelle’s life.”

      He looked down at me with deep blue sparkling eyes. “Not just me. You saved her too. You were so brave.”

      I blushed. “I just can’t believe these last weeks. I mean, I was on a bus on my way to Charleston, stopping for lunch and…well, look at me now.”

      He picked up my hands in his and with our palms touching, interlacing our fingers. “I know. I hadn’t planned on meeting someone as amazing as you while chasing down a gambling bet gone wrong, that’s for sure.” He twisted my hand around and lightly pressed his lips to the back of my hand.

      I shrugged and dipped my chin to my chest.

      “So does this mean you trust me? That we’re okay with each other now?” He peered into my eyes, pinning me to the wall with his gaze. How could I resist those cobalt blue lasers? His strong fingers were still on mine, rubbing and caressing as he waited for the answer.

      I gazed up to the ceiling and exhaled. “Yes, of course. When you look at me like that…” He leaned in and our lips met for the soothing kiss. Oh yes, absolutely. Everything is oh so okay.

      I heard the police cars roll up outside the cabin with the sound of gears being thrown into park and the engine left running. Blue lights flashed in through the small windows of the cabin, illuminating it and the dark woods around it.

      After we all had given our statements, Brian was coming back from unconsciousness, seemingly okay, except for probably a concussion. They arrested him and he was taken away in an ambulance. He would likely be charged with kidnapping, assault, and attempted murder. Emma had seen the last of him for a long time, I hoped.

      Packed into Emma’s pickup truck, she drove us all home. Michelle fell asleep before we got to the highway.

      When Emma’s truck stopped in front of Luke’s house, he slid out of the seat and paused. I moved over and he reached in and tugged on my hand. I stared at him for a moment and blinked. There were still a lot to discuss and now was as good a time as ever.

      “Um, Emma, I think I left my sweater at Luke’s. I’ll catch up with you later.” I jumped out of the truck and into Luke’s arms.

      “See you later, girl,” Emma said and shifted into drive.

      The sun had been up for hours by now and I couldn’t believe we were just getting in. The lazy activities of the beach-town day had already begun but all I wanted to do was sleep.

      “Aaargh. I can’t believe how long I’ve been up.” I flung my purse on the floor and plopped onto Luke’s couch. He took his wallet and keys from his pockets and tossed them on the kitchen countertop, and joined me there. He put his arms around me and pulled me in close to his rock-hard body. I closed my eyes, tipped my head against his chest, and inhaled. He smelled like the woods and the ocean mixed together.

      “Thank you for helping. It means a lot to me,” I said as we settled into each other’s arms.

      “Anytime. I'm glad that asshole can't ever touch Emma or Michelle again.”

      “Me too.” I gazed at Luke. He looked just as tired as I felt. I leaned into his chest and closed my eyes. For the first time in a long time, I felt completely safe. No more lies. No more secrets. Everything was out in the open. In this moment I knew this was where I belonged, in Luke Romero’s arms. I trusted him more than ever.

      He twirled a lock of my hair between his fingers. “What do you think Brian meant when he said he was hoping he could get my stash?”

      “No idea. Who knows what that moron thinks?”

      Luke was silent for a moment then said, “I’d like to know. It’s bugging me now. Maybe I can talk to him. I’ll call the sheriff.”

      “Call him later, baby,” I said and reached up to trace my finger along his perfectly kissable lower lip. “You have a more immediate request to fulfill first.”

      He smiled, tipped his head down, and those perfectly kissable lips were mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      Luke and I walked into the meeting room, or interrogation room as it was officially called, at the police station, and my stomach clenched. As usual, Luke showed no signs of anxiety. His jaw was set rigid with pure confidence. The walls were bare and the room was sparingly furnished, hosting only a table and three chairs. Luke and I sat down next to each other on the far end of the table and waited for Brian to be brought in. The sheriff had agreed to let us talk to him. It was the least the department could do, the sheriff had told us. After all, we had saved them a lot of police work yesterday.

      We waited about five minutes before they brought him in. The moment he saw us, he rolled his eyes. He was placed in the lone chair on the opposite side of the table and the officer handcuffed his wrists to a solid metal bar bolted to the tabletop.

      He spat on the floor. “What the hell do you two want?”

      I couldn’t look at him but Luke spoke with a clear voice and faced him straight on. “I’ll get straight to the point here. Yesterday, you mentioned something about getting my stash. What did you mean by that?”

      Brian started laughing. “You are so fucked and you don't even know it.”

      Luke leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. “Why don’t you enlighten me a little?”

      “Why the fuck should I do that? I don’t give a shit about you.” He slumped back in his chair and looked away as if trying to get the attention of the guard. I could see it in his eyes. As far as he was concerned, this meeting was over.

      “You’re not going to dismiss me that quickly. I have a proposition. Maybe you would like us to keep quiet about your assault on us the other day. It could easily add another five years’ prison time to your conviction if the prosecutor knew about it. If you tell us what we want to know, the police don’t have to hear about any of that.”

      The handcuffs clanked as Brian came to attention in his chair. The long deep look we exchanged sent a cold chill through me. This guy was pure evil. His mouth curved into an arrogant chuckle. He waited for a moment and then snorted. “Okay, what the hell. You are probably fucked anyway. If you really want to know, I’ll tell you.”

      Luke nodded. “Go on.” His voice was quiet but held an undertone of cold contempt.

      “Ever since I first saw your sorry ass a few weeks ago at The Bar, I knew I had seen you before. I just couldn't pinpoint where. It wasn’t until two days ago that it hit me. I was watching some boxing event on TV and I remembered. You are that kick-boxing dude that got banned from all fights last year for almost killing a guy in a bar.” Brian pointed at Luke and my breath burned in my throat. I was getting that nauseous feeling again.

      “Anyway, I figured that it was strange that a Kung Fu fellow like you would hang around here for so long, so I put in a call to an old cell buddy of mine. He used to help out with some fights in New York and knows everything and everybody connected to the fighting scene. He was quite interested in hearing about you. He told me everything. That you are still fighting in the underground league, but now you were looking for a lot of gambling money that had gotten stolen. A quarter of a million. So, I put two and two together and I figured you had gotten to the money and were hiding out here until it was safe to go back. That’s why I followed you the other day to your little rendezvous at the bar. When I saw you, I pretended to be drunk and stupid so I could get you alone. Beat the shit out of you and your little girlfriend. Make you tell me where you stashed the money.”

      I flashed him a look of disdain. Pretended to be stupid? I don’t think so. I felt myself sinking further and further into my chair as the reality of what he was saying hit me.

      “Everything was going great, except I underestimated your speed. I know that Kung Fu mumbo jumbo is a bunch of bull. You just got fucking lucky.” A nasty laugh snarled from his lips and his chiding tone made me angry.

      That arrogant bastard actually believed he could take on a professional MMA fighter? He was even dumber than I thought. But worrying about Brian’s lack of brain cells wasn't exactly my top priority right now. Maybe Brian’s old cell buddy had told Bruno, the promoter, that Luke was here. What if he came here? The knots in my stomach twisted again, and I gripped the hard, cold arms of the metal-frame chair. I had no idea how powerful this kind of network could be, but I had seen enough gangster movies to know that we could be in serious trouble. I licked my lower lip and managed to quell the wild rantings of my imagination for the time being. A moment later, an officer came into the room to let us know our time was up. Oh, it could be…literally.

      I threw a last hostile glare at Brian as the guards took him out, and while I followed Luke out to his bike, my mind raced with possible future scenarios. What if they were coming for Luke? Would we be safe or would Luke and I end up like some kind of modern-day Bonnie and Clyde, lovers on the run?

      Neither of us said a word on the ride back to Luke’s house. The day was sunny and bright as we rode along, a picture-perfect vacation day in Summerville, the quaint town where people came to get away from the stress of their lives. How come mine wasn’t so peachy?

      We walked into his house and I stood in the living room, blankly staring as Luke set down his helmet. He threw his keys on the coffee table and slumped on the couch. He seemed lost in thought, and I was still standing in the same spot when I finally broke the silence.

      “Luke, what should we do?”

      Luke leaned forward, resting his elbows on his bulky thighs. He pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and finger. “I think we should take a trip. You never got to Charleston. Let’s go there for a week or so. It would be best for the safety of everybody, Emma, Michelle, and Eric. Once Bruno finds out we are gone, he would assume we have left and try to find us elsewhere. After that, we can go anywhere. Come back here or maybe even go back to New York. Try to somehow get out of this mess. But we can’t stay here. It’s too risky. Bruno could use Emma and Michele to get to us.”

      “Would he really go to all this trouble for a quarter of a million?” I asked incredulously.

      Luke bored a serious gaze straight into me. “Trust me. He would go to all this trouble for a lot less than that.”

      “What if we gave him the money back? I still have most of it.”

      “I’m afraid it’s too late for that. He would still want to make an example of us. If he let us get away with something like this alive, others may try to steal money from him.”

      I couldn’t wrap my mind around that, but I trusted Luke completely.

      He reached out his hand, palm up. “Come here, baby.”

      I moved over and took his hand. He pulled me down to the couch next to him and put his arm around my shoulder. My eyes lifted to Luke’s face. I needed to see the certainty in his eyes that this could work. His face was so handsome, serene and soft with anticipation. I could look into those eyes forever. My heart fluttered and in that moment, I knew I could do this. Emotions welled up inside of me, strong like a rising tide, and I wanted to unleash it all. I wanted to fall into his arms and kiss him, revel in the warmth and protection he provided me.

      I leaned my head on Luke's shoulder and he circled both arms around me. I ran my hand up his muscular arm, tracing the definition in his skin. I leaned over and kissed the bulk of his muscle where his biceps popped up, then laid my cheek on it and closed my eyes. His hand stroked my hair. “Dani, I’m glad I found you.”

      I giggled, and rubbed my cheek, like a cat brushing her whiskers against his solid arm. “You’ll have to thank Hanna for introducing us.” I snuggled into his chest and though I couldn’t see his face, I could tell he was smiling. He always made me feel safe.

      He played with my hair and continued, “When I told you I’d fallen for you, I really meant it. You’re beautiful, warm, caring, and it just feels right being with you. If I have to be on the run with anyone, I’m glad it’s with you.”

      He took my face in both of hands and pulled me to his lips. My heart jumped and my pulse quickened. My mouth parted, and sucked in those delectable lips, twisting into the kiss, unleashing all the emotions I had squelched before. I pulled back from the kiss, trembling, and threw my arms around his neck, burying my head in his shoulder. My long hair pooled forward, and I was glad it shielded him from seeing my tears.

      “Hey, hey, it’s gonna be okay.” He drew me back and held my face again, forcing me to look him in the eyes.

      “Okay,” I squeaked. Time to suck it up. I exhaled and cleared my head.

      “We will leave tomorrow morning. You should pack lightly. I'm afraid we won't be able to fit your suitcase on my motorcycle, only your backpack.”

      That was okay. I would just leave my stuff with Emma. I smiled and whispered to Luke, “Sounds good, baby. I’m nervous but excited.”

      “That’s my girl,” Luke said with a smile and his warm lips found mine again. My heart pounded in my chest as we rolled back onto the couch, our bodies stretched out the length of it, entwined in a passionate embrace. A week with Luke in Charleston sounded like a great vacation.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Can’t you stay a little longer?” Michele begged. “I’m going to miss you so much.”

      “I’m going to miss you too, sweetie. Don’t worry. I’ll come back soon.” She jumped down off her perch on the kitchen counter and threw her arms around me in a big hug.

      Goodbyes were awkward for me. They always felt stiff and unnatural. During the last few weeks, I had come to know and love these beautiful people so much. Emma’s crazy floral designs ended up making me feel like part of the family, even though I was a guest at her Bed and Breakfast.

      Emma handed me a paper sack. “I made you lunch.” Oh no—Emma’s lousy home cooking. That I wouldn’t miss. “Be careful what you eat down there in Miami. I hear they have mostly spicy Cuban food.”

      I chuckled. “I’m sure they have other food than just Cuban. Don’t worry. I’ll be good.” I couldn’t tell Emma where we really were going, in case some thug from back home came around inquiring about us.

      We said our last goodbyes as the doorbell rang. I opened the door to Luke’s smiling face.

      “Ready?” he asked, handing me the helmet.

      I nodded and slung my bulging backpack over my shoulder. I waved to Emma and Michelle on the porch and watched them go back into the house.

      Luke noticed the expression on my face as I took one long look back. He kissed me lightly on the lips and said, “Don’t worry. Everything will be great.”

      I put on the helmet and planted my butt on the back seat of his bike. This time I had on proper protective riding boots. I had bought them with some of the money from Franco’s suitcase. Just as I adjusted my chin strap, Luke’s cell phone buzzed.

      “Ahh, two seconds,” he said, and checked the number glowing on his phone. His expression hardened when he saw the name of the caller.

      “Fuck.”

      He put the phone to his ear. “Mr. Costello, what can I help you with?”

      Oh no, that was the promoter.

      Luke listened for a second then replied, “Sorry, I’ll have to decline that request. You see, I’m going on a little road trip.” Luke was smiling but suddenly his face froze. He turned his back to me and walked away. I strained to hear the conversation but he was out of range. Damn it, he did that on purpose. My heart started beating so fast I was afraid it would jump out of my chest.

      One slow stress-filled minute ticked by and finally, Luke came back. His phone was back in his pocket. A swift shadow of anger swept across his face and it was transformed. A sudden thin chill hung on the edge of his words when he said, “Change of plans. We are going back to New York, today.”

      I looked at him, flushed and confused. “We can’t go back yet. Bruno will find us.”

      Luke’s eyes were cold and black as he said, “Dani…Bruno has my daughter.”
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      The young, hot professional Motocross rider, Jesse Morrison, knows how to leave an impression. Only lately, it has mostly been bad impressions. Frustrated about unlucky turn of events, he surrounds himself with women, booze and drugs, until he, in search of a change of pace, sets out on a trip to sunny California to help his uncle open a sports bar.

      In Los Angeles, Jesse meets the one woman who can lead him back on the right path, the stunningly beautiful 22 year old, Niki Milani. Only problem is, she is not interested. Niki has her own past demons to fight. A past that left her feeling abandoned with a deep void in her soul. She cannot open up her heart easily and it’s almost impossible for her to trust a man ever again. Especially, not a bad boy player who seems even more messed up than herself. However, Jesse is not the type to back down from a challenge. He is determined to prove to Niki that there is more to him than what appears on the surface. That he is the one person in her life, who can fill the void.

      The story of Jesse and Niki is a New Adult Romance that will leave you breathless.
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        Jesse

      

      “What the fuck are you doing, pervert? Get your hands off my girl.”

      The hot breath of a large hairy dude was blasting in my face, smelling like shit on stick. I pulled myself out of the girl’s embrace and rolled to my right. Leaning on the cheap plywood bar to steady my woozy legs, my heart was shooting blood to the body parts needed, in case I had to beat the living shit out of this fucker. Adrenalin was spiking like wildfire throughout my system.

      “Mind your own business, asshole. Get the fuck out of my face.” I turned my attention back to the girl I was getting close and personal with. Looking like the usual small town bar girl with her dark rimmed eyes, long false lashes, and full cherry red lips that moved around the straw in her drink. Lips that made my cock rock hard.

      The high had kicked in ten minutes ago with a line of white in the bathroom stall followed by three neat shots of Fireball whiskey. My buddy, Chet, had won a local motocross race and we were here at the Oxford Tap in upstate New York to celebrate. Not like I needed an excuse to shoot coke and down Fireballs, or any booze for that matter. My life sucked. It sucked balls, big time, but right now all I cared about was how I was going to smash this ugly dude’s face three quarters of the way to the crapper.

      The hairy bastard plowed past the ditsy bar girl who got in his way on his trek to find a place for his fist to sink into my face. Chet, my wingman had disappeared. Out back somewhere with his tongue halfway down the throat of some young chick fresh out of high school with a fake ID. I shouldn’t be so outspoken, but I can’t help my drunken self. I’m pretty damn charming after downing a few brew skies, if I say so myself.

      Fearless, I jutted my chin out, “You’re so ugly. Dude, your breath smells like a dog just took a dump in your mouth. Why would you think she likes kissing that?”

      “You’re a dead man, mutha-fucka!” he raged at me, struggling to get past the packed crowd.

      The confrontation between the Beast and I didn’t go unnoticed. Two bouncers were already shoving their way past the standard Saturday night regulars, their radar set on us.

      The room was spinning. Bodies packed into the small dreary, beer stained area of the local watering hole in this small shit-hole of a town. I didn’t care if the Beast hit me or not. I welcomed the thought of the pain of his blows. At least it would blur out the pain in my soul. I teetered. My alcohol induced, unstable balance may have been an advantage. I staggered out of the Beast’s line of fire, just long enough for a strong hand to grab a fist full of my jacket collar from the rear. A heavy hand pulled me down and to the side, pummeling me through the bodies in the crowd. Their drinks crashed to the floor and liquid libations flew through the air, as someone dragged me by the scruff of my neck out the back door of the bar. The same large hand shoved me past the girl I had been chatting up, and I slurred, “Hey, meet me at my truck in the parking lot.”

      “Shut the fuck up Jesse!” A gruff voice barked out. I knew all the bouncers at the Oxford Tap.

      “Manny? Is that you, bro?” In my drunken stupor I couldn’t quite tell who had a vice grip on my arm, but now I was pretty sure it was my old friend Manny. Manny, the bouncer, coming to my rescue again. Or so I thought.

      Crap. He was throwing me out.

      “Dude, you got the wrong guy.” I gave a wink and a “call me” gesture to the girl gaping at the scene unfurling in front of her dainty face. Nice perky tits bounced under her top as she walked. Or talked.

      “Just saving you from getting your ass kicked again, Jess,” Manny puffed, maneuvering his 350 pound frame towards the back of the bar, flinging me around like a rag doll.

      “Fuck that. I can take care of myself Manny. No need to get all violent on me.” But I couldn’t take care of myself. No way in hell. My motto was:

      “Get fucked up and score as much pussy as possible. Life is short”.

      Tomorrow, I won’t even remember the girl’s name, hell in ten minutes I won’t remember her name. What the fuck was her name?

      Manny shoved me out the back door and threw me into the alley, letting go of me just in time to send me grinding into the hard cold pavement. Landing hard, sliding, the rough texture of the cement peeled the top layer of my skin from my face, right about the cheekbone area. Small pebbles of grit wedged themselves into the flesh of my face, small enough that I’m sure I would inflict further pain on myself later, just trying to dig them out with tweezers. My skin peeled, my flesh oozed bright red blood.

      Damn.

      That’s gonna leave a scar.

      Pain signals, fresh and crisp, spiked, like razor sharp lightning into my brain. Hurting like a muther fucker, even in my high and alcohol induced haze. But I didn’t give a fuck. I welcomed the pain, no, I savored the pain. As I lay on the ground, my swollen and skinned face absorbing the hardness of the concrete, my eyes rolled back into my head. I just wanted to feel the moment. In my suck ass life, at least for one instant, the pain reminded me of something - I was still alive.

      I groaned.

      “God damn fucker, Manny.”

      I reminded myself to kick his ass the next time I saw him. We were friends back in high school and used to sneak under the stadium bleachers at night drinking beer. Now I drink the hard stuff and he’s just a washed up small town ex-football star, throwing drunks like me out of this crappy bar.

      Fuck.

      My face.

      I groaned again and pulled my hands up to my chest. Planting both hands, palm down on the concrete, I attempted to push myself up onto my hands and knees. My stomach wrenched. I hung my head and closed my eyes. It was splitting apart from the inside out, a jackhammer pounding a hundred miles an hour. I shook my head in an attempt to stop the bile from rising in my esophagus, but the shaking motion just provoked the jack hammering.

      Fuuuuuck!!

      Where’s my damn truck?

      I stalled on my hands and knees, hoping to find some feeling of stability. Crawling over to the brick wall of the building, I used it’s firmness to help me climb to my feet. Where the fuck had I parked my damn truck? I leaned my back against the cold brick wall, patting my jean pockets with bloody knuckled hands, for the familiar lump of my truck keys.

      Fucking A. I sniffed, rubbing the back of my hand against my good cheek and pushed off the wall. Steadied myself with one hand against its surface and fished the keys out of my jeans’, squinting, as my left eye was swelling shut.

      I can do this. I can make it to the truck. Just put one foot in front of the other. One foot in front of the other...

      I staggered off in the direction of my truck, or what I thought was the direction of my truck. Every step sent new shards of pain throughout my body. Didn’t give a fuck. I had it coming to me. I was just a big screw up anyway.

      Shaking fingers pressed frantically at the buttons on the black key fob. A shrill metallic sound blast ripped the airwaves, making my ears bleed. Fuck! I hit the alarm button by accident. The truck horn blared loud enough to wake the dead, splitting my head into a million pieces.

      Pounding the key fob buttons again, I smashed at the damn device with my thumb, trying to make this acoustic nightmare stop. Whichever bastard invented this annoying feature deserves a swift kick in the balls. Twice.

      I hit the buttons enough times and, thank heavens, the truck horn stopped. But my head didn’t stop, it kept on going and going, pounding and pounding. Slumped up against the driver’s side, I hunched my torso over the shiny black surface as much as I could. I paused there for a few minutes waiting for the world to right itself on its axis and my breathing to regulate.

      My truck - she’s a beauty. Raised, big monster wheels. An F-150, 4x4, full bed of course. Any man who doesn’t have a four-wheel drive pickup truck is a pussy. I stroked the door handle and smooth surface of the side door panel.

      Old friend Jack is in the console, or somewhere else inside.

      I fumbled with the door, cringing in pain with each strain of my sore muscles and swollen hand. Finally, it opened and I fell into the driver’s seat sprawled out on my back with my legs still dangling out the door. Reaching my good arm out, I groped around the front seat for the bottle of Jack Daniels I had left there earlier.

      Where the hell you at, Jack? Stretching and pulling myself further into the cab of the truck on my stomach, I searched around the floor board area. Bingo. Hello Jack ole buddy. Come to daddy. Downing a large gulp of my fiery friend, I hissed with clenched teeth at the familiar sting in my throat.

      Damn, that feels good.

      I slouched into the cushions of the truck seat, bottle in hand, and ready to drink myself into oblivion. I snorted and licked my lips. The salty mixture of sweat and booze assaulted my taste buds. I didn’t care. I’d drink my Jack one way or the other. My head fell back against the headrest of the seat. It felt like the seat swayed and shifted beneath me. Slow or fast, it didn’t matter. I was down for the ride wherever it took me.

      Shame about losing the girl. I liked her scent. Cute too. Seemed like a girl that was up for having some fun. The type of girl that spent most nights trolling from one bar to the next, making herself too available for the wrong guys. Those “no good” guys. Guys like me. I didn’t know if she was that hairy bastard’s girl or not but I didn’t give a shit. I just wanted to see my dick in her mouth and her head bobbing up and down between my legs.

      As I laid there with my eyes closed, fantasizing about bobbing heads, I heard the crunch of light footsteps on gravel, approaching my truck. The sound stopped just outside the door that was still standing open. Who the hell is bothering me now? If I don’t move, they might think I’m passed out. Or dead. Dead would be better. I wish I were dead. The silence of the darkness swallowed me for a minute, the truck seat bucked, or so it seemed in my alcohol blur of reality. That’s when the silence broke.

      “Hey there.” The trill of a female voice invaded by foggy senses. I rolled my head to one side and lifted my head off the headrest just enough to get a look at girl behind the voice, squinting with one eye open. “Um, you okay?” the voice continued.

      My gaze met a pair of black rimmed, wide eyes blankly staring up at me. Ah, it’s the giggling tit girl from inside the bar, still sucking on that straw. Damn those lips were hot. “Hey yourself.” I tried to sit up, wincing in pain. “What are you doing out here?”

      “Um, you told me. You know...at your truck.” She twisted side to side, still holding onto her drink glass. She was pinching the straw between her thumb and forefinger, letting it rest for a moment on her lower lip as she spoke. She rolled her eyes in the direction of the bar and then my truck, outlining the path from there to here with her eyes.

      Sharp memories of why I landed on my ass on the pavement sliced into my brain. “Shit, your boyfriend is not gonna come out here and go all Frankenstein on me, is he?”

      She shrugged her shoulders, still twirling the straw between her fingers, never letting it lose contact with her lower lip. Or tongue. “Oh, he is an asshole.” She sucked in her cheeks. “You’re hot. I like your hair. I like how it falls in our eyes. Is that a tat?” She pointed with her chin at my bicep, the drink straw still attached to her mouth.

      “Uh, yea?” What else would it be? “Why don’t you hop up in here? Join me for a drink.” I held the bottle of Jack up in the air, gripping the glass neck of it with my good hand.

      She shrugged again, cocking her head to the side and let loose of her straw long enough to run her hand through her long, over processed bleach blonde hair. She threw one last glance back over her shoulder towards the bar and disappeared around the front of the truck, popping up outside the passenger side door. I leaned over with a groan, shifting my bottle of jack to the other hand, and jabbed the door handle open. Climbing up into the cab, her perky tits bounced as she adjusted herself on the seat. She was petite. Big eyes, big tits, and wet lips begging for me to be impulsive.

      Extending the bottle in her direction, our eyes locked in a rock solid stare. She tipped her head back and took a long slow swig without taking her eyes off of me. I pushed up the center console armrest to make the front seat a bench seat and slid over next to her. I watched her lick her plump lips with the tongue I had designs on. That tongue was mine. It would taste like Jack Daniels. I wanted it in my mouth. I moved closer. My face was inches from her lips. I smelled the heavy scent of her cheap perfume. She lowered the bottle from her lips, leaving her mouth open, inviting, still gazing into my eyes. Her wide brown eyes didn’t seem to notice the blood stained gash on my face. Her tongue flicked out of her mouth, wetting her lower lip. My cock twitched in response.

      She stared at me with those eyes and said, “Hey, wanna fuck?”

      Oh yea, game on.

      Sliding my hand around the back of her neck, I filled my fist with her long loose hair and pulled those wet lips onto my mouth, firm and hard. Full lips filled my mouth, with the flavor of Jack and her fruity cranberry drink, which I sucked off her teasing tongue. I shoved my other hand up under her loose top searching for the warmth of those perky tits I had envisioned earlier. She pawed and scratched at my chest, pulling and tugging at my t-shirt. She shoved her hand in my crotch as she swirled her tongue deep in my mouth. My cock raged hard and ready, her hand squeezed at it through my thick jeans. Oh yea, baby. I needed more of that, but without the jeans in the way. I sucked her plump lower lip and drew it between my teeth, as I pulled back to readjust my position to get down and dirty with this chic.

      She crawled up on my lap, spreading her legs to straddle me. I slid under her and shoved her top up with one hand and pushed her tit up with the other. Her long hair fell around me as she leaned in to smash her mouth on mine, panting, rocking and grinding on my lap. I tore at her bra, pushing and pulling the fabric, reaching with my mouth to find a dark circled nipple. Damn, she’s hot. Her wrenching and grinding moves were making me harder. The firm nub of her nipple rewarded my tongue and I sucked and flicked across it. Her hands couldn’t find my hard cock fast enough and she tore open my belt buckle. She unzipped me in a flash. Grabbing her face with both of my hands, our heavy breathing filled the cab of the truck with hot vapors. She ripped open my jeans and grabbed my cock, wrapping her warm, small hand around it. I shoved her head down to it. She went willingly. I threw my head back, and sucked in a quick breath as those hot wet lips closed around my cock. That’s a girl.

      “Suck it baby,” I whispered. I held her head, my hands tangled in all that blonde hair, and watched her head bob up and down on my dick.

      I heard a noise.

      Jesus fucking Christ. Is someone going to ruin a good blow job?

      Someone where crashing my party here in the cab of my truck with Little Lu Lu.

      Shit. I opened my eyes to the awareness of a large, rather angry looking dude swarming my truck. Beast Master of the Universe had realized Cha Cha was missing and came out to find her. I realized I was remiss in my duties as a gentleman and had forgotten to get her name. Ah, but now we were about to being introduced.

      “Carrie. What the fuck do you think you are doing?”

      She screamed.

      “Get the fuck out of that truck,” he yelled. His face screwed up in anger. “And you, dick head. You are a dead man!”

      Damn, this dude was pissed. Maybe Lucy, or Carrie, was his girl after all? I had her pegged for the town tramp.

      “Fuck off, Brian. You don’t own me.”

      “Get your ass out of that truck. I’m tired of you yanking me around every time we have a fight.”

      Oh fuck, a lover’s quarrel and I’m the lucky asshole getting caught in the middle. His ugly face was screaming at my passenger door window. The door yanked open and in one swift pull, Beast Master snatched the girl. She squealed and wrenched, as he removed her small body from the truck by her one arm.

      “You asshole. Get your hands off of me,” she screamed.

      “I can’t believe you were sucking this guy’s dick. You are nothing but a fucking whore.”

      The beast was getting a little upset here but before I could intervene, he hammered her so hard that she went flying into the ditch.

      “Hey, what the fuck, dude. You don’t hit a lady like that,” I yelled as I stumbled out of the truck. Before I had a chance to throw a punch at the fucker, two guys grabbed both my arms.

      Fuck. The beast had brought back-up. This was not going to turn out well.

      “Woo hoo. Hallelujah. So you were going to defend the lady's honor. How heroic. Only problem here is, she is no fucking lady. She is nothing but a stupid whore and when I am done with her, she will be so messed up in her face, no guy’s ever wanna fuck her again.”

      The Hairy Beast was a psycho lunatic. The arrow on the pain-o-meter in my brain arched to the “high level” mark when they pulled hard on my already sore arm, attached to my already sore shoulder. I think I may have squealed like a girl. Both brutes had a solid grip and stood me up in preparation to be a human punching bag for Beast Master number one. I figured my life was pretty much over now. No need to worry about not being able to race ever again. Now I could be a whiny bitch about not being able to breathe ever again. Shit. What have I gotten myself into?
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      “American woman, stay away from me...” blasted out in a high wailing chest voice. No one other than Lenny Kravitz could sing with such a, “in your face” style. He was just oozing tone. I turned my head to my best friend Kat and gave her an approving nod. The entire crowd was on their feet, screaming and singing along to the lyrics of the legendary tune we all knew. A monumental smile was spread across my face as we all bobbed up and down, hands up in the air, to the music at the MGM Grand Garden Arena in Las Vegas. I was psyched to be here with Kat in Vegas. It was Spring break and after studying hard in the last semester of college at UCLA, I needed to blow off some steam before finals rolled around.

      “This is so cool,” I shouted, trying to be heard above the music.

      “I know,” Kat shouted back.

      “Lenny is so passionate when he sings.” Lenny had the crowd dancing and singing along for the entire set.

      “…hot. He’s so hot,” Kat shouted again.

      “Yes, Lenny is hotter than hot. He is—“

      Kat gave me a sharp elbow in my side and leaned over so I could hear.

      “Not Lenny. The guy over there…check him out. Cute and hot.”

      “Where, where?” I craned my neck and stood on tippy toes. I don’t know why I paid for the seat. I hardly used it the entire concert.

      “One row up and to the right.”

      “Your big head is in my way. Get out of the way.” I laughed as I pushed down on her shoulders, bobbed and ducked looking for an opening in the crowd so I could get a view of this, supposedly hot guy.

      “Don’t be so obvious. Act like you’re not looking.” She turned her back towards him while I peeked over her shoulder. The light show was pulsing deep indigo blue, along with Lenny’s next song, making it hard to see.

      “See any cute friends with him? We need one for you and one for me,” Kat said. “Here, I know, take a sneaky pic of him.” She gave me her iPhone.

      “Kat, no. I can’t. He’s gonna see us.” I was too embarrassed to try such a move, but this was right up Kat’s alley. “He’ll think we are stalkers.”

      “No, he won’t. Who cares anyway? He’s cute,” Kat yelled. The sound of her voice was battling with the loud music and she grabbed the phone out of my hand, holding it high in the air to shoot over the heads of the people in front of us.

      “Oh shit.” I reached up and pulled her arm down, as I saw “cute guy” turning in our direction. “He’s looking, he’s looking.” Kat and I grappled with her phone trying to keep it from falling to the floor. We both fell down into our seats laughing, as Lenny launched into a new song. The epitome of cool, he rocked the place for two hours. The climax of the concert came during an encore jam session when Lenny came down into the crowd, walking the entire perimeter of the arena, singing on a wireless microphone and hi-fiving screaming fans in the audience.

      The concert ended, leaving us energized and wanting more.

      “I wanna dance. Let’s hit the clubs.” Kat said, still pulsing to the imaginary beat in her head.

      “Sure, we’re in Vegas baby. Let’s party.” We pushed our way out the exit doors and followed the flow of the crowd into the wide hallway that lead to the casino area. I was on the last leg of my life as a college student and although my dad had a plan for my future, right now I just wanted to be spontaneous and live for the moment. The words of another Lenny hit song were churning in my mind. I wanted to “Fly away” just like the lyrics said.

      “Kat, it is always such a blast hanging with you. Hey, you know what we should do?” I turned to her, walking sideways for a moment, as best I could in my strappy black high heels. “We should get an apartment together...this summer. You know, on our own, be free. I’m so fucking tired of living at my dad's house.”

      “Niki, I’m shocked. You’re usually all, “I gotta be Miss Logical thinker.” That’s the best, crazy idea you’ve had in a long time,” she said, clicking along in her heels and swinging her small silver sequined purse by its chain strap.

      “I know…right? Let’s frigging do it. I can’t wait. We should start looking for a place when we get back home.”

      Kat stopped abruptly and with a serious face she grabbed hold of me. “Just promise me one thing…No PINK walls.” She burst out in laughter.

      I shook my head laughing. “Okay, I promise. No pink walls, Miss Fancy Pants.”

      Just the thought of moving out of dad’s house felt refreshing. I was doing better at not hyper focusing on the negative side of things. I had a history of letting my anxiety sour my happiness in the past, but things were looking up. Tonight, I shoved all the worrisome thoughts away. I felt stronger in my determination to make this time of my life a new beginning.

      We cut through the casino floor, weaving our way between the slot machines with all their colorful lights and binging noise. In between the Blackjack tables, on a raised stage, a girl in black mesh tights danced seductively to the pulsing beat of a DJ. Wherever you are, there is always a party in Vegas. Two young men in dark suits were handing out free passes to one of the clubs in the casino.

      Kat took the passes and handed me one. “Woo hoo. This looks like the place for us. The coupon says, free Jello shots.”

      “Jello shots, what are you…in high school?”

      “I just want to have fun, Niki girl. Its Spring break and I don’t need an excuse to let loose.”

      I rolled my eyes and followed her through the door, showing our ID to a very stern looking door attendant. Standing next to him was a handsome young guy, attaching red colored wrist bands to everyone’s wrist as they entered.

      “Left wrist, please,” he said and showed a beautiful charming smile.

      I stood there in front of him, my mouth hanging open, gaping at the dimples in his cheeks. I wondered if one of the Chippendale dancers had gotten loose, as I stood mesmerized.

      “Um, thank you, you can go in now,” he said, trying to get me to move it along. Kat shot me a glance and smiled coyly, giving me a little shove. Oh no, she’s up to something. I could practically see the gears turning in her head.

      Kat was very alluring with her petite body and long blonde hair. She had the typical California girl look, was very social and a notorious flirt. I moved aside and she stepped up in front of Mr. Handsome staring him in the eyes.

      “Can I have your wrist?”

      Without breaking her stare she said, “Which one? This one, or this one?”

      She held each petite wrist up in front of him, still staring.

      “Left please,” he said with a smile.

      Kat held her left wrist up in front of her chest, while Mr. Handsome proceeded to do his job. As he fumbled to attach the paper wristband, she said, “Here, let me help you. Sometimes it helps to hold it up against something.”

      She pulled her wrist into her chest, the guy still working on attaching it, until his hands were up against the bare skin of her cleavage. Slowly she moved her wrist up and down, taking his hands along for the ride. Without batting an eye, she said, “Thank you,” in a breathy voice. Flustered, Mr. Handsome seemed to exhale a sigh of relief when I pulled at Kat’s arm to make her stop.

      “Oh my God, Kat. Leave the poor guy alone.”

      “What?” she squeaked in a high pitched voice, following me into the interior of the club. “I was just messing with him. Besides, he's’ my future husband. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

      “I thought Adam Levine was your future husband.”

      “Him too. The two of them will have to fight it out over me, but you need to loosen up, have some fun once in a while. I think college fried your brain, girl.”
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        Jesse

      

      “You are gonna fucking die, dude,” The Hairy Beast barked, as his horrid looking face moved away from where he had knocked down the girl.

      “Hey man, wait. You don’t want to do this. I had no fucking idea she was your girlfriend. We were just partying. Saturday night and all. We have all done that once or twice, right?”

      The two gorillas at my sides didn't find much interest in my remark and tightened their grip on my arms.

      In one swift move the Beast stepped towards me and punched me hard in my abdomen. Luckily I had anticipated his move and tightened my six-pack just hard enough to withstand the majority of the blow. I leaned forward pretending to be in severe pain. Hairy Beast was gloating right in front of me. I hammered my right booth up with a direct kick to his groin. The silence of the night air was shattered from his scream of pain as he stumbled to the ground.

      Next, I stomped my right heel hard on the top of a boot worn by one of the gorillas in anticipation of him letting go of my arm…but nothing happened. He didn’t let go. What the fuck…

      He must be wearing work boots with steel toed protection.

      They both slammed me into my Truck and I was kneed hard in my stomach, this time knocking the wind out of me.

      In my haze I noticed Hairy Beast was getting back on his feet and I caught the glint of polished steel in his hand. The blade of a knife reflected red, then white, then red, then white in the lights of a car...the lights of a car?

      I figured I was about to become the Pillsbury Dough boy, poked with a carving knife, when the headlights of a car shone onto the scene of all five of us. The red flashing light on top of a patrol car had never looked so sweet before. The Beast Master and his goons paused like animals frozen in fear for one split second. The car tires ground to a stop, crunching the loose gravel, as the car door flew open.

      “Drop the knife and get down on the ground. Now…” someone yelled from the patrol car.

      The goons let loose of my arms and took off running in every direction into the cover of the trees and bushes behind the bar. The officer slammed his cruiser into park and jumped out intent on pursuit but halted when he noticed the girl cringing and crying, hovering near the truck. He had to let the fuckers run.

      Oh my god, I was still alive. I breathed a heavy sigh of relief and stepped over to see if Carrie was alright. The officer came up next to me. “Is she okay?” he asked.

      “Not sure. She was hit pretty hard.”

      “Don’t worry, Miss, they are gone. Are you hurt? Do you need assistance?” Do you need any medical help?” The officer spoke slowly to make sure she would understand his words.

      “I’m okay,” she said in a small voice, as she got up on her feet. Carrie sniffed and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. She had a large red bruise under her left eye. That would be one hell of a shiner tomorrow.

      “I saw this girl getting in trouble, so I tried to help, but they grabbed hold me. Thank god you arrived when you did.” The officer threw me a cold hard glance that told me, he would deal with me later. I swallowed hard, knowing what that stare meant.

      “He didn’t do anything to me.” She pointed in my direction. “We were just having some fun, you know...”

      I gave her a wide eyed hint hoping she wouldn’t tell what we were doing in the truck. The officer glanced at me, like shut up, though I hadn't said a word and then turned his attention back to the girl.

      “Thank you, Miss. I need to get your statement. I assume you would like to press charges to the guys who did this? Do you know who they were?”

      “No. No, it’s okay, I don’t want to press charges. I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure, Miss. You seem pretty badly beat up. You shouldn’t let them get away with something like this.”

      “It’s okay, really. It was my own fault. I just fell and hit my head on that rock there. I’m so clumsy.” She pointed to a rock far away from where she had landed.

      “Well, suit yourself,” the officer said with a groan. “I will need to see some identification on your two, just routine.”

      He ran his usual procedure of checking both of our ID’s, per regulations. She seemed to had calmed down to his satisfaction and I feared his wrath would be turned on me next.

      “Do you need a ride home, Miss? I can take you to your residence.” He was interrupted by the scratchy voice on his police radio. He went back to his car, pulled out his transmitter and reported his location in code to the dispatch, then returned.

      “Yes, please officer, I could use a ride home,” Carrie said as she toddled towards the patrol car.

      “Alright, take a seat in the back of the car,” he said and guided her by the elbow while opening the back door of the patrol car. “You can wait in the car while I talk with your friend here.” He shut the doors, then turning his attention on me. With the lights still flashing and the headlights of his cruiser shining on me leaning against my pickup truck, he closed the distance between us in a few purposeful strides.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, Jesse? Are you trying to get killed? Who is the girl?”

      His eyes were glaring with anger. His voice was strained as he tried to yell at me through clenched teeth. He struggled to keep his voice low so the girl wouldn’t hear.

      “Hey Jimmy,” I said trying to play it off. “How about a hug for your ol’ brother?” I swayed forward like I was gonna give him a bear hug. He shoved me off angrily.

      “Get the fuck off of me. I’m so sick of you always pulling this crap. You need to get your shit together, man.”

      “But hey, I was just here minding my own business and—”

      “You’re fucking drunk, Jesse. You fucked up again and I’m sick and tired of saving your sorry ass. You need to get your shit in one bag, dude. Seriously, I can’t always be there for you. You can praise yourself lucky that Manny called me earlier and told me you were in trouble. Otherwise I would pick you up in pieces from that ditch over there tomorrow. You are a fucking embarrassment to me and my job.”

      He was now pacing in front of me in his sharp uniform, wearing his gun and with the radio squawking at his shoulder. I leaned back against the cold hard metal of the truck. “The deputy sheriff bails out his drunken ass brother. There is one for the local newspaper,” he continued. The humiliation on his face could have been devastating to me if I hadn’t been too high and too drunk to realize it. But I didn’t give a rat’s ass right now. All I wanted was another Jack Daniels to burn in my throat, to burn away any semblance of a feeling I might have left in my cold heart.

      He reached into the cab of my pickup and snatched the keys from the cup holder, then slammed the door shut. “Get in the patrol car.” He fumed. “You are too drunk to drive. I’m taking you home after I bring the girl back to her place. Don’t think this is over either. We will talk later.”
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      Inside the O’Hara club in Vegas, the music was loud, pumping and thumping. The DJ was making his own mixes of the latest house and trance music. We were dressed in typical club style dresses, short, sassy and tall shoes, a vice of mine. I am addicted to shoes and I secretly think that the real reason Kat is my friend is because we wear the same size shoe. One of the things I loved about Vegas was the parade of hot shoes these girls wore. Every time I turned around there was another bachelorette party of girls with their magnificently hot, “fuck me” shoes. Black, red, zebra stripe, glitter, you name it, nothing is too over the top for Vegas heels.

      Kat made a beeline to the bar and picked up her free Jello shots. Balancing a beer and four little plastic cups, each filled with cherry flavored gelatinous blobs, she pushed her way through the crowd to where I had perched my rear end on a red velvet covered bench seat. Not surprisingly, Kat had flirted her way into a couple of extra shots. She made that move girls with long hair always make when their hands are full, flinging her head so her long blonde hair flipped to her back. She set the shots down on the chrome and glass coffee table. These low tables were situated in between the seating sections that jutted out into the room. Everything was dark with red lighting. The bar itself was opposite the velvet bench seats and the dance floor was partitioned off from the bar area with reserved tables, available for bottle service paying customers only.

      “Here’s your shots. Bottoms up.” Kat handed me two shots, picked up one of hers, squeezed the bottom and sucked hard to get the gelatinous formation to release from the cup.

      “Thanks, hun. I can see you know how to suck them down.” I laughed.

      Everyone had their own technique for removing the wiggly concoction out of the tiny container. The only sure way I knew about, was to run my finger around the edge first to loosen it before sucking.

      Kat downed her shots while standing, too flighty to sit in a place like this. She was stoked from the concert and ready to dance.

      “I’m gonna shake some ass and go dance,” she yelled back laughing, as a sharply dressed young guy wearing a black fedora towed her by her wrist to the dance floor. I waved her away.

      “No problem. Knock yourself out, girl.”

      As I was licking the sticky off of my index finger, I became aware of someone’s eyes watching me. I took my finger out of my mouth and looked up. Oh shit. I dropped my eyes to my lap, feeling self-conscious. I pursed my lips and tried to act casual while I wiped the moisture from my finger on the corner of the white cocktail napkin under my drink. It’s was clear why they gave these Jello shots away for free. Guys enjoyed watching all the sucking and licking action.

      “You do that very well,” A smooth deep voice drew my attention to those watchful eyes. It was him. Holy shit, it was the guy from the concert. I didn’t know how to answer that. Was he talking about my finger in my mouth or the way I took the shot? Either way, I was blushing.

      “Do you mind if I sit down?” He stood with one hand in his pocket of his dark dress pants, holding a drink glass in the other, as he tilted his head with the question he had asked. He had on a black dress shirt, tie and a vest. And he wore it very well.

      “Sure, have a seat.” I pressed my knees together and moved over to give him room. As he sat down next to me, I became acutely aware of the close proximity of our bodies. The heat from his body mixed with the musk of his cologne and wafted in my direction every time a person brushed through the crowd. His scent acted like a secret pass code on my hormones and I rotated my upper torso towards him in an open stance. Damn, what was my body doing? If body language could talk, I guess mine was screaming. I needed water. Why was it so hot in here?

      “I think I saw you at the Lenny Kravitz concert earlier. Did you enjoy it?” He looked out of place on the edge of this small velvet bench seat. He was tall, at least six feet had dark black hair, cut short on the sides and held in place on top with a little gel, a very professional business look but with a younger style.

      “Yes, I loved it,” I said nodding my head. “It was such a blast. Lenny really knows how to rock the crowd.”

      “My name is Trevor, by the way.” He smiled and my heart skipped a beat. My restless soul was rearing its head again. What’s wrong with me?

      “Niki,” I returned. “Did you come to Vegas just for the concert?”

      “No, actually my buddies and I are here for a conference, insurance conference, but we knew about it way in advance and checked out the concerts When I saw the date for Lenny Kravitz...I had to book it.”

      “Cool. I’m here on spring break.” I bobbed my head up and down. I wondered if he knew that we had pictures of him on Kat’s phone. Shit, we’re such stalkers.

      “You should join us at our table. My friends and I have a reserved bottle service table by the dance floor. Your friend can come too.”

      I scanned all the girls sitting down the length of the bench and realized this area was filled with single girls. The single guys were standing near the bar and the perimeter of the dance floor, while the few nice tables had couples.

      “Sure, why not.”

      I peered around the mash of bodies on the edge of the dance floor looking for Kat to signal her to the table. The club wasn’t very big so it was easy to find her. I gestured with my hand that I would be sitting at the table nearest to the DJ booth, with a wave for her to come join us.

      When I approached their table, Trevor and his friends gallantly made room for me to have a seat in the booth and then he slid in next to me.

      “Where are you from?” I asked.

      “San Francisco is where my casa’s at,” he said sipping his Gin and Tonic, “but I am almost never there. My job seems to constantly take me on the road these days. Haven’t been home for the last three weeks. How about you?”

      “Los Angeles. Finishing up my last year of college. So you are in insurance?”

      “Yep. My grandpa was in insurance, my dad and several of my cousins are in insurance, so it was kind of in my cards for me to do the same.”

      “That’s really nice. My dad is a lawyer and everyday he talks about is how he wants me to go to law school and eventually work at his company. Honestly, I loathe the thought of working for my dad. Besides, I’m more of the creative type, you know?”

      “Sure, but being a lawyer is not the worst—“

      “Hey, who is going to buy a thirsty girl a drink?” It was Kat with the perfect interruption. The conversation was getting a little too serious for a night in Vegas.

      “There you are. Come sit next to me,” I called out. Kat fell into the circular booth, breathless from dancing as I introduced her to Trevor and his friends.

      We all scooted in to fit and Kat elbowed me under the table. Dipping her head towards mine, she whispered into my ear, “Remember, what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.”

      “Right,” I thought to myself, glancing in Trevor’s direction, but I had no intention of doing anything crazy and wild tonight. As exciting a Vegas night in bed with Trevor sounded, I was not that kind of girl. Besides, I was sort of spoken for already. It was a little complicated. Jason was his name, an intern in my dad’s law firm. It had been my dad’s suggestion.

      “I have found the perfect guy for you.” An announcement my dad had surprised me with a couple of months ago over breakfast. “Just let him take you out on one date. I know you will like him. He is a very nice guy.”

      My dad was right. Jason was nice enough, but that was also the problem. He was nice…well, nice and boring. I knew most girls would have considered themself lucky to date a guy like him. He was good looking, smart, educated with a great job and a bright future but...to me, that was just about as exciting as doing the laundry. I wanted more out of life than just being a lawyer’s wife. I had big dreams and hopes for my future and sadly for Jason…and my dad, neither of them were included. I just had to somehow find a way to tell them both, which was not an easy task. Lawyers had a desire to always get their way. But moving out of my father’s house and getting a place with my best friend, would be the first step in the right direction.

      I glanced over at Kat sitting on a guy’s lap doing tequila shots with her hands behind her back. I shook my head and smiled at her. She caught my gaze, smiled back, winking at me. I knew this was going to be one hell of a summer.
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      “Hey, man. We need to talk.” Jimmy handed me a Coors Light. I was watching a motocross race on ESPN on his flat screen. Shit. The tone of his voice didn’t sound good. I knew I had fucked up but come on, give me a break.

      “Yup. Whassup?” I stared straight ahead at the TV.

      I glanced over as Jimmy sat on the edge of the chair next to the couch, resting his elbows on his knees. He seemed pissed that I wasn’t paying attention to him.

      “Shut that fucking thing off. Listen to me, man.” The timber in his voice rose up a level. I shot the remote at the TV and the screen went black. I tossed it aside and flung my head back against the couch.

      “So…”

      “You fucked up again the other night with that chick outside the bar and all...look, I was thinking. Since you're not going back to racing any time soon, I was sort of discussing with Sarah that maybe you would be good with a change of scenery.”

      I stared at the ceiling, searching for something to say. I was dead inside. My life was tearing apart all around me. I didn’t have anything to say. I knew he was right, but I just didn’t want to deal with this shit right now.

      “I think you should go away for a few months. Get your shit together, a perspective of things, you know. I was thinking, maybe you could go to California and help Uncle Kenny. I talked to him...”

      “What? You called Uncle Kenny? I’m not a fucking charity case.”

      “It would only be for a while, maybe the summer. He could use some help. You owe him Jesse, and besides, I can’t have you around the house here all summer. Sarah’s mood swings are crazy because of her pregnancy and I’m caught in the middle between you two. I’ve got a baby coming. I can’t ...”

      “Go ahead and say it, Jimmy, you can’t have a drunk around the baby.”

      I closed my eyes and pursed my lips. My own brother was kicking me out.

      “That’s not what I meant,” he growled. A moment of silence hung in the air and then his expression softened. “Kenny said he could use some help getting his new bar off the ground. Just call him, will you?” he pleaded.

      “Fuck you,” I said and took another swig at my bear.

      His brow furrowed in anger. I was used to people getting pissing off of me these days and he was no different. “Aaargh. You are such an asshole, Jesse.” He jumped to his feet and paced the room as he raged on. “With the baby coming, I need to make Sergeant this year and I can’t do that with you fucking things up. If you stay here in Thunder Ridge, it’s just a matter of time before, you know? One more fight, Jesse and I will be arresting you. One more girl and before you know it, someone’s pressing charges, serious charges, like assault. You had better get your shit together, man, that's all I have to say.”

      “Oh, I know.” I let out a breath. “It’s always the same thing with you, isn’t it? Perfect Jimmy Cop. Always doing the right thing. The big hero of the family. The good guy, right? Well, I’m not as perfect as you are. I know I am the ugly black spot in your perfect situation and you just want me the hell out of your life. You are fucking afraid I am going to destroy your career, right?”

      “That’s not true and you know it.” He pushed his hand through his hair. “I just want you to grow the fuck up and stop being such a dickhead all the time. Go help Uncle Kenny, get some…Cali sun and come home when training for next season starts.” He rubbed the back of his neck with his hand, and then let it fall limply to his side. Arguing with him was hopeless. He had already made his decision. His back was to me as he was about to walk out of the room.

      “You’ve got two weeks to pack your shit and get out.” He exhaled and walked out. I hung my head down to my chest, the beer can sat untouched on the coffee table in front of the couch.

      Deep down inside, I knew Jimmy was right. I was a fuck up and I did owe Uncle Kenny. It wasn’t Jimmy’s fault. He had to take over as a father role back when dad died. Being just a damn kid himself, now robbed and deprived of his own childhood, forced to step into the shoes of a man much too soon in life. And Uncle Kenny, he stepped up when dad died and helped too. Hell, what else could he do, it was his only brother and he felt responsible to care for us and mom. He brought us bags of groceries when mom couldn’t manage. He paid our electric bill to get the lights turned back on when mom didn’t have enough money. He showed us how to ride motorcycles and how to handle a wrench to fix our bikes.

      He helped out for about a year after dad’s death, as far as I can remember. Hell, I was only eight at the time. Jimmy remembers more than I do, but Uncle Kenny taught me everything I needed to race motocross. We even built a dirt track on our acreage with berms and everything. Everything was great up until…that day he was no longer there. Didn’t even say good-bye, just left us and that’s when mom got depressed, just kept to herself most of the time after that. But still, if it wasn’t for Uncle Kenny helping after dad died, we would have ended up in foster care, or worse.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was getting to be the end of May and I figured I better get the hell out of Jimmy’s house before he blew a gasket. I had decided to take Uncle Kenny up on his offer out in California, but only for the summer. That was about all I figured I could take of that place. Despite all the great things I’d heard about California, the sun, the sand, the beach, I didn’t look forward to LA girls or LA guys for that matter. From what I knew, the entertainment capital of the world created superficial people. Shallow chicks obsessed with their fifteen minutes of fame and a desire to spend someone else's money, and egocentric hollow guys that never saw the world beyond their own nose tip. To me they were all just bitches with too much drama for my liking.

      My trusted pickup truck was loaded with all my shit, well, the important stuff I needed for one summer, and I was in for a five day drive. I didn’t mind the drive. It calmed my nerves and besides I needed my own wheels once I got there. I couldn’t put Uncle Kenny up to any more trouble. I’m not that much of a jerk. He was doing me a solid, giving me a place to stay and a job.

      It was the big fake farewell scene and everyone had made me promise to call or at least text. I sat in the driveway ready to take off, Jimmy and his wife waving. I looked down at my left hand gripping the steering wheel. I squeezed as tight as I could, but the stiffness still remained. Damn, not a good grip.

      “The recovery could take up to nine months,” the Doc had said.

      What the fuck was I going to do with myself for 9 months when I couldn’t race or even practice? This was such BS. All my training and sacrifice just flew out the window that day when I crashed. One maneuver on the bike that I had done millions of times before suddenly went wrong.

      My heart sank. There was nothing left to do but put the truck in reverse and leave. Who knew, maybe my brother be right after all. Maybe a change of scenery would help. I sure as hell doubted it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    
    
      
        Jesse

      

      Most of the first day driving was spent brooding about my life and the lack of my ability to not only race and have the career I loved, but also just the ability to ride my motorcycle for fun. Riding soothed my soul. Just the feeling of me and my bike out in the open, the wind blowing past my body, it was indescribable. It made me feel alive and nothing beats that. It was my passion, my fire, my life. Damn. The thought of losing it all clenched my gut like a vice grip. What if I never gained back the full function of my hand? What if I could never race in competition again?  Maybe I should just break out the rocking chair now and reminisce on the career that was. Maybe that was how my book ended. Well, fuck how all that pissed me off. And that’s how I had spent most of my days lately, pissed off and not handling it well.

      I cranked up the radio and blasted my favorite rock station, the harder the better. If I couldn’t drown my sorrows with booze while driving, I was hell bent on numbing myself with music. Later, when the familiar radio stations faded and the radio static was all that was left, I hooked up my iPod, leaning back in my seat, and drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. The wheels of my truck ate up the gray ribbon of pavement as the first day faded into the next.

      Two days later, this driving cross country shit didn’t seem like such a good idea anymore. I was just outside Denver, Colorado, on Interstate 70. My plan was to make it into Denver and find a room for the night. Fuck it. My ass was getting numb. I couldn’t take one more minute in this truck. I pulled off the Interstate in Bennett, CO, into a gas station and used my cell phone to Google a cheap motel for the night. Bennett, Colorado looked like a nice town, one with good neighbors, people who cared about each other. You know, the kind of hometown that was remembered with nostalgia by those who had left it behind. I swiped my finger across my phone screen and “bingo” I’d found a motel. After filling up the tank, and throwing out too many empty potato chip bags and beef jerky wrappers, it was a short drive over to the motel. I nosed into the parking space in front of the small place and a glowing red neon sign in the window of the adjacent storefront caught my eye. Hell yea! “The Corner Pocket.” This looked like a good place to get a brew sky and it was right next door.

      I stepped out of my truck, stiff from the drive and walked like an old man into the office to check in. Old motorcycle injuries have a way of messing with your muscles like that. Fuck. I couldn’t wait to feel the cool brew sliding down my throat and a chaser or two, or four, or maybe more, of Jack. I got the room key but didn’t even bother putting my bag inside, or moving my truck. I headed straight for the bar, figured they’d have a burger on the menu to go with my liquid dinner of booze.

      It was late when I walked into the darkness of the “Corner Pocket”. A few locals were hunched over the bar, nursing their beers. A dreary country song was playing and the piped in music was only interrupted by the click of pool balls in the back. A guy in cowboy boots and a girl in a white tank-top, and cut-off jean shorts, were playing a slow game.

      I slid up to the bar and raised a finger to signal the bartender. He yelled to a girl at the other end of the bar, “Holly, customer.” I rubbed my face with the heel of my hands, tired from driving. A cute, young woman with long brown hair and long bangs that fell in her eyes ambled over to where I sat.

      “What’ll it be?” she asked with her pouty lips. She stared blankly, a few strands of her bangs catching in her long eyelashes. She sure as hell wasn’t thrilled to be working in this dive. She tossed her head trying to move her hair out of her eyes while her hands were busy getting a beer glass.

      “Just give me whatever’s on tap and a Jack Daniels chaser.”

      She turned to walk down to the tap to fill the glass. Her plump, jean covered ass twitched, as she walked away. My eyes followed it like a tracking device. I liked her ass. It came with nice round tits that were exploding out the top of her shirt and I was sure, a not too tiny waist under that loose top. That was the kind of ass a guy could grab on to. She leaned forward, and slapped my beer on the sticky bar in front of me, dripping a puddle around it. Nice rack!

      She held up the shot glass for my chaser and wiggled it in the air.

      “Neat?”

      I nodded and she poured. I downed the Jack first, and then drained half the glass of beer in one gulp. I tapped the rim of the empty shot glass for another, watching Holly drag her teeth over her lower lip. After she poured my second Jack she leaned forward on her elbows and looked me up and down. Her eyes stopped at my tat. Only part of it was exposed, creeping out from under the sleeve of my t-shirt.

      “What's that say?” She cocked her head sideways trying to read the tat crawling up my arm.

      I turned and cut a glance down to my bicep. I reached my left hand across my chest and pushed up the edge of my sleeve enough to expose the entire caption for her to see, and said, “Carpe Diem.”

      We both said, “Seize the day,” at the exact same time. She laughed and broke a smile.

      “Whatcha doin in town? Staying at the motel?” She batted her long eyelashes as she talked and reached down to run a glass through the glass washing station just under the bar top.

      “Is it that obvious?” I crossed my arms and leaned on the bar.

      “Yup. I can tell outsiders. You have that ‘just passing through’ look about you.”

      I snorted and shook my head. “Yea, you got me pegged.” I shoved my hand through my hair. It never stayed in place. It was always falling down in my eyes. I should cut it, but I don’t give a damn. I blew out a long breath.

      My golden brown liquid friend Jack was melting away the day's tension. It felt good to relax after all the driving and the stress of being on the road. My beer glass was empty by now. She eyed it like she could read my mind. She didn’t need to ask, but I answered, “Just keep em coming.” She twitched away again to refill my beer and I slouched into the back of the tall bar stool until she returned with my drink.

      “Thanks. You got a cheese burger on that food menu?”

      “Sure do. A nice juicy half pounder.”

      “Cool. That sounds perfect…um, Holly?” She batted her long lashes again, their dark length flicking at a wisp of her bangs. That was hot. I felt a twitch in my groin, and a little smile quivered at the corner of her mouth.

      “Yea, I’m Holly. What’s your name, hun?” She stood poised with one hand on her hip and pushed a coaster at me for my weeping beer glass, then turned around to put in my order.

      “Jesse and...”

      “No, wait. Don’t tell me. Let me guess. I’m pretty good at guessing where people are from.” She turned her head to give me a sidelong glance, scoping me out. She rose up on her tippy toes for a minute to peer over the bar to get a good look at my clothes and well, my body. I could see her eyes stall at my chest and upper arms. I glanced down at my chest and arms, and then looked back at her. She settled her weight back into her heels, coming down off her toes and her tits jiggled a little. Nice. Shit, she’d already eyed my tat, now she was eye fucking me up and down. This could be promising. She opened her mouth to talk but I cut in.

      “Wait, Holly. Let’s make this interesting. Me and you and my old friend Jack are gonna play a game. You guess where I’m from and if you’re wrong, you take a shot. You get three guesses and every time you are wrong, you gotta take a shot. If you guess right, I have to take all remaining shots. Deal?” I smiled a cocky smile and crossed my arms across my chest.

      She pursed her lips, looked up to the left and twisted her mouth to the side, pulling in her bottom lip. “Hmm. It’s time for my shift to end, but okay, hun. I’m game.” She reached under the bar and slammed a clean, empty shot glass on the bar in between both of us.

      “Uh, uh girl. Three. You get three guesses. That’d be three glasses, baby.” She rolled her eyes and huffed, before dragging two more shot glasses from the wash area under the bar. She pushed them into a neat row and looked up at me.

      “Fill’em.” I ordered and raised my eyebrows. She responded to the teasing twinkle in my eyes with a “come on” look, and she filled all three with Jack Daniels. She leaned her weight into her elbows on the bar, screwing up her face like she was thinking hard.

      “You know you’re gonna lose. I’m pretty fucking good at this.” She smiled.

      “Bring it.” I sat back and waited for her guess.

      “You are from...” she paused, her eyes searched the ceiling. “...Alaska.”

      “Hell no. Do I look like a fucking Eskimo?” I chuckled. I got this.

      She dropped her head forward until her forehead almost touched the bar, laughing and her long brown hair fell down, pooling on the shiny black surface of the bar. I threw my hands up and laughed with her then slapped my palm down on the bar in front of the row of shots. “You gotta drink. “ I pounded my hand on the surface as I chanted, “Drink, drink, drink. Go on now. You lost, so take your punishment.” I egged her on. I wanted to watch her take the shot. I wanted to see her toss her head back, with her mouth open and her neck exposed, as her long soft hair fell down her back. I felt a tug in my loin. Come on baby, just do it already.

      She flipped her hair out of her face as he straightened up from her fit of laughter and tried to settle herself.

      “Okay, okay. I got this. You win first round. But I’m only doing this because I like your tattoo.” She reached for the glass at the end of the three, neatly lined up in a row and held it up in a salute. “Carpe Diem.”

      \With an impulsive I grabbed one of the shots and held it up.

      “Carpe Diem.” I said, and locked my eyes on her, while she tossed her head back and my fantasy was born. It was as beautiful as I had imagined. I wanted my mouth on her neck. I wanted to run my tongue up the length of the soft skin and fill my mouth with her pouty lips. Damn. I hoped she kept drinking and never guessed where I was from.

      I threw back my shot, quickly, before she could catch me staring. I had to adjust myself in my jeans under the bar. She sputtered and coughed at the burn, fanning her face with her open fingered hands. It was more of a gesture than the need for air. She took the shot like an expert. My mind wandered. What else could she take like an expert? Fuck. I had to adjust myself again.

      She sucked in her lower lip, “Whew. That burned. But in a good way.”

      She spun around and threw the used glass into the wash area, then turned back planting both hands on the bar. “Okay Jesse. You’re one for three. Let’s go again. I get another try.”

      “I thought you were good at this.” I snickered. I wasn’t sure if she was losing on purpose and just wanted to keep drinking with me. “Okay, guess again. Wait, do you want a hint?”

      “No, no.” She bounced up and down, waving me away. I watched the flesh of her titties move with her. “I don’t need a hint. I can get this. I’m good at this. I’ve worked here for a long time....since...damn, since eleven o'clock this morning. Fuck I work too much.” She giggled as the alcohol worked its way into her bloodstream.

      “Uh, am I keeping you from your work?”

      “Hell no. I was off half an hour ago. We’re just partying together now,sugar. Just me and you.”

      “Well then, let’s get to partying. Come on now, make another guess.” She pushed off the bar and straighten up as if that would help her think.

      “Okay. Here goes. You are from...wait, let me hear your accent again.”

      I pulled back and furrowed my brow. “What the hell? I don’t have an accent, you have an accent. Shit. Ya’ll.”

      “Come on, come on, say, the word, car.”

      “Ca-a-a.”

      She giggled.

      “Say the word, bar-r-r.”

      “Ba-a-a.” She reeled back on her heels in giggles.

      “Car-r-r-r. Bar-r-r-r-.” she enunciated and drew out the sound of the last letter. “There is an “r” on the end of those words. You have to be from the East coast, like New York”

      “Nope,” I lied. I wanted her to take another shot and show me that long tempting neck again. She looked puzzled and stared me dead in the eyes.

      “You are a liar.”

      I rolled my eyes up and roamed around the room, like the cat that caught the mouse.

      She got more vehement and slapped the bar top. “You shit head! You are from New York, aren’t you?” She squealed. “You are devious.”

      She came around to my side of the bar in a burst and stood next to me, leaning one elbow on the bar. She reached up, feeling around on my head.

      “Wait, I feel it.” She poked her fingertips at my scalp again. “Yea that’s it, right there. I can feel the horns growing as we speak.”

      I playfully slapped her hand away and as she reeled back, I slipped my arm around her waist and pulled her into me. She smelled good. Sweet and surprisingly fresh, for working in such a dive. Her long brown hair whipped around me as she teetered forward from the force of my grip. Hot silence stilled between us for a moment before she turned away from me to face the bar for her punishment drink. I ran my hand slowly up and down her back, feeling the curve of her body as it dipped in the small of her back, right above the rise of her rump. I wanted to allow my hand to continue on down her backside, over those tight fitting jeans, over her ass. I fantasized for a brief moment of pushing her head down and bending her over the bar, her ass up in the air, and mounting her right in the bar. I shook my head. Get a grip dude. It’s too soon for that, but later, yea, I’ll tap that ass and she’ll let me put my hands all over her. I watched her eyeing the last shot glass and I could feel hard core lust building between us.

      “New York huh? How did you guess?”

      “I’m psychic.”

      I raised a brow.

      “No, I saw your driver’s license when I checked your ID, duh.” She rolled her eyes like I was an idiot. Hell, I was, most of the time. I bit my lower lip, my eyes fixated on her ass. I wanted to slap a firm hand on it so bad. I moved my legs apart as I sat on the bar stool so she could stand between them. Damn, having her close to me felt good. I let my leg rub against her warm thighs. The sexual tension between us practically crackled like static electricity. I leaned into her bare arm and nuzzled my nose on the soft smooth skin of her shoulder. The full tactile contact made my fucking dick twitch and I pushed my thigh against the fullness of her body. I stalled there, eyes closed and drew in a breath with my lips against the coolness of her skin.

      She broke my mood and distracted my focus, dragging me back to other more civil thoughts. “That last shot is looking pretty lonely there. I already guessed where you’re from, so I won. You have to take the shot.”

      “Are you bustin my chops, lady?” I joked.

      Still wedged between my legs, she twisted around to face me and slipped her arms loosely around my neck. She tilted her head back and I lunged at her neck, dragging my teeth gently across her skin, then sucking out a kiss.

      “Keep doing that and you're gonna get us both in trouble.”

      “I like trouble. Trouble is my middle name,” I mouthed against her neck as I kept my lips connected to her skin. She rolled her head to the side and dipped her head close to mine. I felt her hot breath in my ear.

      She stole a glance around the half empty bar, and whispered in my ear, “You seem like the type of guy who likes danger.”

      “Mmm, I am.” I continued exploring her long neck. “Racing motocross for a living is kind of dangerous.”

      “Jesse, do you want a little adventure?” she asked in a low breathy whisper. Her teeth teased at my earlobe.

      “Mmmm…yea, but here? We might get into trouble,” I murmured, eyeing the bar owner almost falling asleep on the other end of the bar.

      “That’s how you know it’s an adventure.”

      She pulled back and slipped her hand into her front jean pocket, retrieving a little yellow pill with the imprint of a smiley face on it. She wiggled it between her thumb and forefinger, nervously glancing around the bar, then hiding it in the palm of her hand.

      “Do you like this kind of adventure?”

      “Hell, why not? I’m down.”

      “Okay, you’ll need a tequila slammer to go with it.”

      “What the fuck is a tequila slammer?” I was annoyed when she pulled away from me. She left me all raw and edgy feeling, like my shit was all hanging out. I wanted that feeling back. Damn it.

      I swiveled around on my stool as she stepped down to the end of the bar.

      “Motorcycle rider, right?”

      “Yup.” I nodded. She grabbed a black motorcycle helmet that was sitting at the end of the bar. It was the half helmet type. No face mask.

      “Here, put it on,” she directed as she disappeared around to the other side of the bar.

      “What the hell is this shit?” I asked holding the helmet like, “I’m not putting this crap on my head”. She slammed a bottle of tequila and a shot glass on the bar. I stared blankly wondering if she was going to make me drink out of this nasty old helmet or something. She jumped up on the bar and spun around on her behind until her legs were dangling over the edge of the bar on my side. She spread her legs open and slid over so I was sitting right in front of her, her legs open in a wide v.

      “Put it on,” she commanded.

      I drew back with a crooked smile. “Say what?”

      “Just put the helmet on and play along. You’ll like it, I promise.”

      “Ok, but I warn you, I’m a virgin so be gentle,” I mocked.

      She pushed on my shoulder and spun me on my stool so I had my back to her. I put on the helmet.

      “Ok, now lean back so your head is resting on the bar right between my legs.”

      I complied. She scooted back a little as I laid my head back between her wide open legs.

      “Ok, sugar. Close your eyes and open your mouth,” she said holding the soda dispenser in one hand.

      I could hear the clink of the tequila bottle and the next thing I felt was wetness in my mouth. My eyes popped open and I saw the tiny yellow pill drop into my mouth along with the tequila and some Sprite. She grabbed my head, helmet and all with both of her hands and slammed my head hard on the bar.

      “That’s a tequila slammer,” she said, as the helmet made a loud bang.

      I damn near choked as the Sprite and tequila, fizzed wildly inside my mouth. I swallowed in one huge gulp, gagging, gasping and laughing all at once. She leaned over my head and kissed me upside down, running her tongue around the edge of my lips.

      She let loose of me and I sat up. I damn near fell off the stool but it was all in good fun. I stood up, and pushed the stool back. I took off the funky old helmet and shoved it down the surface of the bar, out of our way. Sitting there in front of me with her legs spread wide open, I knew it wouldn’t take long for the XTC to kick in and my dick and I wanted this girl naked immediately.

      “My turn,” she said.

      She wet her lips, opened her clenched fist in front of me, revealing a little yellow pill for her in the palm of her hand. Before she could pop it in her mouth I grabbed her wrist and held her arm in place. She didn’t move. Without breaking our glance, I brought her open palm up to my face. I opened my mouth and touched the tip of my tongue to the pill. It adhered to the moisture on my tongue. With a jerk I pulled on her wrist, so she would fall forward into me. She moved in my direction, and I wrapped my arm around her waist still holding her wrist, pinning her arm behind her back. It forced her to arch up and her lips parted in a reflex action. A little gasp erupted from her throat and I shoved my tongue in her mouth, pushing the little pill off the tip for her. I paused for a second and she swallowed. My goddamn cock was getting thicker inside my jeans. Damn, this girl was hot. She came at me hard, shoving her tongue in my mouth, twisting into our kisses, pulling her fist into my hair. I could have taken her right there on the top of that dirty sticky bar, but I figured we had better get her out before being thrown out.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I said breathless.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” she said, and bolted off the bar to the back side where she snagged her purse out from under the bar. We split in a flash and headed over to my motel room next door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      
        Niki

      

      The sharp ripping sound coming from the oversized tape dispenser pierced the air in my bedroom. Packing boxes were stacked in the corners, near the pale pink walls. Turquoise blue contrasted with black accents on the fabric of my bedspread and curtains to create a fresh modern design. Clothes from the closet with hangers still on them were laid over the back of my study desk chair. Shampoos and other toiletries from my bathroom were piled on top of my dresser, waiting for Kat to put them in a box. I looked at the teetering pile of toiletries, looked over at Kat sitting on the bed, then looked back at the pile and exhaled, knowing the box wouldn’t get filled anytime soon. I walked over to another one I had begun to fill and bent over to pick up a soft plush item from the floor.

      “Why are you taking that old thing?” Kat’s head popped up from her iPhone screen. She frowned and looked perturbed with me. I knelt down and placed a large white teddy bear with a red ribbon around its neck, into the cardboard moving box on top of pairs of my endless collection of shoes. I closed the lid and sealing it with tape.

      “It’s a keepsake and besides, I need him to cuddle with him in bed at night when I can’t get a date.”

      Kat looked up again, just long enough to roll her eyes. “The shoes you need, because we wear the same size, but the bear is kid stuff. You’re going to be a lawyer for Christ’s sake. Lawyers don’t sleep with teddy bears. Just leave it.”

      Kat sat with her back propped up against the headboard of my bed and her legs bent at the knees, barking out orders, while posting an update to her status on Facebook. I was moving out of my dad’s house and starting a new chapter in my life by renting an apartment with my best friend since high school, Kat.

      “Hey, did he ever call you?” Kat asked, as she finally looked up from her phone.

      “Who?”

      “Trevor. The hot guy from Vegas.”

      “Trevor? Oh…that guy. Nah, never heard from him. But then again, he said he will call when he gets into town one day. Maybe I will hear from him one day.”

      “Cool. I liked him.”

      “Yea, I guess he was kind of cute.”

      “He was hot and ten times more fun than boring Jason. When are you going to tell him?”

      “Tell him what?”

      “That you are breaking up with him, dummy. You are still breaking up with him, right?”

      “One thing at a time, hun. It was hard enough letting my dad know that I’m moving out of his royal empire.”

      I had lived at home my entire college career, with my dad and his ridiculously much too young second wife. Her name was Cinnamon. Yea, that’s right, she had a stripper name. Twenty years younger than my dad, with a rockin’ hot body and a stripper name.

      When they married in Vegas six years ago, there was no way in hell I was ever going to call her mom. The name mom, deserved respect and I didn’t have any for...Cinnamon. I cringed at the thought of saying her name out loud in parental situations. Like when I had to introduce her to my high school teacher senior year, at Open House night. “Hello Mrs. Hubert, this is my...er step-mom, Cinnamon.” How humiliating.

      I never blamed dad for wanting to remarry after mom’s death. He was still a young man and I wanted him to be happy, just be happy. Do whatever it would take, follow your heart and be happy. That’s what mom would have wanted.

      I thought it would be hard leaving the house where mom had lived with us, when she was alive, but ever since Cinnamon arrived, her presence changed the vibe in the house. It was like mom’s essence had been overshadowed by Cinnamon’s personality. At first, I was angry at Cinnamon for invading my mother’s house. I had her memories ingrained in the rooms where we all lived and interacted with warmth and love for each other. I was angry at dad too, but I didn’t want to show it for fear of losing his adoration of me again, so I blamed Cinnamon and took it out on her. That was easier to do.

      That was my senior year in high school. I was younger, more impulsive and full of drama, but I’m older now and especially since graduating from college, I felt ready to let go of all the old anger. I was tired of carrying around the pain and the hurt. It was weighing me down and now I was ready for some changes in my life.

      “Kat, you know…that plan about me being a lawyer…going to law school and all-” I grabbed another folded box and assembled it for more shoes. I sat down cross legged on the floor at the foot of the bed and wrote the word, “bedroom” neatly on the outside of the box with a large black Sharpie marker. Kat barely heard me. She was consumed with her social networking on her phone.

      “Hey, hey, check this out.” She jumped up to her knees and crawled to the foot of the bed, laying out flat on her stomach, dangling her phone screen over the edge of the bed to show me a post on Facebook. “Lisa and Carley just posted that they are going to the Roxy on Saturday. We should go.”

      “Kat, did you even hear what I just said?” I waved the pen in the air as I spoke.

      “Oh what, hun? Sorry, what were you saying?” She pulled her phone back out of my face and sat up on the bed cross legged.

      “Well, I have decided to take a year off before I apply to law school. I have been doing a lot of soul searching this last year. Now that I’ve finished this milestone in my life, which I did for my dad, you know...”

      Kat cocked her head to the side, looking at me with the concern of a true friend. “Really, are you okay? What is it, Niki? You can tell me, girlfriend.”

      “There is this one thing I always wanted to give a shot. I know it’s crazy but…I have been thinking about going to fashion school. You know, learn fashion design.”

      “What? That’s fantastic. You should totally do that…but what does your dad say about this? I mean, you already have a four-year degree from a great college. Those fashion schools aren’t really an academic institution, they are...well, they are training schools. Your dad will kill you if you don’t go to law school.”

      “I know, I know,” I cringed, and furrowed my brow. “But it’s what I want to do. Anyway, I think it’s what I want to do. I only told him that I needed a year off which he seemed to be okay about. Right now, all I know is that I can’t keep living my life for someone else.”

      “Hey babe, I’m with you. I know where you're coming from. I’m a songwriter, well songwriter, slash singer. Talk about disappointed parents. You should have seen their reaction when I told them I wanted to be a singer. I think they would have been happier if I had told them I was gay.” She sat back on her knees, waving her cell phone in the air as she spoke. “Well, they were bummed at first but they support me now. I am damn talented, you know. It won’t be long before I get discovered by some hot music producer.” She laughed and tossed her long blonde hair over her shoulder, while swiping her finger across the screen of her phone to open a new app.

      Kat had started college with me freshman year, but quit to pursue being a makeup artist. If anyone could understand my need for creativity, it was Kat. After about a year of working in the MAC cosmetics store, giving makeovers, she had enough of uptight customers and decided to focus on her true passion, music. She was a singer-songwriter by heart, always writing new sultry songs, playing her guitar. Thanks to her fabulous networking skills, she always secured gigs around town in small venues, performing her songs.

      “I wish I had your parents. They are so cool with their “old hippies” style. I’m tired of fulfilling someone else's dreams.” I picked at a loose thread on the carpet where I sat on the floor. “I have to explore this part of my personality...no, my being. It’s time for me.” I stood up and grabbed another roll of clear packing tape from the desk. “So I was thinking, I could take classes at the Fashion Institute in L.A.”

      “Oh you mean FIDM. That would be awesome and it's not that far from our new place.”

      “Exactly. What’s to lose? And if it doesn’t work out, no problem. I’ll just apply to law school, satisfied that I at least gave it a shot and everybody is happy.”

      “Hell yea. That sounds like a good plan.”

      “God, I hope so. Thanks for the support, hun.” I leaned over the bed and gave Kat a big hug.

      I had been shocked when I realized that dad was okay with me taking a year of school. He said he had done the same thing at my age and it was the best thing he had ever done. It gave him the energy he needed to later finish top of his class and later become the go to lawyer for actors, singers and song writers. He always said I should follow in his footsteps and become a lawyer also. He offered me to work in his firm once I had my degree. But this was all his dream. Not mine. Unfortunately, my dad was not someone you would say no to very often. He was of Italian descent, a very passionate, powerful and very stubborn man. So growing up I never dared confronting him by going against his wishes. He was all the family I had left so I hit the books and studied hard. But as the years ticked by in college and I had time to mature, to become more of the person I desired to be, I realized that in all these years I had been suppressing an artist’s soul. Well, not artist like a painter or sculptor type of artist, but I did have a passion for color, form and fashion design. So the desire to express myself in the field of fashion design firmed up over this past school year. I came to realize that these last years living with dad and his rigid, sequential, logical thinking had squelched the creative spirit in me. He couldn’t help it, he had to be that way, he was a lawyer, but I had inherited the opposite from mom. She was beautiful, graceful and a talented interior designer. If only I were half as beautiful and half as talented as she, I would be happy.

      I looked over at Kat. She was back on messaging on Facebook. “Come on Miss Social Networking butterfly. Put that damn phone away and help me carry some of these boxes down to my car.” I plopped a medium sized box on the bed in front of Kat. She shoved her phone in the back pocket of her white shorts

      “Let's do this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      
        Jesse

      

      Wow, my mind was beginning to melt into euphoric bliss from the little yellow pill. I pulled Holly close to me and wrapped my arm around her waist, her thick thighs bumping up against mine, as I guided her towards my motel room located just outside Denver, Colorado. Her soft dark hair swished against my body in the night air as we walked. I stopped just outside the motel door, transfixed on all that dark long hair. I was mesmerized. I reached out my hand and stroked it, feeling the sensation of its softness on my fingertips. I became extremely aware of everything that came in contact with me. I picked up a silky lock and rubbed it between my fingers. It felt like liquid.

      Ah, this was the shitz.

      I reached out with both of my hands tousling my fingers in her hair, pushing it up and swirling it around on her head like a crazy man, absorbed by my own motions.

      She just giggled and rolled her eyes.

      “Your hair.” I kept swirling. “Your hair is sooo nice. I love your hair. I want to rub it all over my body. I want to wrap myself up naked in your hair...”

      She knew it was the effects of the drugs making me act so stupid. I didn’t care. She didn’t care. She reached up and pulled my hands out of her hair and we fell into a long heavy kiss which was fucking awesome feeling on my lips but I needed to get inside the damn room before I exploded on the sidewalk outside.

      “You got the key, sugar?” She leaned against the red brick wall waiting for me, twirling her finger in her hair.

      I fumbled in my pocket and found the plastic key card. As I rubbed my fingers over the smooth plastic card, I became aware of how slick its surface felt. I rubbed it between my thumb and forefinger, hyper focused on its texture. She looked at me. She knew.

      “Give me that,” she said, and snatched it out of my hand, unlocking the door. I laughed and she grabbed a fist full of my t-shirt at my chest and pulled me through the door. Damn, I was in a happy mood all of a sudden. No, I was in a goddamn fucking fantastic mood. Oh fuck me. I loved this room. I loved the bed in this room. I loved the stained green carpet in this room. I loved the curtains and those tiny little yellow flowers on the curtains in this goddamn awesome room. This was the goddamn most awesome motel room ever!

      We fell into the room laughing and I kicked the door shut with my foot. We danced around in the short space between the door and the bed, our bodies tangled together, side stepping our way, to the edge of the bed. Clawing and tearing at each other’s clothes, we fell onto the cheap floral bedspread. It was a damn small room but I didn’t give a shit. I loved it and I was on the verge of diving into some tight, wet pussy. All I cared about was getting that beautiful round ass up in the air so I could rock that pussy with my hard cock. Fuck. If her hair felt magnificent imagine how intense her hot little cunt was going to feel? Where the hell’s my condom?

      I had a raging “hard on” burning a hole in my jeans. Panting and breathless I jumped up from the bed and tore off my shirt. Holly pulled off her loose top in one sweep over her head, while I kicked off my shoes and stripped out of my jeans, underwear and all, relieved to set myself free.

      She wiggled on the bed, disrobing and caught sight of my massive erection, springing up to the ceiling. “Damn baby. You’re hot as hell. You need to fuck me quick with that thing.”

      Hell yea. My blood rushed through my veins, like a bat outta hell.

      I bent over digging in my jeans on the floor for my wallet, it contained the condom I needed. I couldn’t wait another minute. I stood up, looked at her sitting there on the bed and pushed my hand up through my hair. Every sensation felt incredibly intense, my skin prickling with the sensation of a million pins.

      I growled. Oh shit, did I really do that out loud? All she had left on was her black lace panties. I fell in love with the intricate lace design on those panties, as it seemed to expand and rise up off her skin. She sat with one arm across her breasts, covering her nipples, as she pulled the length of long dark hair to one side, exposing her neck and letting her head hang down. She pushed and caressed her own breasts with her hands. My cock hungrily jerked and my blood surged, rocketing fire through my veins. I reached out with both hands, to pull the panties down her hips. She laid back slowly and stretched out throwing her arms up over head, as I pulled. Oh my fucking god. This was going to be crazy hot sex. I exhaled. My entire body vibrated as waves of euphoria washed over me. My heart rate accelerated and I reveled in it. This was some fucking good shit.

      She was rubbing one hand across her tits, while the other slid down her stomach and rubbed at her trimmed mound. She rolled her head to one side and licked her lips. Damn she looked as good as a heart attack.

      I crawled onto the bed on my knees and ran one hand up the inside of her leg, pushing it open as I touched the thick meat of her thigh. Her skin felt incredibly smooth. The firmness of her thigh felt good in my hand. I squeezed, letting the sensation fill my brain. She moaned.

      Damn, this chic was ready.

      I pushed my hand up further and slipped my fingers into her folds. The slippery wetness felt sensational on my fingertips. She bucked and thrust her hips in the air as I swirled my fingertips deeper into the folds of her skin. She was so soft and wet I thought my fingers would meld right into her skin. I wanted to swim into her sea and roll on the waves all night.

      My mouth fell open and I was impulsively drawn down on her by the scent of her pussy, tingling in my nose.

      Fuck, I gotta taste her.

      I wanted her sweet rain drops on my tongue, shooting into my mouth with her ragged orgasm. I shoved my face in her pussy and grabbed her ass with both hands. She felt like butter on my tongue.

      Oh fuck, she did taste good.

      I flicked and swirled with my tongue. She wrenched and moaned, hitching her breath. The sounds of her pleasure were deep and primitive. Each tone, a call that my body answered with a primal and animalistic drive. I licked that pussy and finger fucked her until she screamed out her orgasm and my cock was a red hot, steel shaft, aching for relief.

      Oh muther fucking God I wanted to drive my cock deep in her!

      My mind reeled with outrageous carnal lust as I struggled not to let my sexual desire sweep me under just yet. I had to get the goddamn condom on first. I left her panting on the bed and reached for the nightstand. I picked up the condom and ripped open the package. My heart was racing, my mouth felt dry. I fumbled with putting it on. My mind was pierced with one razor sharp thought, with that one damn sensation I craved. I was gonna fuck her until she couldn’t breathe, until she was breathless.

      She moved towards me on the bed, her movements triggering animalistic reactions. I pulled her by her ankles to the edge of the bed and flipped her over.

      “I’m gonna fuck the shit out of you baby.” I panted.

      She gasped and squealed.That high pitch kind of girl moan always spiked my adrenaline in a flash and I knew I had to fuck her bent over the edge of the bed. I grunted and drove my hard cock into that sweet ass.

      Fuck yea.

      She was still a fine wet mess. I held her hips and pounded her hard. The sensation of her tight pussy all around me was off the charts. The rush was so fantastic, so extreme I thought the top of my head was going to blow off. Her body rocked and jolted hard, as I raged inside of her. My awareness of reality was slipping away with each frantic thrust and stroke.

      Oh my fucking God!

      I felt the tidal wave coming, it was a muther fucking moster. This time I didn’t hold back, this time I surrendered and I let it take me under, as I exploded my cum all inside of her.

      “Oh God!” I gasped, between breaths. “That was fucking intense.”

      She rolled over onto her back and threw a bent arm up, resting her forearm on her forehead, pulling large breaths of air into her lungs.

      “Wow. Yea, intense is the word.” She was still reeling from the pounding she took.

      I fell onto the bed beside her. My heart was still racing and my skin tingled like it was on fire. The effects of the drug were at their height. I felt alive. I was euphoric, and happy with the entire world. Nothing could stop me, I was invincible. I was a goddamn sex god, with enough testosterone to fuck this pussy all night. And I had every fucking intention of doing just that.

      Goddamn, my mouth was so dry.

      I jumped up and ran into the bathroom. I turned on the cold water faucet and cupped my hands under the waterfall, scooping handfuls of water into my mouth. I couldn’t get enough. The cool water splashed and trickled down my chin as I gulped for dear life. Jesus, even the water hitting my skin felt like a new sensation, like I was feeling it for the first time. I threw handfuls of water on my face, not caring that I was also throwing it all over the floor and running my open hands down my face to accentuate the effect.

      I carried two cups of water from the bathroom out and placed them on the nightstand. Holly grabbed one, eagerly gulping it down, soothing the dry mouth side effect of the XTC. I stared at her tits as she drank. They looked amazing. Round, plump and the nipples were large and hard from arousal. She had the kind of nipples that were surrounded by an exceptionally large dark area. The urge to feel those large nipples in my mouth hit me like a ton of bricks, and my cock rose to an intensified erection. Those large pink nipples needed to be in my mouth, like right now.

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      I had to take her again, I was driven to slam my cock deep inside of her, and I knew I was goig to fuck this girl all night long.

      She reached over the edge of the bed and dug something out of her purse on the floor.

      “We need some music,” she said. She popped her iPod into the docking station of the clock radio at the side of the bed and put on her favorite playlist of slow jamz. I crawled on top of her in the bed and pushed a handful of tit into my mouth.

      We both got lost in the music for hours and I pounded her again and again, fucking her in every way imaginable, until the plateau of my high taped off. We went at it all goddamn night, kissing, licking, fucking, talking, and feeling the music with more awareness than we thought possible. But eventually we crashed into exhaustion, and we fell asleep.

      Fuck, what’s that horrible noise?

      I reached over a long haired girl next to me in bed and yanked the iPod out of its docking station in the clock radio. Reality sank in as I looked around the cheap motel room. The time on the clock reminded me that I had better get my ass on the road and drive if I was ever going to make any progress towards California today.

      I rolled out of bed without a sound and found my clothes strewn all over the damn floor. I pulled on my jeans and shoved my feet into my shoes as best I could in my fatigued aftermath of the night before. I glanced at the girl, entwined in crumpled sheets, her nice ass partially exposed.

      Damn, I fucked the shit out of her last night.

      I scribbled a short note on the motel note pad and left it on the nightstand, sitting under her iPod with a twenty dollar bill.

      

      Holly,

      Had to hit the road again. Long trip ahead of me.

      Thanks for the good time last night.

      Breakfast on me.

      Jesse

      

      I slipped quietly out the door, got in my pickup truck and headed west.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      
        Niki

      

      “Do you like it?” Kat’s eyes were beaming, when she showed me her rather abstract paint job on the wall  in her room.

      So much for getting our security deposit back when we move out.

      “It’s…um…interesting. Very artistic,” I replied.

      “I knew you would like it,” she said hugging me. “I’m so happy we finally did this. We are going to have so much fun.”

      “We sure will. Careful hun, don’t get paint all over me. This is a brand new shirt.”

      “Aw, you are such a wimp. It’s just a little paint. It will wash off.” She laughed and reached for the brush. Oh, I knew exactly what she was up to and ran for the door, barely escaping being part of her artwork. I slammed it shut, held it tight and trapped her inside.

      “Hey, let me out,” Kat yelled, rattling the door knob.

      “Only if you promise to put down the brush.” I was trying not to laugh and lost my grip.

      “Okay, okay. I promise,” she giggled.

      “Pinky swear?”

      “Geez, what are we, in high school? Okay, I pinky swear. Now, let me out.”

      I released my hold on the knob and Kat opened the door with a swoosh. She was standing in the doorway, cheeks flushed red, still holding her paint brush. “Hey, you promised,” I reminded her.

      Kat hesitated for a brief moment but decided to comply.“Let’s go for lunch,” she said as she dropped the brush in the sink and pulled the paint stained T-shirt over her head. “Give me half an hour. I’m just gonna take a quick shower and then we can leave, okay?”

      I could see a pattern emerging. She would leave the mess for me to clean up. Not a great start.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Café Vida in the Palisades was bustling with patrons. After a short five minute wait, Kat and I were sitting comfortably in a small booth.

      The waitress placed a basket of freshly baked bread between us. Kat broke off a piece to chew on while talking. “Now that you’ve moved away from your dad’s iron tight grip, I hope you’ll finally say goodbye to that stuffy boyfriend of yours.”

      “You never liked Jason, did you?”

      “Damn right. You need a new man.”

      I pulled a piece from the same crusty loaf of sourdough. “What’s wrong with Jason? He’s what every girl wants. Smart, has a good job, a good future...”

      “And boring.  Niki the guys lifeless. You need a cool and fun guy. If you want,  I can help you find a new one. Trust me, I’m good at this.”

      “I don’t want a new guy. Funny, cool or not. I’m perfectly happy with the one I have right now.”

      “So are you?”

      “Am I what? Happy? I just told you I am.” I set down my bread that I had been nibbling on.

      “No silly, are you gonna end it with Jason anytime soon?”

      “I already told you. This is not the right time in my life for any breakups. They’re too emotional. Why do you even care so much?”

      “Because, I have exciting plans for us this summer and we don’t want some dreary tagalong, like Jason”

      “Hah, it’s not such an easy thing to do. You know, it is not just one person getting hurt here. In fact I am not even sure who will be most affected, Jason or my dad.”

      Kat cracked a smile. “Your dad had it all figured out, didn’t he? Hooking you up with daddy’s golden boy at the office. Listen Niki, this is your life. Your destiny. It is not freaking India where women are forced into arranged marriages.”

      “Wow that would be scary. At least now I am out of the house. Away from my dad’s constant disapproving scorn. Besides Jason is a nice solid guy. Everyone says we’re perfect for eachother.”

      “Yea, well. Perfect doesn’t always cut it. Wait and see.”

      I frowned and stabbed a forkful of salad that the waitress had just delivered to our table. Kat had a way of being right about people, an instinctive kind of understanding. I didn’t want to admit that she was right. Again.  But I just didn’t have time to deal with relationship issues right now so I changed the subject.

      “Are we still on for going out Friday night in Venice Beach?”

      “Definitely. Party time is on my friend. Chase and Tanner and Jenna are going too. V Lounge will be a blast. The last time I was there, it was filled with hot guys.It was like, they were hanging off the wall fixtures there were so many. Could be our lucky night.”

      “Ha!” I laughed right when I tried to swallow and nearly choked on a piece of lettuce. “Kat, you’re crazy, girl. You always see the positive in things. But I’m sure if there are tons of hunky guys they will all be after you. That’s why I keep you around, you are always so much fun to be with.”

      Kat laughed and took a sip of her drink. “So are you bringing Mr. Killjoy with you on Friday to the V Lounge?”

      “Actually, no. He’ll be out of town. We just had a big fight about it. His grandmother passed away and he assumed I would go with him to the birthday but it’s all the way up past San Francisco. That’s a seven hour drive each way. I can’t waste my entire weekend, I need to finish a big fashion design project that’s due on Monday. So I argued like the lawyer that my dad wanted me to be. And he argued like the lawyer that he is and the whole thing blew up into a big mess. But I stood my ground in the end.”

      “Good for you Niki, way to stand up for yourself.”

      “I don’t know. I feel guilty for not playing the role of the supportive girlfriend but I would have felt so out of place with all of his family there. I have hardly met any of them except his parents once. I don’t think our relationship is ready for that big of an event yet. Maybe if we were a year or two into our relationship but not now. You know what I mean.”

      “Sure hun. Now we can have some fun together this Friday.” Kat finished the last bite of her salad and pulled her wallet out of her oversized Juicy Couture bag.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      
        Jesse

      

      “Hope this will work for you,” Kenny said, while opening the door to the spare bedroom in his house.

      “This is great. Thanks Ken.” I dropped my suitcase on the floor next to the bed. It was a cool place Uncle Kenny had. Right in the heart of Santa Monica, only a few blocks from the beach. Typical Californian style house that looked like all the others on the block, light colors, stucco exterior. East coast houses are different. Darker and more rustic than on the west coast. You don’t see a lot of red brick type houses in LA.

      I stepped over to the window and pushed the vertical blinds aside with the backside of my hand to check out the view. Damn. Bigger yards in New York, I noted as I looked out the window. But what the hell, the sun was shining and the room was bright, painted all white. I scanned the room ceiling to floor. This would be my home away from home for the next couple months. Shit, who was I kidding, I didn’t have a home any more. I had been crashing at Jimmy’s place in between races, ever since mom went in the hospital and our old house was sold to help pay her medical bills. But I had a good feeling about this move. Spending the summer here, helping my uncle getting “Rookies”, his sports bar back on track, might not be such a bad idea after all.

      “Help yourself to anything you need. Towels, bedding and stuff. There's plenty of food and beer in the fridge. Mi casa es su casa.” He cracked a feeble smile. I hadn’t seen him for years and wrinkles had settled around his eyes. And yet, for his age of forty-five, he wasn’t a bad looking dude and stayed in good shape it seemed. I always wondered why he never married, or had any kids. He had a good heart, fun and easy going, one of those guys everyone gets along with. I guess that’s why he opened his bar. Kenny was your typical friendly bartender.

      “Thanks again. I really appreciate it. Just let me know what kind of help you need from me. I’m here to help, you know.”

      “Sure Jess. Take a day or two and get settled in. I’ll take you to the bar Monday and show you around. Don’t worry about it. It’s a piece of cake. The easiest job you’ll ever have,” Kenny said with a smile and paused as he went out the door. “Oh, but don’t walk around the house naked. I‘m planning on having female company later, if you know what I mean.”

      “Uncle Kenny.” I grinned. “You dog, you.”

      He disappeared down the hall whistling and I headed out to the truck to get the remainder of my bags.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Jess, meet Chase. He is my right hand here at the bar. Been with me ever since I opened this joint. Chase, this is my nephew, Jesse Morrison from New York.”

      Chase stuck out his hand. “Hey, man. Great to meet you. Kenny told me you were coming out here to help with the bar over the summer.”

      It was Monday morning and my uncle had brought me to his sports bar, “Rookies” to get me acclimated. It was my first day helping out and I was feeling pretty chill about the whole thing. Hanging around bars was not exactly new to me.

      I shook Chase’s hand. He had a firm grip, was well-built and seemed like a nice guy. “Great to meet you too, man. Yep, I’m out here for a couple of months I guess. We will see how it goes.”

      “Chase will show you around and explain the routine. Train you for the job.” We stepped into the back hallway near his office. “Chase, will you get Jesse his uniform?”

      I cringed at the word “uniform”. I wasn’t the military “everyone wearing the same outfit” type of guy.

      He nodded in affirmation.

      “I thought you were going to train me yourself, Uncle Kenny?”

      It was Kenny’s turn to cringed and wrinkled up his face. “You’re going to have to drop the Uncle thing. It sounds so...old. And just not right for our working situation.”

      “Sure, sure. Kenny. You got it…Boss” Hope I will remember that one.

      Kenny clapped me on my cheek as if he was some Godfather out of the old mafia movies. “Well, better get your thumb out of your ass and get to work.” He turned to Chase.

      “Chase, I’ll be in my office for the next couple hours if you need me.” He took a step towards his office and stopped to pull his wallet out of his pocket, handing Chase a couple bills. “Lunch is on me since its Jesse’s first day, but after that you two knuckleheads are on your own. Just remember. Don’t drink it all up, get some food too. And call me if you need anything.” He turned to me. “Jess, I’ll see you later.” He slapped me on the back and gave a nod to Chase. “Have fun guys.” He disappeared into his office down the hall and left me standing there facing Chase.

      “Your uncle is a pretty cool dude, man.” Come on. I’ll give you the tour.”

      I followed him out to the bar area. “Yea, he’s always been solid. It’s good to see him again after all these years.”

      “What do you mean? How long has it been since you two have seen each other?”

      “God, I don’t know, lost count. The last five years I’ve been on non-stop tours racing in motocross and supercross. I’m hardly in one place for very long, well until this damn injury.” I raised my left hand and open and closed my fist. “I haven’t gained back the strength I need for the proper grip and control of the bike.”

      “Shit. Hey, maybe I can help you work on that, you know, target those muscles with some strength training. I’m also a trainer at a gym here.”

      “Maybe. Hey, tell me. What's up with the uniform thing? I didn’t know I was gonna be wearing some lame ass uniform. I can’t be messing with my swag, you know?”

      Chase laughed and shook his head. “Don’t sweat the load, man. It’s just a polo shirt with the “Rookies” logo. Nothing elaborate, see I'm wearing it. Sometimes red, sometimes a black shirt.” He pulled on the collar.

      “Yea, you look kind of geeky.” I grinned. Chase knew I was yanking his chain and I could tell right away he was my kind of guy. This gig was going to be a fucking piece of cake.

      The rest of the morning was spent in training. Chase was showing me the basics you tend to around a bar. He also hooked me up with the goofy polo shirt slash uniform and finally we headed to a Chipotle on my uncles’ dime. About time, my stomach was starting to roar.

      “Tell me, Jess,” Chase said downing a large bite of his burrito. “California is a long way from New York. Far to travel for a summer gig? Anything else that brings you to the West Coast, besides your uncle,”

      “Basically, I’m an asshole and needed a change of scenery.” I wasn’t going to lie and try to pretty myself up for anyone. I am what I am.

      “Dude, that’s kind of a rough description of yourself. Man, what did you do to earn that title?” Chase asked with a grin.

      “It’s a long story but the shorter version is, I was at the peak of my racing career and got injured. Messed up my hand and my leg.” I dropped my taco and wiggled the fingers of my left hand in the air. “The surgery on my hand didn’t take right and my grip is fucked up now. If I can’t clasp the handlebar and work the clutch with my hand like I used to, I’m screwed. I might never race professionally again.”

      “Man, that sucks. Where did you race?”

      “All over the states, Australia and even in Europe. Last year I won Supercross du Paris in France.”

      “No kidding. Wow! You must have been pretty skilled on a bike. I’m impressed.”

      “Well, after my accident, things just went sought. I couldn’t ride my bike the way I used to and that just killed me. I needed to ride. It’s grained into my pores, my blood. I crave that kind of action in my life. It fuels my soul, you know? What the hell am I gonna do without it?” I shrugged and crunched into more taco. “Don’t have any other job skills. Spent all my life on a dirt bike, never even went to college. Don’t get me wrong, college is fine for…someone else. But me? Nah, I need the adrenaline rush every day. I would die if I had to get a job like sitting behind a desk all day. Literally die. I would rather just take a gun to my head and get it over with fast, than spending the rest of my life at a desk job. Suicide by desk, I call it” I cranked a smile, leaned back in my chair and crumpled the taco paper into a ball, tossing it onto the brown plastic tray. “So, I became an asshole instead. Drinking, whoring, and partying. Anything to fill the void. I was now getting my rush in a different way, you know. Oh, and then there was this whole thing about my brother, Jimmy. He is a cop and his career, wife and future kid didn’t mess well with my lifestyle. After he pulled me out of yet another bar fight, he “suggested” for me to leave town and chill out here with Uncle Kenny for a while. Get my shit in one bag, you know. So basically, that’s why I am here.”

      Chase pushed his tray away and crossed his arms across his chest. “That’s quite a story. Well, I guess we all have one, but no worries, man. I’m not here to judge.”

      “That’s cool.”

      “And Jess, don’t worry about your hand. The human body is a pretty remarkable piece of equipment. I think I can help you with that hand. Don’t give up just yet, man. Lets’ see what we can do. I’ll design a specific training plan for you. I can’t promise anything but I might have a trick or two up my sleeve.”

      “I doubt anything will work. I went to all of my physical therapy sessions after the surgery and it still looks like shit. I think I’m just destined to be an asshole.” I laughed, ran my hand through my hair and sucked down the rest of my Coke.

      “We’d better beat it. It’s time to go back.” Chase stood up from the table and tipped his tray of trash into the can. He put the plastic tray up on top near the soda station and we shoved off into the bright California sunshine. This walking to things was different for me. I wasn’t used to walking to lunch or walking to work back home. It kind of made me feel like I was cheating on my truck.

      The early afternoon hours were spent with more training, how to replace the beer kegs when they run empty, how to operate the glass washing station, prepare the set ups for mixed drinks and where to find all the bar supplies. Tonight, I was just the bartender’s assistant, helping Chase with anything he needed. Chase was going to train me in how to mix drinks and be an expert bartender later in the week. It was pretty easy stuff and I got a chance to get my feet wet by drawing beers from the tap for the after work customers.
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* * *

      A couple of days had gone by and I considered myself almost an expert, filling the heavy glass beer mugs with just the right head of foam. Every night I waited for “the big rush” of customers, but the reality was that my uncle’s bar was more like a graveyard. I wondered if my stay at my uncle’s house would be short lived.

      Friday rolled around and I had been here in California for almost a week, working my butt off day and night at “Rookies”. All I had seen was the dark inside of the bar and my bed for too long. I was restless and needed to blow off some steam. Hell, I didn’t even know what Santa Monica looked like in the daylight but Chase came through with an invite to a bar. Hang with him and some of his friends.

      Chase was texting when I slid into the passenger seat of his car.

      “Hey man.” His eyes were glued to the screen. He finished his text, dropped the phone in the console cup holder and put the car in reverse. “Are you ready for this? Santa Monica nightlife?”

      “Hell, yea.” I pushed my hand through my hair.

      “Tonight you can see how we rock things here on the west coast.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “V lounge. Some friends of mine from back in high school said to meet up there. That’s who I was texting. I haven’t seen them for a while but they are nice and fun.”

      “Cool. I’m down.”

      As we headed to Venice Beach my mind was set on the burn of a Jack Daniels. New surroundings and a change to my daily grind had kept my mind off my own crap. Most of the time. But my injured hand kept me constantly pissed off and reminded me of the calming effect hard liquor induced.

      As we walked into V lounge, Chase quickly noticed his group of friends. “There they are, in the corner over there.” He pointed with his chin to a small group with a hot blonde reaching up on her tiptoes, frantically waving at us. We pushed through the mass of warm bodies in their direction. I swept the room with my eyes. Drinks were flowing like water all around us. I liked this place. I liked it a lot.

      “Chase,” she squealed. The hot blonde threw her arms around Chase’s neck bouncing up and down. Damn, I would like to see that bouncing action riding me.

      “Whoa, whoa, Kat. Take it easy on my neck, girl.” He laughed. “Glad to see me, or what?”

      The girl giggled and tossed back her long blonde hair. “Chase, sweetie, who’s your friend here?” She radiated as she turned to scope me out, one arm thrown over Chase’s shoulder and a seductive glitter in her eye. She’d been drinking already. Always an attractive quality in my book. I pushed my hand through my hair feeling like a side of beef hanging in a meat market.

      “Kat, this is Jesse, he’s the newbie at Rookies. He’s Kenny’s nephew,” Chase said.

      She dropped her arm from his neck looking at me hungrily.

      “Hey Jesse. Where have you been all my life?” She turned back to the bar and grabbed her cranberry vodka. “Are you a fitness trainer or something? You are pretty damn hot with all those muscles and shit.” She gazed up at me from under her lashes, like she could jump on me and eat me alive. Damn, this girl could sure turn the tables. Suddenly the hunter became the hunted.

      I shuffled my feet. “Well, what can I say? I’m vegetarian and hit the gym religiously.” I was being sarcastic. She didn’t get it.

      “Really?” she asked with wide eyes.

      Chase blew out a sudden short laugh.

      “No. Are you whack? My idea of weight lifting is lifting beer bottles to my lips,” I snorted.

      She stomped her foot and huffed. “You guys suck ass.”

      I eyed the bartender behind her, anxious to get a drink in me to better deal with this little vixen.

      “Hey Jesse, hon. C’mon, you gotta meet my best friend.” Before I knew it she was pulling on my arm for me to follow her a couple spots down the bar. When we stopped, my eyes lingered on a girl with long dark hair, in an outrageously short black dress standing at the bar with her back to us.

      “Niki.”

      She heard her name and turned with a drink in hand, her long black hair undulating down her back in a wave as she moved. My eyes beaded a line straight on a face, fair and sweet, that imprinted on my soul in a heartbeat. I swore I heard the buzz of electricity and for a nanosecond time froze. My awareness of the room momentarily faded into a hazy blur, followed by another cool glance over her shoulder and with that the room warped back to normal.

      Kat spun around and tugged on her friend's arm, pulling her attention away from some dude who had been chewing her ear off.

      “Niki. You gotta meet Jesse. He’s Chase's new friend and coworker. Kenny’s nephew.”

      The sweet faced girl turned completely around looking right into me like she could see through me, like she could see all the way to where my thoughts were. How I had never given any thought to waste my life on cheap beer…or cheap women.

      “Jesse, this is my best friend in the whole world, Niki. We’ve know each other since high school, well, all of us have. Anyway...oh my God, I think I need another drink,” Kat said to the bottom of her empty glass.

      “Hi Jesse, nice to meet you.” Her lush lips moved. Her dark lashes batted. Her reaction towards me pleasant, but not impressed. My heart sank. Holy hell, I just met this girl and already the sparks were flying like heat lightning arcing between storm clouds. At least that was my reaction. Fuck. This was something new.

      Her eyes flitted over to Chase and lit up with old friendship when she saw him.

      “Chase, baby, good to see you again.” She leaned past me to give Chase a hug. A wisp of her raven hair brushed my arm. “Chase where’ve you been hiding? I haven’t seen you around lately.” Her scent pleasantly invaded my nostrils. My pulse jabbed at my veins, with a sharp burst of adrenaline.

      Damn, that felt good.

      “Chase, dude, I need a drink. Let’s flag down the bartender.” Chase pressed into the bodies closest to the edge of the bar and waved. He shouted our order over their heads and I shoved a twenty dollar bill at him to pay for our drinks.

      Niki stood to my rear, wedged in between me and Chase, almost pressed up against his chest the crowd was so tight. Even at that close range, their conversation was strained and she had to yell to be heard over the music and bar chatter. This arrangement left me trapped on the receiving end of Kat’s nuclear attention, her off the wall personality oozing enthusiasm in my face.

      “Jesse, you look dark and mysterious to me. Where are you from again? New Hampshire?”

      She was practically scaling me like Mount Everest when Chase passed over my drink, holding it high above all the heads. Too many people. It sloshed in the glass and dribbled on Kat’s bare forearm causing her to squeal.

      “Oh shit, that’s cold.” She laughed, shaking imaginary drops off of her arm.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to baptize you with beer.”

      She kept laughing. “It’s okay Jesse. You can lick it off.” She held her arm up to my face and laughed loudly. “Just kidding, lover. You can do it later,” she giggled.

      This chic was hot and all, the total package, but damn she just wasn't tripping my trigger. I shot a glance back over my shoulder. Niki was still at my back deep in a conversation with Chase. I could hear snippets of conversation fading in and out, the two of them rehashing old high school memories. Damn, if I knew her in high school I never would have let that one get away. Secret tingles amassed my skin, knowing how dangerously close behind me she was. Was it the heat from her body, or heat from the conglomerate of human flesh? Shit. What was happening to my body? I downed the rest of my beer and ordered another.

      “Okay Jesse, let’s play a game.”

      Oh my God, no. Let’s not play a fucking guessing game. I blew out a breath, twisted around a little to check on Niki. Still hanging on Chase.

      “So, Jesse, huh? What do you think? What’s your answer? Mary Ann or Ginger?” Kat was all up in my face. I had no clue what the fuck she was talking about. I hadn’t even heard a word she said.

      “Uh, oh, well...” I noticed a couple leaving. “There’s a table. Let’s snag it before anyone else gets it.” I lurched through the crowd to the high top table staking a claim with my beer glass.

      I yelled back, “Chase, Niki, I got a table over here.”

      The wooden leg of the tall chair groaned against the cement floor as I pulled it out for Niki. Kat jumped into the chair. “Thanks hun.”

      I looked up and Chase caught the pained expression on my face. He slid into the chair next to Kat to run interference for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      
        Niki

      

      Kat dipped her head into me. “Isn’t he cute?” she said, laying claim to Jesse already. I was used to it. Kat always got all the attention when we went out. I glanced over the sleek black tabletop, hoping Jesse wouldn’t catch me looking. He looked down into his beer, laughing at something Kat said. I tried hard not to notice anything about him, but the minute I laid eyes on him I had noticed several things: his dark blue eyes, the way stray locks of hair fell in his eyes and how he always pushed them out of his eyes, his charming smile, his ink, and a pack of muscles that moved powerfully under his tight grey t-shirt. But I shouldn't be noticing. I already had a boyfriend.

      “Yea, he’s hot as hell.” I took a sip on my beer. Chase and Jesse had ordered a pitcher and we all shared. It was good to see Chase again. We almost dated in high school, but it became awkward. Sometimes friends are only meant to stay friends. Maybe if he was as good looking back then as he was now, it could have been different. It just took some time for him to ripen. Now he was definitely handsome, tall, and muscular, with jet black hair that was cut short in the back and longer in the front.

      “Well, hands off Niki girl. I’m claiming “new guy in town” for myself.”

      “Kat, you’re a crazy woman. I have Jason, remember?” I played it off, like I hadn’t been the least affected by him. Yea, I had Jason. I looked over at Jesse again and my heart wilted a little with that thought.

      Jason was my dad’s favorite. He was very literal-minded, no understanding of music, poetry and yet when you got right down to it, Jason’s literalness, his pragmatic approach to every subject was the primary reason he was cut out to be a lawyer, and it made him invulnerable. He worked as an intern at my dad’s law office. He was smart, good looking enough, even-tempered and ... and rather flat, and boring, if truth be told. There, I said it plain and clear. Kat was right. Jason was boring alright. But a good catch by anyone’s standards. Everyone always said how perfect we were together.

      Tonight, restlessness rolled in my gut, maybe caused by rebelliousness towards my dad, or maybe due to the newfound freedom of my living arrangement with Kat. I had made a lot of changes in my life lately. Or maybe I was sexually frustrated and Jesse was just damn hot.

      “Fuck that shit, Niki. Jason is a dickhead. Dump him, you deserve so much better.” She took a swig of her beer, as if to lay credence to her words. I knew the edge to her words was all a facade and I never took offense. It’s just that Kat was the type of person who could read people in an instant. She had picked up on Jason’s control issue long before I did. And she didn’t mind letting me know her opinion right from the get go. Maybe the control issues were the sole reason why he was my dad’s pick. My dad had the exact same problem.

      “What the hell do you mean, Kat?” The beers were having their way with me and I giggled. “Jason is the pitomee...” My tongue had a mind of its own inside of my mouth. “Jason is the e-pit-omy of a good boyfriend.” I leaned in heavily onto the table, touching heads with Kat as we laughed.

      “Girl, I love you. You’re the best roommate ever.” Kat flung an arm over my shoulder and rubbed her head against mine and kissed me on the cheek. Jesse leaned over invading our space and I looked up to a pair of solid blue eyes burning a hole in me. Once again his unruly strands of brown hair fell into his eyes. He shoved them back with his hand drawing my attention to the movement of muscles under his inked skin. My blood simmered. My eyelashes fluttered and I pulled back, shoving my drink in my mouth to cover the gasp I surely made. Oh shit. Jason was out of town for his grandmother’s birthday and here I was lusting after the first hot guy who crossed my path. What was wrong with me?

      “Can I join the party? You two are pretty tight over here. Can a new guy get a word in?”

      “Oh sorry, baby.” Kat said. “Come in here and join us.”

      Chase must have gone to the restroom, as I couldn’t see him anywhere in the crowd. Kat pulled her arm off of me and draped it over Jesse’s broad muscular shoulder.

      “Damn, baby. You work out.” Kat slurred, running her forefinger up and down his bulging bicep. It traced across the edge of a tattoo, peeking out from under the tight sleeve of his t-shirt. I cocked my head to the side. I think it said “Carpe Diem”. A small tug pulled in the pit of my stomach as I allowed my eyes to vacation on his powerful ink covered muscle. I whimpered in my mind, and bit my tongue, while I watched Kat soak up all the testosterone laden attention at the table like a sponge.

      I closed my eyes and gulped my beer.

      Jason, Jason , Jason. Remember Jason.

      Good thing I had a boyfriend. I exhaled. Kat was falling all over him and I wouldn’t be surprised if she took him home with her, or she went home with him. He seemed like the typical player type.

      Damn it Kat, cool your jets. We are roommates.

      I didn't want to see her with him, or hear her with him at our place later tonight. I guess I could always crash on Chase’s couch if things headed in that direction.

      “Who’s ready for some shots?” Chase sang out, returning to the table with four shots of Patron. “Yea, man. I’m ready.”

      “Hell yea. I know what I want to do.” Jesse’s voice joined in.

      Chase set them down and high fived Jesse. Kat doled out the glasses, one in front of each of us, a lime wedge teetering on the edge of each glass. Chase held his up, signaling everyone to raise a glass in unison. “Here’s to old friends and new.”

      He threw back his shot and we all followed suite. I coughed and sputtered, feeling the burn in my throat. I was never much of an expert at shots. Sipping wine was more my style, but as we toasted, I noted that Jesse appeared to be quite the pro at chugging drinks. I wiped lime juice from my mouth with the back of my hand and mentally chastised myself. Who was I kidding? His demeanor had “Bad boy” written all over it, one who could hook up with a girl in no time flat. Normally, I wouldn’t give a guy like that the time of day, and yet his eyes had pierced me to my soul, awakening something in me that I didn't realize existed. And he had pushed into my mind more often than I wanted to admit.

      Corralled at the table by friends the remainder of the night, I was a reluctant witness to Kat’s well-crafted play for Mr. Bad Boy himself. I chewed on the thin short drink straw in my empty glass to shreds. I knew he would break her heart like the typical asshole bad boy. Just another troublemaker. Run Kat, high tail it outta there. I sank my teeth into my lower lip and reaching for the glass Chase had just set down, swallowed a huge gulp of beer.

      “Hey Niki, that was mine.” Chase blinked at me like he was hurt and plopped down in the chair next to mine. Kat and Jesse were practically conjoined twins by now, locked into an fascinating conversation, garnished with lots of high pitched laughing and hair tossing. I wanted to puke. Well, maybe it was the alcohol that made me want to puke.

      “Yea whatever, I need this to drown my sorrows.” I leaned heavily on the table top, loose as a ragdoll and verbally vomited all the drama with the Jason situation onto Chase. He was a sympathetic listener so I heaved a second time, and the story about my dad and moving out to find my freedom came spilling out. Such are the effects of mixing your liquors; beer, vodka and tequila.

      “Come on girl.” A strong hand reached over, taking me by the elbow. I looked up with blurry vision into Jesse’s heavenly blue eyes. “Come on you. It’s time to go home.”

      “Niki, I think we need to go now, hun,” Kat slurred and swayed while grabbing the back of my chair to steady herself.

      “Where are we going? I don’t want to go home yet,” I blubbered.

      The two guys both snickered at how poorly Kat and I held our liquor. Jesse tugged on my arm a second time but I yanked it away.

      “Naw. I think I’ll stay and have one more.” I shifted in my chair like I was settling in.

      “Hey, come on, Niki. It’s time to get out of here. I’ll get you ladies in a cab and send you home,” Chase said. “Both of you two need to call it a night.”

      He gently put his hands on my waist and moved me out of the chair. I struggled to stand, finding everything, and nothing in particular, hilarious.

      “Niki-i-i-i. Come on. Woo...” Kat, whooped and flung her arm over my shoulder. The force was enough to make me fall into Jesse, standing next to us. I grabbed at his t-shirt, laughing and Kat’s petite body followed, the two of us crashing into him like falling dominoes.

      “Woo, hoo!” Kat yelped. “Let’s make a sandwich!” She wrapped her arms around me, reaching all the way to Jesse, for one big hug. Spontaneously, he circled his arms around the both of us in a “sandwich hug”. I found myself caught in the middle, pressed up against a solid pack of muscles. Even in my inebriated state, his lethal energy radiated through me and I melted into his chest. I tipped my head back, looking up at him, my mouth hanging open. And there I froze, up against him, painfully aware of how awkward the situation was, wondering if he could feel my heart beating against his chest. Oh God, he probably thought I was falling all over him like all the other girls.

      Damn you, drunken Kat.

      Kat was oblivious, lost in her own world, dancing to one big party inside her own mind. Jostling me up and down, locked in the middle of some kind of crazy, psychotic bear hug, pumping to the bar music.

      “Wooo! Let’s da-a-nce!” Kat squealed.

      Oh my God, just let me die now.

      “The party is over, Kat,” Chase chuckled. “Come on, let’s get out of this place before you start dancing on the tables.” He tugged at her arm and she let go of the hug, releasing me from my blissful torture session.

      “Oh, that’s a good idea. I could do that. Maybe I’d get a few dollar bills...”

      “No, no, no, no,” He steered her back towards the exit.

      “This way. To the door, party girl. We’re not in Vegas.”

      I lurched for Chase’s arm. I was sure that I would only be tempting fate if I stayed within Jesse’s personal bubble for one more second and not surprised, Kat latched herself onto Jesse’s arm.

      Outside on the curb, the summer night air was fresh to my face. A dirty cab pulled up in front of us.

      “Here’s your limo, girls,” Jesse said.

      “What?” We don’t need a cab,” Kat protested.

      Chase pulled her arm. “You’re insane. There’s no way in hell you can drive tonight, Kat. Jesse called you girls a cab.”

      “That’s right, get in Cinderella. Your pumpkin has arrived,” Jesse said and opened the door of the cab.

      “Hey, maybe you can take me home,” Kat said pulling closer to Jesse. “Sorry, not tonight, Sugar,” Jesse said as he escorted her to the open car door. He pushed her into the back seat of the cab, a petite mass of babbling and laughing flesh. She fell back giggling, the cab driver cutting her an annoyed glance. Jesse apologized to the man and took her legs by the ankles shoving them in after her, like he was stuffing an oversized duffle bag.

      Jesse now turned, one hand still on the door, and held out his other hand for me. I stood, wide eyed, staring. Oh shit. My heart did a flip flop. He wanted me to take his hand. I knew he was just being polite, but he had no idea what havoc his presence had wreaked upon me. My eyes flitted from his open waiting hand up to his face. His stare cut through me, as he smiled, a charming smile, causing my stomach to tie in knots. I swallowed hard and put my hand in his trying not to come undone. Maybe I had been all wrong about him.

      I dropped down into the seat as he shut the door and stepped back away from the cab. Chase thumped the top of the cab with his hand and spun around to walk away. Jesse shoved his hands in his pockets and walked backwards, bent over looking down to see me peering out the window, as the cab pulled away from the curb. I jerked my face away from the window, embarrassed that he caught me looking. I could have sworn I saw him blow me a two fingered kiss. I gasped and spun around to see if Kat had witnessed it.

      “Kat.” She was silent, slumped back in the seat with her eyes closed and her mouth open.

      I audibly exhaled and relaxed back into the seat and Kat’s soft elbow fell against my arm. She would sleep it off and wake with a pounding headache in the morning but, what the fuck had happened tonight? Kat was going after Jesse pretty hard, yet I kept catching him ogling me. And the electrifying vibes between us were off the charts. I turned my head and stared out the cab window the rest of the ride home unaware of the cityscape rushing past. There are some things in life that can’t be explained and I had a quirky feeling that hurricane Jesse was about to hit land.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      
        Jesse

      

      “C’mon, Chase, give me her number,” I pleaded. I worked my left hand doing curls with a hand weight. Chase was helping me strengthen the muscles in my injured hand at the gym where he worked from time to time.

      “I’m not giving you Niki’s number, dude. I know you, you will just fuck her over with a one-night stand and I don’t want her hurt. Niki and I have been friends since high school.”

      I couldn’t believe he was stalling me like this. Maybe the real reason he refused to give me her number was that he was into Niki himself. “Seriously, dude, I’m not like that. That was the old me. I just want to take her on a date and see how it goes. You know, two people getting to know each other like adults.”

      “Jesse,” he stopped and stared straight at me. “You are just here for the summer, man. Suppose you two hit it off? Then what? You leave and I have to put up with tears and all the, “What did I do wrong?” whining and crying and help her get over you. I don’t know. It just doesn’t sound like a good idea. Besides, she has a boyfriend, well a kind of boyfriend. I don’t really know how serious they are, but still you gotta think about that.”

      Fuck. She had a boyfriend? That explains why she seemed a little cold at first. But did that really matter? It’s not like they were married or anything. And what if it was just something casual? Chase had no idea how my heart had skyrocketed when she turned around and I saw her face for the first time. It was like a fucking beautiful heart attack in a little black dress. Like something inside of me burst to life. It scared the shit out of me to admit it, but I was hooked. It was like an instant addiction to a drug and it was all her, those big doe eyes, her long dark hair. Fuck! It was better than XTC and coke combined. I can’t fucking quit. Boyfriend or no boyfriend, I’m going all in. And I could be a pretty damn persistent asshole if needed.

      “You're killing me here, man. Just give me the number. Besides, if you don’t, I’ll just get it from Kat.” I raised my eyebrows.

      Chase rolled his eyes. “Will you forget about Niki, already? I have another idea. Some friends and I are going to a private beach in Malibu for a bonfire tonight. There will be plenty of nice looking girls with slamming hot bodies. You can come with me.”

      Damn. I didn’t care about slamming hot bodies. I could get that anywhere. I had to figure out why this Niki girl had such an effect on me. I finished up my reps with the hand weights while contemplated another way to get to see her again.

      “What if you called Kat and Niki and invited them to that bonfire thing?” I asked but I had lost Chase’s attention.

      “Well, speak of the devil.” Chase pointed towards the elliptical machines with his chin as he alternated forearm curls. Niki and Kat were talking and getting on the machines. My pulse jumped when I saw Niki. She looked even hotter than I remembered. Oh shit, another quake on the Richter scale. So it wasn’t just my imagination last night, or the effects of the damn beer.

      I never had much faith in love or miracles. For me, love had always been more about physical release than anything else, but when seeing this girl, something was different. It was like my heart skipped a beat. I felt driven to be with her by some unexplainable force. I knew I was going to go after her with everything I got, even if she had some loser boyfriend out of town. I had to give it a shot. I couldn’t deny the emotions churning inside of me and my instincts told me she was feeling at least something that could be ignited and turn into more.

      Chase’s forehead frowned. “I have never seen them here before. Why are they here?”

      “Maybe because I “accidentally” told Kat last night we were gonna train here today. I’ll go talk to them.”

      “You did what? You are a sneaky bastard, my friend.” Chase chuckled.

      I headed over to the row of elliptical machines. I didn’t have a game plan. I just knew I had to talk to Niki.

      “Well, check out who’s here. I can’t believe you two have the energy to work out after last night.”

      Kat gave me a big smile but my eyes were on Niki’s face checking to see what kind of reaction she would give me.

      “Hey Jesse,“ Kat chirped, working her arms and legs on the machine. “Well, you know, we gotta work the toxins out of your system. Sweat them out.

      “Good for you. I usually just keep going…you know, keep drinking the next day, but this will work too I guess.” My eyes burned holes through Niki. God stop it! I’m gonna scare her off.

      “Did you have a good time last night?” Niki asked.

      “Yeah, it was very cool. You ladies sure know how to party.”

      Niki wiped a drop of sweat from her forehead. She looked ravishing today. “Yeah, It was lots of fun last night, except I think I had one too many. Those Tequila shots always get to me.” She gave me one of her beautiful full lipped smiles and my heart did that thing again, with a little flip. I didn’t want to offend her by staring at her body, but it was exquisite. Her tight fitting exercise clothes defined every voluptuous bulge and curve.

      “Trust me. You are not alone in that department.” I glanced over at Kat with a crocked smile.

      “What,” Kat interrupted. “Are you insinuating I can’t hold my liquor?

      “I was saying no such thing,” I lied. “I’m sure you can drink me under the table any day of the week.”

      “Oh boy, let’s not go there.” Niki laughed making Kat roll her eyes.

      “Hey, so listen,” I said. “I gotta get back to my work out here. But how about you two meet up with Chase and me down at the beach tonight for a bonfire?”

      Niki opened her mouth to speak but Kat answered for her, “Awesome.” She got down from her elliptical machine and placed one hand on my triceps, rubbing it. “It’s gotta be more than beer bottles you lift to get this toned, Jesse. I can’t wait for tonight.”

      Kat’s flirtations were becoming an annoyance, like a pesky fly that won’t leave you alone. Just like last night I hardly had a chance to talk to Niki. I wanted to get to know everything about her. I wanted to pull her long dark hair down out of that twitching ponytail. Watch it fall down over her bare shoulders.

      This was all new territory for me. It was pretty obvious last night that Kat wanted to hook up and normally, I would have gone all the way with a girl like her. But not last night. Last night it was all Niki. I couldn’t get my fucking eyes off her. I didn’t want to get tempted and mess things up by getting drunk and do something stupid with Kat. That’s why I called a cab for them. A one night stand with her roommate would have fucked up any chance of getting closer to Niki. For once I didn’t just want a girl for her tits and ass…Well, who the fuck was I kidding, I always wanted tits and ass, but there was something about Niki that made her special, a kind of gentleness in her eyes. I couldn’t explain it but last night I just knew right then and there I had to have her. The stupid old cliché “struck by lightning” was making perfect sense. Only bump in the road would be getting her to ditch that damn boyfriend.

      “Text me the location later. Is the bonfire going to be at Santa Monica?” Kat asked.

      “No, actually, it’s a private beach at Malibu.”

      “Well, whatever, just text me where it’s at,” Kat said.

      “Sure. And Niki...” She stopped her movement on the machine and turned her head. “I’ll see you later,” I said with a smile.

      My heart almost skipped another beat as she smiled back. Yes, this one was almost already in the bag.

      Kat interrupted my lusty fantasy with her non-stop chatter, not missing a beat. “Later Jesse. Text me. Can’t wait. This is going to be awesome. I’m stoked for a bonfire. How about you Niki? I haven’t been to a bonfire in ages, no wait, I think we went last fall with, oh what’s his name, you know...”

      I walked away grinning from ear to ear and Kat’s chatter faded into the noise of the gym.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      
        Niki

      

      “Niki, will you grab my guitar?”

      “I’ve already got the cooler and chips. I can’t carry everything.”

      Kat sighed, opened the back car door of her Prius and grabbed her tote bag, guitar case and a folding beach chair. We left the car in the paid parking lot near Malibu Cove Beach. The sun was streaking the sky orange and red as we were to meet Jesse, Chase and some other friends for a bonfire. Kat was about to shut the back car door when she shrieked, “Wait, wait, my hoodie. I need it.”

      I was already ten steps ahead of her with a light weight, folding, aluminum beach chair stuck under one arm and a small cooler of beer in the other. I rolled my eyes and huffed. “Come on Princess. Let’s go.” I was impatient to get there. Jesse would be there and despite my efforts to push him out of my mind, his hard hunky body with his unruly locks of hair falling in his eyes kept invading my solace. What the heck was wrong with me?

      Jason had called earlier this morning. Luckily, I was on the elliptical machine at the gym so I had a good excuse to hit the ignore button. And it wasn’t until later I returned his call. I chastised myself for not missing him while he was away at his grandma’s birthday and my guilt made me nervous about going to this bonfire. Jason would be back in town tonight and although I felt obligated to see him, I had put him off with some lame excuse about having to study. Oh, this was not good. I had managed to keep myself in line for years, be the good girl and behave. Now, some hot motocross rider had come along, with bad boy written all over him, and I gravitated to him like the mythological Homer drawn to the Siren’s song. Acting like a teenage groupie obsessed about some rock star.

      “Okay, I’m cool now,” Kat said breathlessly, as she caught up to me hoisting her guitar case, tote bag and a chair. Stepping off the asphalt parking lot, my feet sunk into the soft sand. It felt good. Familiar and filled with promises of warm summer nights at the beach, cuddled close to someone who makes your heart flutter, stealing a kiss while draped in the seclusive cover of darkness.

      We trudged through the deep sand to the attendant and paid our fee for parking and entrance to the private beach area.

      “Do you see Jenna or Tanner anywhere?”

      “Not yet,” Kat said, “But I’m sure they are here already. Jenna had texted me that they came earlier around four o’clock just to get one of the fire pits before they were all taken.”

      We scuffed our way past couples on blankets, with iced buckets of beer that they had purchased from the Beach Cafe. There was an outdoor patio area attached to the restaurant that opened to the stretch of sand that belonged to the private beach. Food and beverages could be purchased at the Beach Cafe, but we brought our own since the prices of alcoholic drinks were a little steep there.

      “There they are.” I let the small plastic cooler drop to the ground and waved.

      “Where? I can’t carry all of this stuff much longer,” she whined.

      “Right over there to our right. Just follow me.”

      Kat was struggling with all of her items slung onto her petite frame. We dragged our feet in the sand as we made our way to the group with Jenna and Tanner and dropped our chairs with a clatter into a pile on the sand.

      “You are such a wimp, Kat,” I laughed as she let go of her chair and it fell on mine.

      “I wasn’t meant to be a pack animal, you know. I have to be careful of my hands. I don’t want to ruin them and not being able to play guitar. That’s my living now.”

      “Hey Kat. Hey Niki.” Jenna said walking over holding an amber beer bottle in one hand. “Good to see you two hot chicks.” She gave us each a hug. “What’s not good for your hands?”

      “Strenuous weight lifting,” Kat said like we were all idiots for not knowing this.

      “Well, come on and set up your chairs by the fire.” Jenna laughed. We had been friends for years and she knew how much of a drama queen Kat could be.

      I ran my eyes over the figures sitting around the fire pit, searching unobtrusively for Jesse’s familiar outline. I unfolded my chair and dug the legs into the sand. Damn, I didn’t see him anywhere. I had hoped he would come. Maybe he got side tracked, or held up at work. God, it was like high school all over again, all giddy hoping to see the hot guy in the halls.

      “Kat, do you remember back when I first met you, sophomore year in high school?”

      Kat plopped down in her chair next to mine. She opened her guitar case and carefully took out her acoustic guitar, sanded and waxed to a honey-yellow finish. Her slender fingers pulled at the strings, as we talked. “Yea Nik, how could I forget? You had just come back to California after boarding school. You were so different then.” She glanced back and forth between the guitar head and her fingers, as she tuned the strings.

      “I know. I was a mess back then.” I pulled a bottle of Corona from my little blue cooler and popped off the top. “Do you think people can change? I mean change for good? Or will they just go back to their old self someday, given enough time?” I took a long draw on my beer.

      “Mmm, maybe. It’s hard to say. Why?” She paused from tuning and looked straight at me with a changed demeanor. “What’s wrong, hun? What’s bothering you?”

      When needed, Kat could be serious and drop the dumb blonde act, and each time she did, it reminded me why we were such good friends.

      “Spill it.”

      “Jason called earlier. He’s on his way back.”

      “Oh my God, is this about Jason? You need to let that one go. He is such a drag. There are more than one fish in the sea and what you need is lobster baby, the best and tastiest, and not some gray flatfish.” She giggled and stopped talking long enough to take the beer I just opened for her. She noticed that I wasn’t laughing. “Hey, I don’t really mean what I say about Jason...well okay, maybe I do, but it’s just that I want the best for you, Niki. You deserve it.”

      “But he’s the kind of guy that every girl wants, steady, good job, prospective future. And my dad love’s him. The kind of guy I should want.” I stared into the fire. “Something inside of me just keeps resisting.”

      “You are resisting for a good reason. Besides, you haven’t dated him for very long. Just tell your dad, you are old enough to pick your own boyfriend.” She turned her focus back to her strings.

      “Oh God, he’s already pissed at me for moving out. Now this is going to send his blood pressure sky high. Plus he doesn’t know my plan of maybe never going to law school. He doesn’t even know I’ve started classes at The Fashion Institute.”

      “Oh shit. Niki, you’re becoming such a rebel. I love this new side of you.” Her eyes laughed.

      “Yea, but he is going to have a fit when he finds out. He might cut me off all together. Don’t be surprised if you see me down there in Hollywood, standing on the street with a cardboard sign next to the homeless people. I’m not cut out for that shit.” I was trying to make light of the situation for the moment, knowing my dad’s hot temper and controlling attitude. What scared me more than my dad was this desire that was rumbling in the depths of my being. Rumblings, that were awakened the moment I met someone who was a lot like the old me, the uncontrolled, unsanctioned me. I thought I had put away the old rebellions for good, years ago when I came back from boarding school. Now that Pandora’s Box had been opened, I was terrified that once let out, part of me would never be contained again.

      “Do you think your dad would really do that? Cut you off financially?”

      I just shrugged and took another drink of my beer.

      “I doubt it. He still feels guilty for all that happened back when mom died. But, what if my dad was right after all. What if the best thing for me is to eventually marry a safe, boring guy?” I looked down and picked at the damp label on my beer bottle, teasing off little shreds and flicking them into the fire. I was worried that I had stirred up past behaviors that could overpower me and ruin my future. Behaviors, I thought had been buried and laid to rest years ago.

      “What are you talking about Niki? You don’t want a boring life with a lame ass husband.”

      I slouched back in my chair exasperated. “No, but on the one hand I feel liberated finally doing what I want, yet, on the other hand I feel guilty and nervous about going against dad who is the voice of reason. What am I gonna do Kat? What am I supposed to do?”

      In my mind I knew that Jesse was part of the mix, hell he was the catalyst for all of my inner turmoil, but I stopped short of revealing that to Kat. I could feel the tension rising from the depths of my stomach. Just talking about it, giving a voice to my feelings made them seem larger than life. It was nerve wracking and I knew that my excitement about seeing Jesse just added acid to the toxic stew already brewing inside.

      Kat stopped strumming the strings on the guitar and reached over to put her arm around me. “Hey hey now, it’s all gonna be alright. Don’t worry so much about your dad, just sit down and have a heart to heart with him, tell him how you feel and I’m sure you can make him understand. Taking risks is part of life. Part of growing up. Maybe you will fail, but you can’t let your fear of that stop you from trying. What would your mom have said if she was here now giving you advice?”

      “Probably what you just said.” I blew out a long breath and stared into the fire that Jenna’s boyfriend had made. I felt the wind blew, and the hairs on my arms prickled and stood up.

      “Hello ladies.” The low vibrato of a familiar male voice caressed my ears. My pulse quickened and I turned around. Kat was jumping up out of her chair and practically catapulting herself onto Jesse. She squeaked, “Hi Jess,” and gave him a hug, holding her guitar by the neck. He was swinging a bottle of beer in one hand and looked delicious in the dark, with the golden glow of the bonfire reflecting on his face. Oh, that uncontrollable hair of his. It hung just right; just enough in his eyes to drive me crazy and just enough to get him to run his hand through it, and push it back. I loved that push. It was a seductive movement that showed the underside of his upper arm, the tender side. It’s like saying, “I’m vulnerable now”.

      I was preparing myself to stand up and give the “hello” hug. Does he know how difficult that will be with wobbly legs? Does he know how much control I’m going to need to keep it at a little hello hug and not jump into his arms? This was exactly what stirred my inner fears, this kind of control he had over me. I stood up and greeted him, forcing myself to keep a lot of air between us as I hugged, when secretly I wanted to take my tongue and run it up his bicep along his sexy hot tattoo.

      “Are you alone?” Kat asked. “Here, come sit by me.” I feigned acting all casual, but my heart twitched. I wanted him next to me.

      “Kat is gonna play her guitar for us. She has a super voice,” I said.

      “Aww,” Kat replied. “Niki is my biggest fan. Actually, I think you are my only fan, Niki” She looked at me laughing.

      “That’s not true. I have seen you play gigs and the room is always packed,” I continued. “She’s really good, like good enough for American Idol or something. I think you should audition, Kat. Next time they are in Hollywood. I’m serious.”

      Jesse stood behind us, one hand shoved in his pocket of his shorts and the other holding his beer, watching me. He hadn’t taken Kat’s invitation to sit next to her. I felt the heat of a blush rising in my cheeks. This was awkward. He seemed restless, then pointed over to where Chase was standing, talking to friends.

      “Chase is over there. I’m gonna go say hi to those guys for a minute.” He smiled a beautiful white smile at me, took a sip off his beer, and pierced me with his gaze again. “Be right back,” he said to my eyes. He didn’t break his stare until the last possible moment before he turned. I felt like someone had a corkscrew and twisted it in my stomach, all the way down, to the area between my legs. This guy was going to be so much trouble for me.

      “Wow,” Kat went back to plucking the strings of the guitar. “That was really obvious.”

      “What?” I bit my lip and looked down at my feet.

      “Hell, he nearly fucked you with his eyes just now.” She let out a short breath with her words. “I mean, Jesus Christ Nik, if you didn’t see that you are blind.”

      I cringed inside and stared down at my beer. A mass of blackness invaded my peripheral field of vision, closing it down like the aperture of a camera lens. I squeezed the neck of the bottle. I saw small shards of amber glass shatter in my hand, the heavy part of the bottom piece fell to the sand. I stood there staring through tunnel vision, at the sharp pieces lying in the palm of my shaking hand. Slowly, I picked up a pointed piece. I turned over my opposite forearm. The sheen of my smooth skin mesmerized me and invited the glass. I saw the point of the glass drag across its surface. It trailed a path of bright red. I thought quite possibly, I might fly away. Looking down at my feet, crimson teardrops spattered the sand below.

      “Niki. Hey Niki!” Kat’s steady voice pierced my illusion, dissolving the hallucination. My field of vision expanded, and opened back up again. My weight settled in the center of my body.

      “Where did you go there? It seemed like you spaced out there for a while,” she laughed nervously. “Here, hand me your empty bottle. We don’t want it to break and leave glass all over the beach. Someone might step on it and get hurt.”

      I watched her take the bottle out of my hand.

      “Sit down girl. You look like you just saw a ghost.” She strummed a soft soothing melody on her guitar.

      I looked down at my feet and everything looked right again, the sand looked like it should in the light of the fire. I sat down in my chair and took a deep breath, slowly rubbing the smooth clear skin on my forearm.

      “Kat, I, I...” I didn’t know what to say. My emotions were splitting me apart. I didn’t want to hurt Kat, and I was sliding down a slippery slope with Jesse. I didn’t want to face Jason who was on his way home, and I didn’t want to disappoint my dad.

      “It’s okay, Niki.” She continued looking at her hands working up and down the guitar. “Don’t sweat the load. I know you are crushing on Jesse. Go for him girl. I saw the way he looked at you.”

      “But, but, argh, I feel like a jerk.”

      “Nah, sweetie. It’s cool. I’m fine with it. I noticed how he eyed you at the gym earlier and I knew it was all over for me and him, right then and there.”

      “Don’t hate me.”

      “Never, hun. Nothing can ever come between us, especially not some hunky guy. You are every girl’s best friend. Come on, let’s have a good time and enjoy this beautiful summer night on the beach. Come on baby light my fire...” She started playing the song, and my thoughts turned to Jesse. I wanted to go to him.

      I stood up and stretched my legs. “I’m gonna go mingle. Do you mind?”

      Kat looked up with a soft smile, “Go find him already.”

      “Thank you Kat. You’re the best.”

      “Just give me a heads up if you end up going home with him.”

      I gasped. “No way. I just met him...and you know,...Jason.”

      I woved my way over to another group of people. As I passed by the fire, Tanner had his arms wrapped around Jenna and they swayed to the soft melody of Kat’s guitar. I pushed on past them to another group gathered up near the patio of the cafe, lit up with multi colored lights flanking the beams that held up a gauzy sun canopy. At first I observed him from a distance taking a few moments to admire his stature, to read him unobtrusively. Was he really a disaster just waiting to happen? I tried to take an objective point of view as I observed. He had an athletic solid frame and was tattooed on his right biceps. In him was a generally recognized quality of confidence. Nothing scared him. The way he talked so easily in front of people…he had a fearless self-assurance that set him apart.

      He saw me closing the gap between us, and broke away from the group to meet me. My nerves were frayed. My stomach felt like I just hit the first drop on the roller coaster. I stopped and waited for his path to meet mine. I didn’t want to join the group he was talking with and have to make a bunch of polite conversation. I wanted to talk to him, just him and no one else.

      “Do you always come to these shindigs looking devastatingly beautiful?”

      I nearly dropped my beer and was painfully aware that my mouth was hanging open. He smiled a heart stopping pearly white smile and pushed his unruly hair out of his eyes. Damn, he was fine. I was frozen, speechless. I knew I had to say something but my mouth was as dry as the Sahara.

      “Hi,” I managed to crackle out. Oh, that sounded really smooth. My greeting sounded like a chicken cackle. I cleared my throat, ducked my head down and blushed in the dark. “Let’s try that again, Hi Jesse.” I laughed. He did too and I was glad to see that my blunder amused him.

      “Enjoying the bonfire?”

      “Yea, it’s really beautiful here at night in the summer. I love going to the beach. It was one of the things I probably missed the most when I lived in New York.” I tried not to stare at him. I looked down at my feet and kicked at the sand.

      “Wait, what? You lived in New York? I’m from New York, well upstate New York. When did you live there?”

      My eyes looked up to his chest, the t-shirt he wore stretched tight across its expansiveness. My eyes tracked the ripple of muscles shifting under the fabric as he tilted his beer bottle to catch the last few drops.

      “Oh, a long time ago, before high school. I went to a boarding school there.” I locked my gaze down at a small mound of sand I was raking to the side with my foot. When I tilted my head back up, he had a perplexed look on his face. He shot a glance over to the fire and back.

      “Would you like to go for a walk on the beach?”

      Oh my God. The few butterflies that had already stirred in my stomach just swarmed into a thousand. Walking alone with Jesse on a warm summer night. I wrung my hands and glanced over to Kat playing her guitar by the fire. I let out a breath.

      “I’d love to. Let’s grab a beer from my cooler to take with.” Agreeing to go with him came so easily to my lips. I said it so willingly, when still I had Jason to deal with. Jason who had no clue this was happening. Jason who would be blindsided. My stomach constricted. The guilt could have been wrung out of it like a wet sponge. However, undeniably, “the heart wants what the heart wants” and although I felt as if on the cusp of a journey filled with both roses and thorns, I quickly pushed that thought aside.

      I scooped the last two bottles from the cooler. Kat gave me a nod and a wink, not breaking the rhythm in her song, still playing and singing softly by the fire. I handed one to Jesse, he twisted off the cap and flipped it into the embers of the fire. I turned to face him, my eyes seeking his for direction.

      “Come.“ He jerked his head to the direction of the open beach. A full moon was forming at the edge of the sky. I followed him willingly into the darkness, my heart pounding. We pushed off in the soft sand, my feet slipping a little out of my sandals as I walked. He slowed down when he saw me shifting my weight, and tripping in the sand ruts.

      “Do you wanna walk or do you wanna sit?” He stretched his arm in a sweeping motion, opening out to the expanse of the ocean view before us. “Isn’t this fantastic?”

      I caught up next to him and laughed. “Yes, I love it.”

      “Do you know what I see?”

      “No, what?” I pulled my long dark hair around to the side with my free hand, as the night breeze whipped it across my face.

      “I see a dirt track. I could kick up about a ton of this sand riding my motorcycle up and down this beach and doing donuts in the sand. Woo...” He made a motion in the air like he was holding onto the handlebars and revving the throttle. He was beaming, lost in thoughts of riding. I laughed at his pantomime of a wild ride and he exhaled with a woosh, shaking his head.

      “Wow, that’s never gonna happen.” He stomped his foot and looked down. “Well, who gives a shit anyway?”

      Even in the darkness I could see his sadness and the smile faded from his face. He kicked at the sand, walking away, leaning his upper body in a motion for me to follow. I fell in beside him, letting the silence fill the night air. Peering up, sideways into his downturned face I asked, “Why will that never happen?” The way his face dropped stabbed at my heart. Something had hurt him. Or someone? In one moment my problems were gigantic, in the next they seemed miniscule.

      “I mean... you are not allowed to ride motorcycles on these beaches. You’d get a ticket. But that wouldn’t stop you, would it? So supposing you could get your bike here, why can’t you ride your motorcycle on the beach?

      He lifted his left hand in the air and wiggled his fingers, splayed them out, then formed a fist. “This.” He looked at his hand and dropped his arm to his side. “I injured my hand...and leg in an accident, the last race I was in. It wasn’t a clean break, so I needed surgery on both my hand and leg. It’s complicated.”

      “Oh. Isn’t it healed by now? I mean it looks fine to me.”

      He plopped down on the sand and rested his elbows on his bent knees. I followed suite and sat cross legged next to him. I could sense a story was about to erupt. Needles were prickling my skin. I wanted to know his story. I wanted to know everything about him. Our walk had taken us just far enough from the bonfire to be secluded from the others, just enough to tempt fate.

      “It’s taking longer than I thought. I mean who gets a broken leg or broken hand and it takes this long to heal? I want my hand to have the precision needed to work the clutch. That’s on the left handlebar of a bike. I have a little gripping ability, but not enough, it’s not tight enough.” He looked out at the waves.

      “Oh, I see.” I said softly. I hadn’t realized the severity of it all. I felt like an insensitive fool. “And your leg?”

      “The left leg is used to shift the gears. On a bike it’s the foot that clicks the shift, up for first gear, then down for the others. That kind of movement takes refined muscle coordination. So you can imagine, it’s one thing if a person rides for fun, but someone like me, a racer, needs the precision of these movements to a greater extent.”

      Impulsively I reached out and took his left hand, stroking it. He locked eyes on me, staring into my face. I could see his frustration.

      “Niki, it’s not just that I can’t make a living racing anymore, it’s the thought that I may never be able to ride a bike again that scares me the most. I used to need to feel the freedom of riding. Riding soothed my soul. At first, right after the accident, I did feel lost. I didn’t give a damn about anything. I just wanted to exist without responsibility, without faith or friends or warmth. But now, well,” he gazed into my eyes. “I have a feeling that good things are happening and everything is going to look much better in the future.”

      “You're’ crazy. I’m sure it will heal just fine.” His eyes slipped over my face in the dark until they found my eyes.

      “And you’re crazy beautiful.”

      My pulse picked up speed, racing through my body. Touching his hand made me feel secure, warm and special. It started at my toes and filled me all the way up to my smile. He glanced down at my hand stroking his, then back up to my face.

      “I didn’t mean to...I mean, with my hands...” My head feel so light and dizzy. Suddenly, I was aware of my breathing, aware of his touch, aware of how fatefully close our bodies had come to each other.

      “Your hands? They don’t offend me. What if I want your hands on me?”

      The visual of that made my stomach dropped to my feet. That’s exactly what I wanted and I was dying inside. We sat there in the darkness on the beach locked in an intense gaze in what seemed like an eternity of silence. And yet, he didn’t withdraw and my skin burned like fire, from the mere touch of his hand.

      “I, I....” My words were caught in my throat, I couldn’t find enough air on the entire beach to breathe.

      

      He adjusted his position towards me further, taking my hand in both of his. Stroking and kissing, he pressed his lips to my hand, gently rubbing the backside of my hand against his cheek. I knew I should pull my hand away. My emotions were battling against my logic.

      “I really want to kiss those lips of yours,” he murmured.

      My lips were parted, my breath was ragged. All I saw in front of my face were his perfectly kissable lips and he so much as said he wants me to touch him. To hell with Jason and my dad. The desire to be in Jesse’s arms, to feel his touch, to kiss his lips, was like an uncontrollable hurricane. I don't think I could have stopped it if I tried. But he could. And he did.

      I sat there transfixed, leaning in for the kiss, my lips were right by his, and I could smell the lingering scent of his shave cream, when the look in his eyes shifted. He gently laid my hand down in my lap, leaned back and took his hands away.

      “You have a boyfriend.” He cocked his head to the side and blinked at me.

      The ocean rolled and the crashing sound of water invaded my senses. Dammit, this was an odd quality for a “bad boy”. Maybe I had misjudged, but my heart sank. I wanted him to be bad, so I wouldn’t have to feel so guilty for what I was about to do to Jason.

      I looked down. It was hard to swallow. “I, I don’t really...I mean. We broke up.” I bobbed my head up and down and pursed my lips. “Yup. we broke up. A day, err, a couple days ago, yea, couple days.” He stalled out for a moment. I could see the gears churning in his head. My heart was pounding out of my chest. I felt like an idiot. I thought I saw a look in his eyes. A kind of “I don’t give a shit” look.

      He leaned in and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. He let his fingers trace down my cheek and caught my chin in his hand, tilting my head back. My lips spontaneously parted for him and I felt his warm sweet breath. He pressed his lips to mine and the sandy beach fell from beneath me. My head swirled as he stroked my tongue with his, prodding and teasing. I met his advance full on, submitting to his passion, my blood rushing in my veins, spiking higher and higher with each stroke of his tongue. Dragging my lower lip between his teeth, he gently pulled away. I was caught breathless.

      “No boyfriend? That was just a little taste of what we could have. We will see if you still have a boyfriend by tomorrow.”

      I fell back reeling, intoxicated by his kiss, basking in the magnetic energy that was privately and uniquely ours. An energy that had never existed on the planet until now. A new creation that burst into flames in that single igniting moment.

      My back pocket buzzed. What the fuck?

      “Do you need to get that? You can. Go ahead.” He sat back into his previous position staring out to the horizon over the ocean. I knew who it was. I didn’t want to look but it was like seeing an accident on the side of the road. I had to look.

      I grabbed my phone, “It’s just a text.”  I’m home. Can’t wait to see you. Jason.

      The blush that rose to my cheeks was not visible in the darkness, yet I was sure Jesse saw it. And I knew he had seen the text. We were sitting close enough for a kiss so we were close enough for him to see the screen in the darkness.

      My face fell. I was at a loss for words. I shut down the screen as fast as possible. I rolled up onto one butt cheek and shoved the stupid thing back in my pocket.

      “I suppose we should go back,” I mumbled as I scrambled to get up.

      “Yea, I suppose...” He stood up and brushed the sand off the seat of his shorts. He placed his hands on my shoulders as I turned to walk away.

      “Niki- Before we go back let me just tell you, I’m not stopping until you are mine. You didn’t resist the kiss just now. You didn’t tell me to leave you alone, so be prepared to be stalked.” He smiled and in that smile I saw his determination.

      I giggled and flushed.

      “We’ll see.” Destiny had just hit the download button on my life and there was no stopping it. I fixed my eyes on the light of the bonfire in the distance, as we walked the short walk back. My emotions were caught between a rock and a hard place. What the hell was I going to do now? The answer loomed over me like the proverbial elephant in the room, but before I could face it, I needed a good long girl talk session with Kat.
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      “You told her you are going to stalk her?” Chase asked. “Are you fucking kidding me? I mean, that’s really the way to get a girl?” He laughed and threw a wet bar rag hitting me in the face.

      “You dickhead. That towel is gross.” I threw the towel to the ground. “I’m gonna have to kick your ass tonight.”

      “Tonight? Sorry, dude, don’t have time for any ass kicking. I have a training session at the gym.”

      Chase picked up a couple water bottles and began tossing them up in the air like a juggler.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Practicing to be a flair bartender.”

      “You mean, a gay bartender. What are you gonna do? Join the freaking circus?”

      “No asshole, a flair bartender. I want to be good enough to work in Vegas as a bartender.”

      “No way. You’re shittin me.”

      “I even invented my own speciality drink.”

      “What’s it called? Chase’s Pussy Drink?” I laughed. “Is it a little pink drink to attract all the girls?”

      “Jackass.” His face went deadpan. “It’s called Chase’s Chaser. It’s made with layers of liquor in a martini glass. The bottom layer is red, then yellow and blue on top. The final touch is that I light it on fire just before I serve it to the ladies and they love it. I can even breathe fire.”

      “I hope that gets you far in life.” I was yanking his chain.

      “As long as it scores some points with the ladies. They eat this shit up.” He landed his last bottle on his shoulder and balanced it between his head and shoulder.

      “Just keep acting like a panty liner and that’s what will get you far with the ladies.” He threw a bottle at me. I ducked and laughed. “Hey watch it!” It hit the wall with a bang but luckily didn’t bust open.

      My uncle probably wouldn’t appreciate us dickin around like this in his bar. He was the same cool guy I knew years ago and I wanted him to know I took this serious. He was doing me a solid, putting me up and giving me a job at his bar. Jimmy was right, taking a break from my fucked up life in New York was exactly what I had needed. No longer did I feel like a fucking waste of sperm. Or feel like the only reason I was alive was because my dad forgot to pull out. Ever since I came here to California, I hadn’t been drinking much and now that I met Niki life was looking like blue skies ahead.

      Niki was beautiful, smart and funny. She was firmly planted in my head now and I sure as hell wanted her to stay there. I was consumed with her. All on my mind was how to have her in my arms against my chest, her soft lips on mine again and.... Oh shit, time to adjust the family jewels. She had that effect on me. But I liked it and I schemed on ways to get to see her again. Damn, I really was acting like a stalker.

      “Well, if you think you are going to get Niki, you had better step up your game man, cause…you know about Jason, right?”

      “She’s gonna dump him. Wait and see. She will send him packing.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure, dude. Jason’s got you beat hands down. Sorry to say, I mean, I don’t want to be the bearer of bad news but he’s going to be a lawyer, plus he’s in with her dad.” Chase handed me a cutting board and pointed to a bowl full of lemons that needed slicing. “And you? You have nothing going on right now, except your panty dropping good looks and charisma.”

      “You are such an ego booster, Chase. I feel like crushing one of your testicles right now and I say that shit with love. Way to be there for me.” I raised an eyebrow and tipped my head as I picked up a lemon. He wasn't’ making this easy for me. All the more of an indication that Niki, was something really special. I mean if he’s sticking up for her this much, she must be dynamite. I grinned from ear to ear.

      Chase looked up at the bar clock. “You can take your lunch break first today.”

      “Great. I have some stuff to do anyway. I’ll see you later,” I said as I filled the “set up” trays with lemon wedges. I skipped out the door of the bar and hoofed it over to Fourth Street Promenade. I felt a buzzing from my cell. A text. I pulled out my phone and started pounding letters of the alphabet on the screen as I walked.

      Now is the time, loverboy

      Crap. You are sure todays the day?

      Yes, yes! Jesus, you are like a lost little boy. I told you a hundred times, today is the day!.

      My bad. What if I’m too late?

      Lame! Be there or be six feet under. :)

      The screen went dead. I shoved my cell back in my pocket and pushed my hand through my hair. I pulled up short as I rounded the first stone corner of the sandwich shop next to a cell phone store, on the pedestrian mall. I exhaled and leaned up against the side of the building, tense, waiting, heart pounding. I lifted my sunglasses off my nose for a clearer look. Nothing. Just a million muther fuckers walking around this place. Shit. This wasn’t gonna work.

      I had come to try to catch Niki on her lunch break from her fashion design classes. Kat had tipped me off, but now I was about to chicken out. What if she didn’t want to see me?

      I saw her. She’s breathtakingly beautiful, walking towards the sandwich shop across the mosaic brick pavement. I didn’t want her to notice but my eyes zeroed in on the movement of her tits bouncing as she walked. My eyes had a mind of their own. Her long dark hair flipped in the breeze, caught on the upstroke of her bounce. My mouth was dry. She closed the gap between us. Her head was down with a large bag slung over one shoulder and her eyes hidden behind large sunglasses. Damn. Did she see me? Did she want to see me? I tried to act cool. She was getting closer. I stared in the other direction. She was practically on top of me. She wasn’t looking. She didn’t see me. She was about to walk right past me.

      “Niki!” My voice was a little too loud and she startled.

      “Oh Jesus!” She caught her breath. “You scared the shit out of me.” She held one hand to her breast and slipped off her sunglasses.

      “Excuse me, Miss. Did anyone ever tell you, you look a lot like my first wife?”

      She laughed and rolled her eye. I wanted to get lost in those eyes.

      “First wife? You’ve got balls. How many do you plan to have?”

      “Well, rumors have been told...” She raised her eyebrows and smirked.

      “What are you doing here?” She pulled her chin in and gave me a look. “Are you stalking me? Wait, how did you know I would be here?”

      “Just chance.” She still looked at me with disbelief.

      “Seriously. I came here to um...,” I looked up at the sign in front of the cell phone store. “I had to fix my cell phone. Yea.” I nodded. She turned slightly and looked at the cell phone store, then turned back to me.

      “Oh, what’s wrong with your phone?”

      I still had my phone in my hand, waving it around as we talked. “It...it’s broken.”

      She nodded, her head bobbing up and down.

      “Uh huh...I see. And how is it broken?” She narrowed her eyes speculatively at me.

      “It has um, a...broken screen. Yea, broken screen.” She craned her neck a little to look over at my phone in my hand. I flipped it over so she couldn’t see the screen.

      “It doesn’t look like it has a broken screen.” She stared at my phone in my hand and then up to my eyes. “Let me see. Where?” She reached out to touch my phone. I flipped it again, screen side up and held it out in the palm of my hand.

      “There. Right there.” I pointed to the smooth screen. “There’s a crack right there.” She leaned over for a closer look, putting her nose down to the phone.

      “You’re crazy. I don’t see any crack in the screen.” She straightened up.

      I held the phone, screen side out and smashed it up against the stone side of the building, then laid out my palm with it. Her mouth dropped open and her eyes got wide as saucers. “See? There’s the crack.”

      “Oh my God! Jesse, you are fucking crazy! You just broke your phone.” Her voice squeaked and she laughed at the same time.

      “I told you it was broken.”

      “I can’t freakin believe you just did that.”

      “I would break my phone any day just to have a reason to see you. Now come on, how about I take you to lunch, please. Don’t say no. You will break my heart if you say no and I don’t think there’s as store here to fix that.” I gave her my best puppy dog eyes. She huffed and stomped her foot.

      “Jesse. You are so, so...aaargh.” She groaned. She was balking. My heart was sinking.

      “I am meeting a friend here for lunch.” She waved a hand in the direction of the sandwich shop. “And I would if....you know... if I wasn’t in a relationship.”

      “I know, I know, Jason.” Fucking Jason. She’s gotta realize it’s me she wants and not Jason. I know how she kissed me. It felt like warm honey covering my entire body and I know she felt it too. I’m in deep and there ain’t any religion that can save me now. I wanted this woman bad. If she walks away, there will only be pain.

      I know I’m no daddy’s favorite. He would say, “There goes my little girl with some troublemaker guy.” I know I’d be thinking the same thing if I were in his shoes. But I’ve changed. They don’t understand, they can’t understand how I have felt since I met my Niki. She can’t just walk away.

      She was giving me the most beautiful look with her eyes. It felt like the sky was falling. I stepped in a little closer to her. I reached out for her arm. The urge to pull her to my chest rumbled from somewhere deep inside of me. A little breeze picked up the essence of her perfume and it wafted up to my nose. Her scent was heavenly.

      “Please, Niki. I just want to see you. Let me take you out tonight, then.” I whispered it standing as close to her face as she would let me. “Jason doesn’t deserve you. I will treat you better. Does he buy you flowers?” I leaned in close and whispered in her ear. “When he’s finished, does he step back and adore you?”

      She faltered, pulled away and looked startled.

      “I’m sorry, I gotta go.” She turned and waved at someone. “Here comes Courtney now.”

      “I’m not giving up,” I said. I ain't a quitter. I didn’t win all those races by giving up, but winning races was easy compared to winning Niki’s heart.

      She smiled and took a step backwards, about ready to walk away. She gave a little laugh, shook her head and said, “You are too dangerous for me, Jesse Morrison.”

      “Dangerous? No, maybe a little on the wild side.”

      “Okay then,” she said and started walking.

      “And a stalker. I’m good at being a stalker too. I take my job seriously, so brace yourself, sweetie. You are gonna be seeing me around a lot more than you ever imagined. Don’t be surprised if you see me rocking your dream world.” I raised my eyebrows with a wiggle. She gave me a wave and walked off to meet up with her friend. I spun around to head back to work. Shit. I forgot. I needed to go to the cell phone store.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      
        Niki

      

      “You look nice, babe,” Jason closed my apartment door behind him as he stepped into the living room. It had been almost a week since Sunday night when he returned from his grandmother’s birthday and the night I was on the beach with Jesse

      “Come in Jason. I just have to get my purse and I’ll be ready.”

      “I hope you are hungry. I have picked out a good place for us to eat.”

      I wrung my hands, under my little white sweater I had draped over my arm. “Sure Jason. Just give me a moment.”

      Jason stood stiffly in his khaki pants and white polo shirt near the entryway. He found it hard to sit, and waiting was not his forte. He preferred to pace and reorganize my knickknacks sitting on the bookshelves, or straighten the already level pictures hanging on the walls. Just like my dad. A neat freak.

      “They serve organic and vegan.”

      “I am not really into vegan. Don’t they have beef?” I said as I headed down the short hall to my bedroom to locate my little peach colored purse. I don’t know why he chose to forget? We’d had this conversation before. I popped back out into the living room and he was on a rant.

      “Ugh what? You never eat beef. How can you even say that, Niki? Don’t you realize how bad beef is for you? Didn’t we read “The China Study” by Collin Campbell together?” He reached out for the doorknob and allowed me to exit first.

      “Well, yeah but I...”

      “So, maybe you need to read it again.” The acid in my stomach was rising up in my esophagus. I looked down at the ground as he pulled the door shut behind us. As we walked out to the car, I opened my mouth to say what a lovely evening it was, but he continued.

      “Collins’ findings about the link between dietary habits and health have been published in the most reputable scientific journals and now in this book. Collins is a research scientist and his scientific studies have demonstrated that a good diet is the most powerful weapon against disease. And eating beef, or having a steak dinner with a baked potato and all the toppings, is a big “no, no”, why it’s just a heart attack waiting to happen. It’s not good for you Niki. You need to eat healthier. I don’t want to become a widower at forty”

      “Well, we are not exactly married yet, so stop complaining, will you?” I withered a little inside. I had wanted to have an enjoyable evening out, but as usual Jason’s cheerless personality cloaked the entire evening with his need to control.

      We had been spending our usual three nights a week together, nights scheduled by Jason. He always had to schedule the time we spent together according to his calendar of events. It had been almost a week since the bonfire and every time I was with Jason I practically turned red with guilt. I felt like I was wearing Jesse’s kiss, like a scarlet letter, burned onto my lips and I was sure that Jason could see it.

      I chastised myself, it was just a kiss. No big deal. Yet my stomach swirled with anxiety. And I don’t even know why. Sure, I saw Jesse again but that was because he was stalking me at the sandwich shop, thanks to Kat. And we had been casually texting back and forth a little bit during the week. But it was really nothing.

      I re-checked the zipper on my little peach purse to make sure it was shut tightly. I didn’t want to chance it, that my cell phone might fall out and Jason might accidentally see the messages. Though I didn’t really know how that could happen, if he did. Damn it. Jason had me all on edge, feeling too much shame, judgment, and mistrust.

      All week I kept asking myself, why had I let Jesse into my life? In every private moment I had to myself, thoughts of him would invade my mind like the chirping of crickets on a warm summer night and I would catch myself lost in a daydream of being in his arms instead of Jason’s. It all happened, all by itself, without thinking. What is it that Jesse and I have to experience together? Why have we been brought into each other’s lives like this? Who is moving the cords and for what reason? Will I be able to understand all this - ever?

      The waiter sat us at our table. The restaurant had modern sleek wooden and chrome decor. Very bland just like the food- just like Jason.

      “I really wish you would have gone with me to the birthday. Everyone was asking about you and why you weren’t there.” He rearranged his water glass and silverware on the table in front of him to his satisfaction.

      “I’m sorry Jason, I never met your grandmother and I felt it was too soon in our relationship for that kind of thing. That’s why I decided not to go with you. And besides, I had an assignment to finish.”

      He frowned, placed his elbows on the table and laced his fingers together under his chin. “I can’t believe you are wasting your time with this designer thing. You seem to be making a lot of bad choices lately. It’s such an illogical idea of yours to take classes in fashion design. I mean seriously, aren’t you going to be a lawyer like me and your father? Are you just going to waste your life designing clothes for no-brain teenagers? You were at the top of your class, Niki. You are about to waste your four year degree. You need to think about the future and what will be the most logical and profitable career choice.”

      “You sound like my fucking dad.” Jason’s face paled in surprise of my choice of language. “You don’t understand. I need to do this because it’s my choice. All my life I have done what my dad wants. My entire life has been a fraud. I was actually afraid to be myself, like being me somehow wasn’t enough. I walked around on pins and needles, living in that house with him. I was convinced that I wasn’t good enough, smart enough, lovable enough... ha, I even believed that in order to be happy and please him, that I would have to become better, smarter, and even more lovable. As a result, I walked around like a fucking robot, tucking my real feelings away. I wasn’t allowed to be sad when mom died. Good girls aren’t sad. And I got angry when dad sent me away to boarding school because he couldn’t deal with me and my emotions. But good girls aren’t supposed to be angry. Good girls don’t act that way, right? They just get called “bitch” for showing their emotions. I hid from my feelings too long, Jason. I hid a very important part of me. My creative part and I’m scared to death that if I don't start living my life the way I want, it will be harder and harder to hear myself, my authentic self...and a part of me will be lost forever.”

      I gulped and tried to calm myself. It felt like there wasn’t enough air in the room and the heat gathered inside of it was like a sudden, awful hand over my mouth. I hurried to sip my water. I felt like I was about to have a meltdown. I took a deep breath. “I like designing. When I woke up this morning I had an idea in my head, and at the end of the day, there was a design on the table. My creation, a piece of me, that now existed, and didn’t earlier. Can you do that as a lawyer?”

      He sat like stone, not breathing a word while I poured my emotions out all over the table. He calmly took his hands down to his lap and cleared his throat.

      “Niki, that kind of career won’t make you any money. In order to have a profitable career in fashion design, you would have to make it really big as a designer. And what are the chances of that happening to you? Who says you are really that good at it? The fashion school you are attending, they tell all the applicants how talented they are. This school is in the business of making money. It’s a career school, Niki, not a university. They will gladly take the money of every starry eyed girl who is willing to pay the tuition. At the most you might make a decent living for a few years but then, as with any artistic endeavor, another young fresh artist/designer will come along and “bam”, you are out of business. Honestly, Niki, you are just wasting your time with this silly idea of yours.”

      “You arrogant asshole. You have no idea, Jason. You don’t even know me, do you? And what the hell do you know about fashion design anyway? It’s my passion. What puts you in the position to judge me? You don’t know shit, you sorry ass fucker!

      “Whoa, whoa. easy now tiger. I didn’t mean it that way. You are probably great at “fashion design” and really, it’s not that important to be creative. Look. Here’s what you can do, Niki. Be a lawyer in the day, have a good income and career and you can do something with your design stuff in your spare time...as a hobby. That’s it. There you go. That’s what you will do. That is what you need to do. It’ll make your father proud.”

      If I had something to throw at him I would have. He didn’t even hear a word I had said. How dare he criticize my life choices. I was about to explode into his face, but thankfully the waiter arrived with our food.

      “Ah, the food has arrived. Let’s eat.” he said with a smug face.

      A young guy with a long low ponytail, wearing very “I love Earth Day” attire, placed a white plate of some pasty looking vegan entree in front of me. Between the lackluster food and Jason’s attack on my ability to run my own life, I wished I had a big, fat juicy steak to cut into, with blood oozing onto the plate from the first cut, just to throw in his face.

      I picked up my fork and held it in my fist with the force of a death grip. I stared at the food not sure I could eat right now. My blood was still boiling. I was more than pissed.

      “What’s wrong? You look mad.” He said evenly and cut into his food with his knife and fork.

      I shoved a forkful of the pasty-white shit into my mouth and chewed viciously. I swallowed hard before it was completely chewed.

      “What’s wrong?” My indignation rose to suicidal heights. “You don’t even see it do you? You don’t see what a selfish controlling prick you are.”

      He lowered his knife and fork and leaned forward. “Maybe we should talk about this later.”

      I dropped my fork on the table. I was done with him and his control issues.

      “No, we are going to fucking talk about it right now. Who are you to think that you can tell me what to do? Seriously. You are not my dad. I don’t need anybody to tell me what to do in my life. I know what I want to be and I know I have the talent. It’s all clear to me now, you don’t support my dreams. How do you think that will work in a relationship?”

      “I really wish you would calm down and stop swearing like a sailo--” He started to speak, but I was on a roll and I ploughed ahead.

      “Are you going to suffocate everything with your beliefs? You can’t just put me in a box, Jason, like you do with everything else in your super organized, super clean world. I don’t fit in a file folder that you can organize and neatly put away so things won’t get messy. I’m sorry Jason, that’s just not me. Maybe sometimes I want to be messy, maybe sometimes I am unorganized. Just let me be myself!”

      “Niki, Niki. Life is not always about doing what you want. If you want to be a grown up you have to take responsibility. You can’t go around doing whatever you please. You have to take responsibility for your own actions.”

      Oh great, now he was placating me. I rolled my eyes and sat back in my chair.

      “Niki, I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately. And on another issue, what were you thinking moving in with Kat? I mean seriously. She is the most irresponsible person. You know, you should move in with me. I have more to offer you than a cheap apartment with a crazy out of control boy toy. I have a good job and ...”

      I pushed my plate away.

      “I’m done here. I can’t eat this.” I wiped my mouth with the napkin. “I see it now, Jason. You are always going to argue. Always trying to get things go the way you plan. You are a lawyer and you will argue until you die. I’ll never win. You will always put yourself first. Well, damn it, I refuse to live that way.”

      “Niki, what do you mean?”

      “Jason, I used to think we could make it as a couple, but now I know that we are not meant for each other.” I looked up to the ceiling, as if the answer had been hanging over me all along. “I refused to see it before, but it's so clear. You are my dad. You are going to become exactly like my dad, and the last thing in the world I want, is to marry my dad!”

      “Hold on. Now you are just being silly. I don’t know why you would compare me to your dad. I’m nothing like him.” He had finished his meal and leaned in again. “You’ve had a long week and so have I. You are tired and I have an early meeting. Let me drive you home. Once you’ve calmed down, I’m sure you will think differently in the morning. Sleep on it and we will talk about you moving in with me tomorrow.”

      Oh my God. This guy was a brick wall. I folded my arms across my chest.

      “There’s nothing to talk about. I’m done with this. You and I are not meant for each other. I know there is a girl for you who is just your type, who is just looking for what you can offer, but I’m not that girl. I want the opposite of you. I want to experience life, I want to live life. I don’t care about status, or money. I care about joy, passion, dreams and fulfillment.” I flung my hands up in the air.

      He stared at me blankly. For once he was speechless.

      “So this is it, Jason. We are done. Let’s just move past this.”

      He paid the bill and we left the restaurant in silence. I politely thanked him for opening my car door but the ride home was like ice water. As we pulled in front of the apartment I couldn’t get out of the car fast enough. He parked and made a motion as if he was going to walk me to the door but I was already out the car. I didn't’ want him to think there would be the possibility that he was invited in.

      “Stop Jason,” I said as he hurried after me. “Don’t bother. I don’t want you to come in.”

      “Niki, please...” His eyes begged. He actually looked sad. It looked as if his perfectly controlled exterior was on the verge of shattering. I almost felt a ping of sympathy in my heart, but I knew that if I allowed it to surface, it would just lead to the unraveling of my confidence.

      I was tired of being the victim, feeling like a martyr, rather than taking responsibility for my part of all this. The bottom line was that being the victim felt safer because that position, that role in the relationship, hell in my whole life, had made me feel small, and the smaller I felt, the less likely I was to be hurt again. That’s where I had been content to remain, that’s why I had a very dull relationship with Jason. That was until a week ago, when Jesse walked into my life, oozing of danger and excitement. Then it hit me like a ton of bricks. I could only be the victim for so long. I mean, how many times was I going to feel my life sucked before doing something about it.

      I opened the door to the building and didn’t look back. In my imagination he was standing by the car with a tear rolling down his cheek and any minute would run after me yelling “come back Niki. Please, I love you.” He didn’t though.

      I stepped a foot onto the step up to my apartment as I heard the engine start up and he drove away. So predictable. I could have looked back to watch his car leave the parking lot, but it wouldn’t have revealed any new information, and I didn’t want him to have the satisfaction of seeing me look back. Looking back is a sign of regret.

      “Niki, what’s wrong?” Kat was perched on a small stool with her guitar in front of a microphone mounted on a stand. I knew this was how she practiced for her gigs. She used a small amplifier to hear the quality of her voice as it sounded while performing.

      “I just broke up with Jason.” I sniffed. Tears were forming in the corner of my eyes. I was disappointed with myself for crying about it. I wanted to be stronger than that.

      “Shut the fuck up. No way.” She stopped playing the guitar. She would probably be happy to hear this news since she didn't think he was the right one for me anyway. I kicked off my shoes and flopped on the couch like a wet noodle.

      “I should feel liberated and powerful. Hell, I just took back my life. Instead I feel like I hurt him and I really didn’t want to do that.” I looked down at my summer dress, picking at some imaginary lint.

      Kat laid down her guitar on the floor next to the stool and came over to sit next to me on the couch. “Come here, hun. Give me a hug. Everything is going to be okay. You didn’t hurt him. He’s a big boy and honestly, if he didn’t see this coming then he’s just an idiot.” She hugged me and patted me. I was expecting her to lay into him for being such a big jerk and run him into the ground. She didn’t. And I was glad.

      “Thanks Kat. You are the best friend ever.”

      “No problem. That’s what I’m here for. Now, no more tears. Okay? No guy is worth your tears. What can I do to cheer you up? Do you want to go out for some ice cream?”

      I laughed and wiped the tears from my face with the back of my hand. “No, Kat. I’m not five years old, but thanks. I think I’ll go to my room, get into my pajama shorts and read magazines. It’s been a nerve wracking evening.”

      “Sure hun. Just let me know if you change your mind. I’m always here.”

      I forced a weak smile and scooped up my purse and shoes. As soon as I shut my bedroom door I dropped the shoes and flung the purse on the bed. I tore the sun dress off over my head and fell onto the bed, feeling emotionally drained. Why were tears still pooling in my eyes? I should be feeling liberated. I stood up to Jason for what I wanted out of life, but instead I felt guilty. I didn’t want to cry over the break up. I wanted to be strong. I shut the light out and rolled onto my side, still laying on top of the covers in my underwear, waiting for my emotions to settle. I stared into the darkness, letting my eyes fall on the shadows of the room, lightly illuminated from the apartment parking lot lights coming in the window. I looked up at the fan mounted in the ceiling. I wondered how much weight it could hold. The weight of a human body? Or would that much weight pull it out of the ceiling? My dark thoughts were distracted by a muffled buzz signaling me from within my purse, still lying next to me on the bed where I had thrown it. It was probably Jason wanting to get the last word in our conversation. I pulled out the phone, prepared to ignore it once I confirmed it was Jason.

      Hey beautiful. Any chance you will talk to me?

      It was a text from Jesse. I sat up in bed and clicked on the night light next to my bed.

      Do you always call your friends beautiful in text messages?

      Only the really beautiful friends. :)

      You are a flirt. A dangerous flirt.

      I’m sitting here all alone on a Friday night just thinking about you.

      You’re a tease. I find that hard to believe. :)

      Hard to believe that I am thinking about you?

      No hard to believe you are all alone on a Friday night. Your charming smile not working lately?

      Just waiting for a miracle.. YOU!

      Well, miracles do happen.

      What? There’s something you’re not telling me. Are you holding out on me? Are you texting me while you are with Jason? If you are - that’s hot! Live dangerously and sext me something!

      Ha. Ha! No way. Perv.

      C’mon. Text me something dirty while he is sitting across from you.

      In your dreams. I’m not out with him.

      Then where is the douche-bag?

      I don’t know. I’m home by myself. Getting ready for bed.

      Sounds nice. I could come over and tuck you in?

      Goodnight Jesse!

      I thought tonight was a Jason night?

      I couldn’t believe it. He had been stalking me for so long he knew my all date nights.

      I guess it got cancelled.

      Are you are okay?

      I’m fine. We are just on a little break.

      What does that mean exactly? A couple of weeks apart and then you see where you guys stand or what???

      Maybe. Who knows.

      As long as you are okay, Niki…So since you are “on a break”, how about that sext? :-)

      Back to that are we? :)

      I was grinning from ear to ear. His messages had put a smile back on my face at the end of a sour night. The texts had been flying back and forth rapid fire speed, when suddenly there was a pause. My heart jumped. He wasn’t responding. Finally another text came,

      Niki, believe in yourself. You are beautiful, very beautiful, and smart. You are the smartest person I know. I’m not just texting a bunch of bullshit. Seriously, I think there is something very special about you.

      …

      Can I take you out tomorrow night if you are free?…if you would rather wait, then soon...

      My heart melted a little and I sat up straighter on the bed. Fuck it, I need this right now. I’m going for it. I took a deep breath and answered.

      Took you long enough to ask. Lol! But the odds are against us.

      Fuck the odds. We’ll make our own odds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      
        Jesse

      

      Thirty more minutes and I was outta here. I rushed through my end of shift duties at work. Chase came walking out of the front to where I was stacking boxes of vodka in the back hallway.

      “So who’s your prom date for tonight, Cinderella?” He was busting my chops. He knew I was in a hurry to get to a date. He tossed me a bottle of disinfectant spray and a rag.

      “Niki.”

      Chase raised his eyebrows. “Niki?”

      “Kat is playing tonight at Hotel Cafe in Hollywood. It’s open mic night and Niki and I are going.”

      “No fucking way. What about...” I held up a hand. I wasn’t the National Inquirer and I didn’t want to go into the details right now. I told it like it was, short and sweet.

      “She dumped the muther fucker.”

      “Huh.” He sounded astounded.

      “Technically, she says they are on a break. But I know what that means.”

      “What the hell, it works for me. Way to go, champ.” He gave me a high five and walked into Kenny’s office.

      Ever since coming to California I had experienced “good days,” and occasionally they accumulated into weeks. More and more I felt like my “old self,” the affectionate and charming guy my friends back in New York had cherished. And now, this girl, this incredibly amazing creature just walked into my life and I felt so passionate about her. Things were heading in the right direction.

      Tonight, after “stalking” her for a week or so, I was going to have a real date, quality time alone with her, just the two of us. Holy shit, I couldn’t stop thinking about her lips and kissing her again. It had been a whole week since we kissed at the beach. Pace yourself, Jesse. I should go slow. Very slow. I didn’t want to fuck this one up, but sometimes my cock has had a mind of its own. Jesus fuck, I was nauseous.

      My shift was finally over and I high tailed it home for a quick shower before picking up Niki. It was like running on air. My head were in the sky. Every fucking love song I knew was running through my mind, all of them making sense now.

      An hour later I parked my truck at her apartment and skipped up the step to her door. She opened the door and Holy shit, she took my breath away. Her long dark hair was hanging in those big curls that made we want to grab a fist full and pull her lips to mine. Those perfectly sculpted luscious lips. I wanted them all to myself and all over my body. She had on a light colored tight fitting and a short dress. I looked down the length of her bare legs. They ended in those hot heels girls call “fuck me” shoes. For the love of God, dressed like that, she was making it hard for me not to be a dickhead and jump her bones right here and now.

      “Damn, you look hot, Niki.”

      “Thank you. I’m ready to go if you are.” Her smile melted me.

      I stepped back allowing her to go first. The light scent of her perfume rolled across my senses as she passed. The desire to hold her hot body pressed up against mine, on cool white sheets, flashed through my mind. I put my fist to my mouth and faked a cough, to cover the involuntary groan that threatened to erupt from my throat. She thought I sneezed and sweetly said “bless you” as she stepped down to the sidewalk. She was so fucking cute and ladylike. I didn’t want to mess this up by going all caveman on her. I saw myself messing up all that dark hair, as we twisted in deep kisses. It was driving me crazy. She was the best thing in my sorry ass life right now. I don't know what I did to bring on this kind of sweet karma, but I sure as hell didn’t want it to go away. Fucking ever.

      We rolled into the parking lot behind the Hotel Cafe with just a few minutes to spare before Kat would go on stage. On the drive over I kept up a mantra, “keep your dick in your pants, just keep your dick in your pants” to myself. I figured if I kept repeating it enough times, it would distract my urge to rip that tight dress off her body, possessing her right here in the front seat of my truck. I wanted this girl so bad.

      Open mic night was already under way when we walked in. It was dark, except for the lights on the performer on stage where Kat was about to go on. There were no tables available up front but that was cool. We scored a cozy, round table in the back, suited to my liking, very secluded.

      “This is really nice, Jesse.” She sat down and I got right next to her. Goose bumps rose up on my inked skin when a strand of her long hair tickled my arm. In all my exuberance I had moved a little too close. She giggled and pulled all of her hair to one side of her neck with her hand.

      Oh fuck.

      Now my eyes were glued to her long perfectly exposed neck. Right next to me. Within striking distance. I thought I could just die in her arms tonight, like a fucking eighties song.

      “Can I get you a drink?” I turned away looking for the waitress. Something twitched in my pants. Damn.

      “After last night, I need one. It’s not easy going on a break even when you know in your heart it’s over. Do you know what I mean?”

      “It’s his loss. He doesn’t know what an idiot he is for letting you go. But I’m glad he did. Finally I get to take you out.”

      I kept looking for a waitress but there were none in sight, so I stepped up to the bar, returning with a Coors light and a glass on white wine. I leaned in with my elbows on the table, angling my body to keep her pinned under my gaze. “You know, tonight is a new beginning and I want to know everything about you.” I took a swig from my beer. “Tell me, what’s up with that designer school? Chase told me that you were planning on going to law school as well?”

      She was right in the middle of taking a sip of her wine. Seems my words interrupted her ability to swallow and she nearly choked.

      “Hey there, are you okay? Is law school a bad word?”

      “Law school, well.” She gave a big sigh. “That’s a long story and it’s just that it reminds me of some of the shit I've been going through lately.”

      “What do you mean?

      “Let’s just say, my dad and I don’t see eyes to eye on a lot of things. He wants me to go to law school and as you know I’m taking fashion design classes right now. “

      “Yea, I kind of wondered about that. The day I was “stalking” you at lunch I kind of thought it was strange that you were taking fashion classes when you just got your B.A.”

      “God Jesse, you don’t know the half of it. You don’t know what it’s been like for me. All these years I’ve always done what my dad wants. And he’s so intimidating and controlling. “

      “Just do what you want. You are an adult and it’s your life, Niki. The past is history and tomorrow, well tomorrow is just a mystery. “

      “That’s very prosaic,” She chuckled. “But you don’t know my dad. He’s a bulldog and a fighter. He doesn't give up easily when it comes to getting his way.”

      “Hmm. So I take it you haven’t told him yet that you’re taking these fashion classes.” She shook her head and pushed her lips together hard, like it was difficult for her to say what she wanted.

      “What about your mom? What does she think of all this?”

      “My mother died when I was twelve.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. It was a long time ago, back when everything changed. We were one big happy family. My dad didn’t seem so, so...intense back then. I mean he worked a lot but he was a lawyer, so it was to be expected.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “After my mom died I couldn’t cope. I think I was too much for my dad to handle. He tried to deal with it, but he just wasn’t the kind of person that was cut out for a preteen with problems. And I was a handful, believe me. I went on rages and screamed and freaked out, I just let all my emotions go, like I had no control of them. I thought that if I screamed enough maybe I could scream away all the hurt and anger.” She took a sip of her wine. “Guess that strategy didn’t work. My dad sent me away to boarding school in New York. Can you believe that?”

      After a moment, her body relaxed and she slumped down into her seat again. “I felt so emotionally abandoned.” Her gaze drifted off to a corner in the room as if it were some imaginary day in her past. I reached out and took her hand. She gave me a little smile and I rubbed the back of her hand with my thumb. She was so fucking sweet, I couldn’t picture anyone abandoning her. I wanted to find her dad and punch his fucking lights out. What a shithead, abandon his twelve year old daughter like that.

      “Didn’t he even try to help you? Get you some therapy maybe?”

      “Oh, he did. The schools he sent me to were not the kind of boarding schools for rich kids. These schools had therapy as their focus, you know for troubled kids. It was supposed to be a brief stint while he figured out his next move. But it ended up being nearly four years that I lived away from home and he was no closer to understanding me at the end of all of that, than he is now. My worst fear is that it may be too late to ever have a decent relationship like other fathers and daughters. I have a lot of “issues” and self-doubt as a result of it all. Yea, I know, thanks a lot dad, what an inheritance.”

      “No. Really? You, a troubled teen? I can’t see that.” I feigned disbelief. I couldn’t picture this sweet girl ever getting in trouble.

      “Well, it’s true. I’m not proud of some of the things I’ve done in the past, but I’m more hopeful now. I finished college. I did it his way for four years. Now it’s my turn to finally take control of my own life.” She sat up and squared her shoulders with an air of confidence.

      “That’s what I like so much about you, Niki. I can see the determination in your eyes. It’s like there’s a fire burning in there.” She blushed and looked down. I took her hand in both of mine and pressed it to my lips. “And like I said in my text, you are a very special person.” I took a moment to drink her all in, enjoying the tactile pleasure of her skin on my lips. It tasted good and I wanted like hell to taste the rest of her.

      “You know, Niki, if you want to talk about life changes, I’ve got a hell of a story for you.” She cocked her head to the side, curious to hear.

      “Jesse Morrison? King of “dangerous cool” has a sordid past? The guy with a trail of drooling women tripping over his heels at every step? Why, I could throw a damn rock and hit a hundred other women eagerly waiting for you to grace them with your presence.” She was being sarcastic. I got it. I’m a dickhead.

      “Don’t be so hard on me. I’m a sensitive mother fucker. I watch chic flicks with a box of Kleenex, tacos and a beer. And that tear rolling down my face at the end of the movie, is not from the strong onions in my taco.” She swatted my arm. It was good to see her smile. I was overwhelmed with the urge to protect her. Hell, I was a shark and although we hadn’t known each other long, I already knew I would slay dragons for her.

      “So, what’s your story Jesse? You came out of nowhere with your bulging biceps, a charming smile and that hot “Carpe Diem” tattoo. I bet if I looked at your cell phone it would be blown up with messages from some poor broken hearted girl you left in New York.”

      I was getting lost in giving little kisses to her hand while she talked. I didn’t want to let it go. Her skin on my lips. She wanted to talk, communicate, verbalize. Shit, I wanted to touch, get busy and fuck. Reluctantly, I released her hand from my lips and set it back down on the table.

      “My life story is one sorry ass story.” I leaned back ready to spill my guts. “No, I didn’t leave a girl pregnant back in New York.” Her eyes popped out and she sat up with her mouth open.

      “I didn’t say pregnant. Wait. No. Did you?” She gasped.

      “No-oh. You were thinking it though. Thanks a lot, Niki.” My eyes narrowed with humor. I enjoyed watching her twist in her seat, so I continued the ruse. “Now I know what you really think of me.”

      “I didn’t, I didn’t mean...” Her cheeks pinked up so cute when she was flustered. It was a little dark in the bar to see it, but I’m sure they were bright.

      “I’m kidding, I’m kidding already.” She relaxed again, shooting me a look that threatened playful revenge. “The truth is, I’m a jackass. I was living with my brother Jimmy and his wife. I just kept fucking up. I had everything going for me, my career was on fire. I was racing and doing great and then...”

      “You had the accident that messed up your leg and hand, right?”

      “Yea, I did, but that’s not what really fucked with my head. My mom, she, she’s not well...she tried to commit suicide a year ago. I whine and cry that my hand will never heal, but shit, that’s not what really sent me into a funk, it was my mother. I felt responsible for it, you know, like if I had been there for her, instead of all over the world racing, she wouldn’t have done what she did. If I had been there she wouldn’t still be confined to a fucking mental institution. So, I started drinking, drugging and well...whoring. You know the typical guy way to deal with emotions. Push them all down and drink them away.”

      “Did you get help? Go for any therapy?”

      “Absolutely! My therapist’s name was Jack. Jack Daniels. You may have heard of him.”

      “Yea, right.” She pursed her lips and tucked her chin in, looking up at me with a little scold in her eyes. “Even now you are trying to dodge the issue, so your mom is in a mental hospital?”

      “Well, it’s more like a long term care hospital. She has to stay until she’s well enough to be on her own. You know, well enough to not try killing herself again.”

      She laid her dainty hand on my forearm. “I’m so sorry Jesse but don’t blame yourself. These things are complicated. The human mind is a mysterious thing and we are all driven by our emotions to do crazy things sometimes. I believe things happen for a reason. You are here in California, sitting here with me, right now because of all that.”

      She was really staring long and hard into my eyes. And hers were kind of half closed, very sexy looking. It would have taken an act of God to pull my gaze away from her face. I moved a little closer. My pulse was picking up and something was making my head feel dizzy, and it wasn’t the alcohol this time. I was being real careful tonight not to drink too much around Niki.

      Damn, I had to have those lips now.

      I leaned over inhaling her scent and slipped my hand around the nape of her neck. I pulled her to me and filled my mouth with her softness. She leaned into the kiss. Yesss. She was submitting to my advance, twisting into the kiss, and I could feel her warm breath on my lips when she pulled away. God she was so sexy. And sweet. Her kisses tasted fucking sweet. I swear, like candy. I couldn’t believe she would give a jerk like me the time of day, and here she was cuddling up next to me. I can’t explain it, everything is just different with her. It was like she was my clarity, my remedy and I wasn’t used to this, putting myself on the line. It made me feel raw and exposed, vulnerable I guess would be the word. It excited me and scared me at the same time. I think I found my heaven in this joint tonight.

      Fuck, look at me, I’m such a pussy.

      I was just getting my groove on with Niki when Kat announced her last song to the audience. She sounded amazing. I was surprised but she was very talented. Here I had thought she was all looks and no brains, or talent. After finishing her set Kat came to our table and ruined my monopoly on Niki. Shit, I was already becoming possessive of her attention. I wanted her all for myself, but I was different than that other asshole she just dumped. I can take it slow if that’s what she wants. It will be hard, I mean difficult. Hard is what was happening in my damn pants every time I kissed her.

      After a couple of hours we left Hotel Cafe with Kat and a couple of her friends who had showed up to watch her perform. We were headed towards Kat and Niki’s place for a little after party. I was craving more alone time with Niki but that wasn’t going to happen tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      
        Niki

      

      My stomach fluttered as I waited for Jesse to pick me up. It was another summer day in California, the place where beautiful weather was included in the rent. Jesse rolled into the parking lot of my apartment complex in his big pickup truck and I hurried down the stairs to meet him.

      “Ready for your tour of Santa Monica?” I asked as I crawled up into his giant of a truck.”

      “Sure, I mean, as long as you are my guide, we can do whatever you want.”

      I had planned to show him the pier. It is a landmark here on the West coast, a special place, a romantic place. They even filmed some TV shows here. Today it would be a place where I could get to know Jesse better, exploring the many attractions along the wooden pier.

      Older men dotted the edge of the pier with their fishing poles, casting their lines in hope of catching today’s dinner. Kids begged their parents for yet another ride on the screaming rollercoaster, while younger children preferred the famous Merry-go-round.  Looking down the beach we spotted hundreds of people on bikes, roller skates and skateboards. Even a small group of tourists were maneuvering Segway’s along the narrow concrete path going for miles along Santa Monica beach.

      “Let’s check out the beach,” Jesse said.

      We ran down the wooden stairs leading to the beach and soon I kicked at the sand as we walked along the water’s edge. Thoughts of our last walk on the beach in Malibu at the night of the bonfire, drifted into my mind. My pulse quickened in response to the memory of his kisses. Who was this guy, this hunk from New York? He was having a very strong effect on me in a short time. One might call it “love at first sight”. No, this was “lust at first sight”. I chuckled. You don’t fall in love with someone after just a week or two. Or could you? Whatever it was it made me nervous and excited at the same time. Could I trust him? Could I trust myself? After all, I didn’t exactly have a rock solid past when it came to emotional issues. I still had a lot of hurt from my mother’s death and a lot of resentment towards my father. And then there was my step-mom, Cinnamon, who was practically my age. What had I learned about good loving relationships? In my world, love had been a difficult thing, and the love, between a man and a woman, was the most mysterious force I had ever known, in my life. One moment you were flying above the clouds, and the next moment, you were buried in the darkness of the earthly realities of life. One thing I knew for sure was that love hurts, and if Jesse was just a player this could sting. The thought of it scared me, and I knew that was why I was resisting.

      “Did you know that Santa Monica beach is one of the most recognizable beaches in the world? It has more screen time in movies than most actors get in a lifetime. They even filmed some of the scenes to the old TV show “Baywatch” with Pamela Anderson here.”

      “Is that so? Wow, I can see you are taking your tour guide duties seriously. You know, if this whole fashion thing doesn’t work out for you, there’s always the tour industry. I hear those Hollywood tour busses make excellent money.” He grinned and ducked out of the way just in time for my punch to miss his shoulder. “Hey baby, no need to get all violent on me.”

      He laughed and wrapped his strong arms around me, pulling me close to his chest. I was extremely conscious of his hard muscles shifting smoothly under his shirt. My nose picked up the light scent of fresh cologne, leaving me powerless to resist and the implication sent waves of excitement through my body. Each time I was near him, the pull was stronger. He released me and slipped his hand over mine as we walked.

      “How’s your hand? Is it getting any better?” He’d been working out at the gym on an improvised rehabilitation plan that Chase devised to help build muscles and flexibility.

      “Actually, it’s getting much better. I have more strength in my grip now. Chase is a bad ass trainer. I didn’t think it would be possible but he push me harder than anyone. The guy’s a fucking slave driver and it hurts. He says it’s for my own good, but I think he enjoys inflicting pain on me.” He tossed his head to clear the hair from his eyes and chuckled.

      “That’s amazing, Jesse. Maybe you will be able to ride again soon. I really like your uncle, by the way. He is a nice guy and hilarious sometimes. It must be fun living with him.” The expression on Jesse’s face darkened and he dropped his head. “Hey, did I say something wrong?”

      “No, it’s just…Kenny hasn’t been feeling well lately.”

      “Oh?”

      He kicked the sand. “I hate seeing him down and not well.”

      “You mean like the flu?”

      “Don’t have a clue. He doesn’t either. He’s tired all the time and complains that he feels nauseous.”

      “That sounds like the flu. How long has it been going on?”

      “Too long. He’s missed a lot of work too. I’ve had to cover for him at the bar, work a lot of extra shifts.”

      “Has he gone to the doctor?”

      “Not yet. He keeps hoping it will go away. You know how us men. We don’t want to be a pussy and admit we need someone else’s help. My idea of treating illness is to just drink myself freaking blind with whiskey and tequila. It’s a sure fire remedy. The alcohol kills all diseases.”

      “Ha- that’s figures you would say something like that. Most guys are like babies when they get sick. Well, I hope your uncle gets better soon and tell him, I said he needs to go see the doctor if this doesn’t blow over soon. I’m not a medical expert of any kind, but it only seems logical, you know.”

      He stopped walking and turned to step in front of me, putting both hands on my shoulders. His touch was like velvet, smooth and soft. He gazed into my eyes, the light ocean breeze blowing those stray strands of hair into his blue eyes.

      “I’m having such a great time with you here. You are magnificent, Niki. I love your heart and compassion. You are always thinking about other people needs and happiness before your own.” His finger traced down my cheek, catching under my chin. “Every day when I wake up I wonder, how will you surprise me today?” My knees went into Jello mode and I felt his hot breath on my lips as he spoke the next words. “Maybe you are just a beautiful fantasy. Will you please kiss me, before you evaporate and disappear?” He tilted my chin up, for a feasting pleasure on my lips. Tingles shot through my body as his tongue probed my mouth. He ran his hands up, tangling them into my hair as we twisted into fiery hot kisses.

      God, it was like he had a remote control and could just send me into a lusty frenzy at the touch of a button. And it wasn’t just one thing that he did that sent me into a dizzy spiral of hot emotions. It was everything, and anything. A word, a smile, a look, and of course the “the hair move”, the thing he did with his hair to push it out of his eyes. That was like drawing the Community Chest card in Monopoly, “Advance to Go” and collect $200. But this was more than just a game. He had burrowed into my heart and this time, I was playing for keeps.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the end of the week I was in deep with Jesse. He was tugging at my heartstrings. I had that light weightless sensation, like walking on air. How did it happen? I don’t know. There's no logic to these things. You meet someone and you feel that pull, and that's that. Then you get more tangible information, confirmation that you are heading down the right path. Then you trust a little more. If it’s true that actions speak louder than words, then Jesse’s actions were screaming full blast. My phone was blowing up with his texts to me. He sent me flirtatious messages, fun messages, serious messages and I was eating it all up.

      He stopped by the mall again on Wednesday. I met him for a study break, on the pedestrian mall, in between my afternoon fashion design classes. He was standing there in the same place where he had smashed his cell phone against the wall, only this time he was holding a pistachio and vanilla double decker ice cream cone as a little love offering for me. Green rivulets of ice cream were dripping and melting down the sides of the brown waffle cone and running onto his fingers. He said I needed a sugar rush to help me have energy for my next class. I licked the droplets of ice cream from his fingers, before taking the cone. How long had he stood out there in the hot sun waiting for me? Instead of showing up with flowers in hand, he had dripping ice cream. I loved his original approach to winning over women.

      If Jesse had it his way, he would have seen me every day of the week, but that made me feel anxious. Only fools rush in. Slow and steady wins the race.

      Saturday night was coming up and after literally overheating my phone with a gazillion texts and numerous calls, we made plans to go out. The thought of sex with Jesse no longer lingered in the back of my mind. It came crashing into my frontal lobe.

      At the end of the week my emotions had put out a contract on my logic and any concerns about “dating rules” lost the battle. I threw caution to the wind and said to hell with rules and what other people thought. These were matters of the heart and my heart was screaming for Jesse.

      I lay in bed at night tracing every inch of his body in my mind, longing for his arms to hold me. I imagined his hands pressing over my feminine curves, willing his fingers to slip inside me, begging him to take me. Thirsting for him to devour me with endless hot kisses, laved with his velvet tongue. Fighting this tidal wave of desire was exhausting so I decided that Saturday night Jesse would bang the shit out of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      
        Niki

      

      “What’s the name of this place again, Jesse?” I asked as we walked up the sidewalk in Hollywood, looking for the bar where we were meeting Chase, Kat and the others.

      “Five O Four. It’s right here.” There were a couple of bouncers all dressed in black, like Mafia hit men hovering at the entrance. We got lucky and found a parking space on a side street several blocks down. With buildings being so close together in Hollywood, parking usually meant paying money to use a lot, but we’d rather walk a little than pay. Five O Four didn’t have a real store front made of glass windows, or anything like that. It was open to the outdoors. The bar itself was small and it was located in a space that was shared with a Mexican restaurant, across a wide sidewalk that lead to other establishments farther back. There were high top tables lined up directly opposite the length of the bar, elevated from the sidewalk below, with just about enough room for a waitress with a tray to squeeze between the two, and butted up directly against a decorative black wrought iron railing. It gave the feeling of being outside on a patio, when you were really inside. It was cozy, with a kind of French Quarter, New Orleans ambiance in its design and decor.

      It was easy to spot Kat and Chase in such a small place. They were sitting at one of the tables up against the black wrought iron rail.

      “Hey you two. Pull up a chair.” Chase said as we approached the table. He stretched a muscular arm up, to “high five” Jesse over our head.

      “What’s on tap tonight?” Jesse asked.

      “Their specialty is frozen blended drinks from those machines.” He pointed to five large machines built into the wall behind the bar, ensconced in stainless steel. Each was filled with a different color of frozen alcoholic drink blends. A metal stirring device slowly rotated around behind the circle of glass on each machine. The machines held gallons of premixed alcoholic slushy drinks, ready to pour out of the spigot. It was like being at the fair, an alcoholic fair that is.

      “You gotta try this frozen daiquiri.” Kat said pushing her straw, which stood erect in thick light green blended ice, in my direction for a sip. I drew on the straw and a cold refreshing lime flavor shocked my mouth with sour.

      “Oh my God. I’m sure to get an ice cream headache from this, but order me one anyway, Jesse. Are you going to try one? ”

      “Hell no. Last time I checked I had a dick. That’s a girl drink. Real men drink beer, or Jack Daniels.” He grabbed his crotch with a crocked smile and jiggled his hand, as witness to his words.

      Kat and I looked at each other and simultaneously rolled our eyes. I played it off as humorous, but under the table I squeezed my legs together in response to a sharp delightful tingle. Tonight was going to be “the night” and there he was tempting my patience, looking all fine, drawing attention to the very part of his body I had designs on. I struggled to remain cool and composed on the outside, when sizzling thoughts of Jesse’s delicious body and what I wanted to do with it, were burning me up on the inside. I squirmed nervously in my seat and glanced to the back of the bar.

      Oh God. Nerves. Calm down.

      How long do I have to sit here acting all social? I wiped a bead of sweat from my brow and took a long drink of my icy cocktail. Maybe there is a back room where I can rip his clothes off and let him take me right there.

      “Niki?” Jesse’s smooth low voice was in my ear. “You okay? You look a little pink in your cheeks.” She slid off her chair and went to the bar for another icy drink.

      I fanned myself with my hand. “It’s just a little warm in here.” I squeaked.

      “Oh my God, I love this place!” Kat woo hooed in her alcohol infused excitement. She came prancing up to our table with a different flavored drink in hand, the cup dancing in the air above her head. She was driven to sample all of the flavors before the evening was through. “Niki, you gotta sample this blueberry one, girl.”

      I grabbed the high flying drink over her head with both of my hands and carefully lowered it to the table. “Careful, Kat,” I laughed. “I will taste it but not all down the front of my shirt.”

      Jesse leaned in, with a huge grin and pulled me into him in a one arm bear hug. “Let that shit spill! I’ll lick it off your chest.” He growled in my ear and planted a teasing kiss on my lips.

      No sooner had we got through our first round of drinks, when a rush of people filled the bar and every time I turned around, I caught an elbow in my side. The crowd was thick and getting crazier by the minute.

      Kat squealed and sat up on the high bar chair on her knees, waving to the waitress. “Look! They have shots.” She turned to yell over the crowd to a young waitress sporting a tray filled with tiny plastic cups. A clear liquid sloshed in the cups as she fought her way through the tangle of arms and elbows to our table.

      “What are those?” Kat asked, leaning on her elbows with her butt up in the air. Only Kat could pull off kneeling on the seat of the chair like a child.

      “Kamikaze tequila shots. Would you like one?”

      “Chase!” She yelled to no one in particular. “Get your ass over here! We’re doing Kamikaze shots!” Kat straightened up on her knees on top of the stool and craned her neck, searching for Chase. The waitress waited for our order, poised with her tray balanced on one hand in a fashion that begged for a drunken accident to happen.

      “Jesse, where's Chase?” Jesse shrugged, annoyed to be distracted from his nuzzling of my hair. “Fuck him. He’s shit outta luck,” she barked out with mock anger in her voice and turned to the waitress. “Give us four shots, please. And put it on Chase’s tab,” she instructed the waitress and spelled out Chase's full name, as printed on his credit card. She slid one of the shots over to the side of the table to save for him. I saw Chase had turned to talk to a guy and got swallowed up by the crowd. Eyeing it, Jesse threw his shot back and said, “I have seen that guy at the gym. It’s a friend of Chase’s.”

      Kat slammed her empty shot cup on the table and slumped back down onto her chair, tired of kneeling and leaning on the table. The noise level in the bar was crazy loud, as the sound level of the crowd competed with the sound decibels of the music. I sat with Kat waiting for the guys to return, enjoying the music, when I heard a commotion erupt to my right, on the cement walkway area, just over the black wrought iron railing. The sequence of events that happened next, unfurled with such speed it was like being in some freaky fucked up “Apocalypse Now” kind of time warp.

      For no apparent reason, a large drunken freight train of a guy smashed his beer mug into another guy’s face out in the cement walkway area between our bar the Mexican restaurant. The other guy’s face was Chase’s. He threw his hands out, like what the fuck was that for, startled and obviously blindsided by the move, then reeled backwards and the big guy was on him like a Sumo wrestler, hitting Chase repeatedly. I barely had time to open my mouth to gasp, when I felt a heavy hand on my shoulder pressing down. Jesse had seen the brute beating down Chase and jumped in like lightening, propelling himself over our table with unbelievable speed, clearing the table and the railing too, all in one agile and strategic move using my shoulder as his launching pad. I had never seen a body fly over a high top table like that ever in my life. I covered my mouth with my hands, eyes bulging out of my head. My mind screaming, “No! No!” Jesse was like wildfire. He couldn’t be contained. He threw the solid force of his entire body at the brute in a football style tackle. The guy went down hard with a thud, cracking his head on the cement, but Jesse didn’t stop. He wailed on the guy, pummeling him with angry fists, punch after punch. His exquisitely pumped up biceps working like pistons.

      “Oh my God! “Ka-a-at!!” I shrieked with panic.

      I bailed out of my chair screaming at the top of my lungs for Kat to follow me, shoving and clawing at the dense mass of torsos gathering for an audience.

      Oh my God! Oh my God! He wasn’t stopping! Make him stop! Someone make him stop! He’s gonna kill the guy!

      The rest was a chaotic frozen alcoholic drink blur. Chase was lying on the ground twisting and writhing in pain. “My nose! He fucking broke my God damn nose!” The spaces between his fingers were dripping with blood, bright and red, as he curled into a fetal position on his side. The bouncers struggled to part the tight pack of onlookers. They couldn’t get to Jesse fast enough to stop him from doing serious damage to the guy, already down on the ground with Jesse straddled over him. Jesse’s face contorted with grotesque malevolence and I saw that lightning had fists, exploding with rage. Years of pent up emotions erupted, and found their outlet, pouring out like water through a sieve.

      “Stop it Jesse!” I yelled, “Jesse! Stop!!” But my voice was muffled by the shouts of the crowd and the bar music. It felt like I was screaming at the top of my lungs, but to no avail. The people in the bar all looked strange and cold to me. They laughed and cheered the gruesome assault like a Gladiator fight at the Coliseum. I stood at the edge of the crowd, numb. My hands covered my mouth with trembling fingers. Jess’s face was like stone, hideous, and different. His once deep blue eyes, were now glazed over, an icy, steel gray. This is what I had feared. The dangerous side that I had feared would come out was presently in plain view and I was appalled. My hero, my wonderful handsome Jesse, the apple of my eye, was changed and seeing this frightened me.

      I was conflicted. I was seized with the urge to run to him, and at the same moment I was also repulsed by him. I stood reluctantly watching, clutching Kat’s elbow, not wanting to look and yet not able to tear my eyes away either, as the two bouncers came down on him like a blast from a cannon. One of them rushed Jesse from behind and put him in a choke hold, arching back in convulsive jerks, hoping to snap him out of his fury.

      Oh God, please don’t let them break his neck!

      The other one slipped his hands under the armpits of the limp man on the ground and pulled him out of Jesse’s reach.

      When watching something that violent, it hits you, and you can’t help but lose your balance and fall. My stomach turned. I buried my face in Kat’s arm, I couldn’t bare to watch another second, my heart was hurting for him, as the bouncers drug Jesse to the front, and threw him out of the bar. Kat tried to run over to Chase and help him up, but before she could get there his friend from the gym helped him up. In two seconds flat, another set of hostile looking bouncer dudes flanked Chase and escorted him out also.

      I wasn’t comfortable with all this male testosterone laden bravado. It’s hard for me to comprehend when guys brag later about getting in a fist fight. They act like it’s something to be admired, and if any blood is drawn, all the better, as if the blood is some kind of red badge of courage. They seem to enjoy repeating all the details, blow by blow like they are professional boxers in the ring.

      In the exaggerated scenario of my anxiety ridden imagination, where adrenaline-spiked fear colors and embellishes what my eyes perceive, I imagine things are worse than they really are. And sometimes I swear, I can even feel other people’s pain right in my solar plexus. It was no surprise to me when a sinking emotion soured in the pit of my stomach, as I watched Chase disappear through the bodies.

      What an awful night this had turned out to be. I just wanted to go home. I realized that all my hopes for Jesse and me were dashed the moment the large guy’s head hit the ground. It may as well have been my heart that Jesse was thrashing into the ground, because the thought of being in a relationship with a reckless bad boy who could unleash such anger at a moment’s notice, sent a chill up my spine. This was the proverbial “red flag” that any logical minded person would recognize as a warning. Are some just hard wired to be violent? Or can people change? I bit my lip and looked down at my hands, my fingers twisting into nervous knots.

      “Come on Kat. Let’s go home,” I said with a heavy voice. Kat was frantically pounding keystrokes on her cell phone, trying to get a message through to Chase. She looked up briefly, “Sure, hun. I just want to try to reach Chase. Poor guy, I want to make sure he’s okay. Those fucking assholes wouldn’t even let me go talk to him.” Making our way out of the crowded bar, pushing through a sea of drunken smiles and glazed eyes, I took her by the elbow. She continued to text with her head down, allowing me to guide her, walking like she was a blind person and I was her seeing eye dog.

      “The show is over!” a bouncer yelled, like the unraveling of my heart was some kind of Vegas show for all to see. The bar goers resumed their festive atmosphere, as if nothing unusual happened, whooping it up and high fiving each other with gusto. For them, the fight had been entertainment on the level of an exploding UFC match but for me, my world had just got a little darker. And the door of trust that had begun to open toward Jesse, slammed shut with a metallic clang.

      In the car on the ride home my phone was buzzing like crazy with text messages from Jesse. Kat looked over at me with her hands on the wheel.

      “Aren’t you going to reply?”

      I stared at the phone, lying in the palm of my hand. I shrugged and pursed my lips, in a “I don’t give a rat’s ass” attitude. Kat drove on in silence, throwing a sidelong glance to check on me every so often.

      “Not talking?” She waited. “You’re not mad are you? Niki, seriously girl. Don’t be mad at him about this. Answer him.” She tipped her head in the direction of my cell phone. “He saved Chase, for Christ sake.”

      Suddenly, I was overcome with tiredness. I felt exhausted. I didn’t have the energy to even speak a word, even if my mind could form one. The words stayed there like rocks, weighing down my tongue, too heavy to lift, monumental boulders that I couldn’t get out of my mouth. I sat that way, head down staring at the stupid phone, until finally, I switched it to vibrate and shoved it back in my purse. I rolled my head to the side and let it rest up against the cool glass of the window, staring out into the darkness.

      “Niki, don’t be like this. He was just sticking up for Chase, defending him. Hell, he had to. That asshole would have put Chase in the hospital. You can’t blame Jesse. Chase’s friend told that drunken idiot started the fight for no reason. Chase didn’t even know the guy.” She peered over at me and then trained her eyes on the road. “Apparently the guy thought he heard Chase say, “suck my dick” to him.” She shook her head, “Of course, Chase said no such thing.”

      I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes. Damn him. Why did Jesse do this to me? He wormed his way into my heart and now this. The pain was setting in, methodically creeping over the bright parts of my heart like a black sinister shadow, consuming every bit of happiness I had found with him, like a festering, pestilent disease. I was gripped with fear, panic twisting its hand around my throat, squeezing all the air out of my lungs. The car couldn’t get me home fast enough. Although Kat had the air conditioning on high, I felt like the air suffocated me and I pounded my finger on the window button, frantic to feel the movement of the wind on my face. I wanted to run, to escape, to fly away.

      Kat shoved the gear shift into park at the apartment. She laid her hand gently on my knee and spoke softly, “Niki, girl, things will be better in the morning. You’ll see. Everything will look better when the sun comes up. It always does.” She wiggled my knee gently.

      I smiled a meek pathetic smile and opened the car door into the still of the night. We threw our arms around each other, girlfriend fashion, as we humped it up the sidewalk to our apartment. Maybe Kat was right. I exhaled a deep breath, once inside the comfort of my own place, and headed off to bed where I planned to bury my face under my pillow. I needed to process the night’s events and rationalize why despite everything that had happened tonight, Jesse still had such a tremendous visceral pull on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      
        Jesse

      

      “Dude, come on, let’s get some blow.” I had been working a deal with a skinny looking chic in an alley. We had just got thrown out of the bar and I was still on fire, my adrenaline pumping like gangbusters and Niki left me mad as hell. Chase yanked my arm hard spinning me around as I rushed up to him.

      “No! Are you fucking crazy? Let’s go.” He wiped dried blood from his nose with the back of his hand. The chic in the alley paced and smoked a cigarette, nervously flicking ashes, as she watched us talking.

      “Hold on, hold on, she’s gonna leave if I don’t go talk to her,” I said and wrenched myself free from his grip. I was out of my mind thinking about Niki. She wouldn’t answer her phone and the look on her face as the bouncers carried me out, devastated me. I didn’t know what the fuck to do, except what I always did in these situations, self-medicate. Booze works to a certain extent but blow is the shit.

      I was halfway back to the chic when the powerful thrust of Chase’s two hands grabbed me by both arms and practically lifted me off my feet, shoving me down the sidewalk in the opposite direction of the alley. It was like a fucking tornado came out of nowhere, lifted me up off my feet and flung me against the brick walls, spiraling me down the store fronts. After I stopped bouncing off the walls, Chase walked me farther away from the alley, squeezing my arm like a fucking vice and hissing in my ear. “She’s an undercover cop you idiot!”

      He dragged me along like a disobedient puppy as I looked back over my shoulder. I could tell from his face that it was no joke. “How the hell was I supposed to know?” He threw me a glance like I was a fucking moron and let go of my arm with a push that made me rock back on my heels.

      We had stopped in front of a dingy sports bar and we both stood there eye to eye breathing hard. “Tequila shots, on me.” I jerked my head in the direction of the door to the bar and Chase shoved it open with one hand as we went in
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* * *

      Why the fuck doesn’t this house stop spinning? I staggered into my bedroom groaning and fell face first onto the bed after another night of meeting with my therapist, Jack Daniels, this time joined by his fellow colleague, Jose Cuervo. Old habits were rising up like blisters these days and drinking me blind was always a damn good strategy to kill the pain. Looking back, it was a piss poor idea, but I didn’t give two fucks about anything. Niki was still mad at me over the bar fight, which wasn’t even my fault, and...I just wanted the world to go the fuck away.

      The bed was shaking. Was I still drunk? Or was this a damn earthquake? What the hell? The shaking didn’t stop.

      “Get up, Jesse.” A loud voice invaded my drool laden sleep. It got louder. “Jesse!” And more demanding, “Get the fuck up!”

      I was still face down on top of the covers in the same position I had left myself the night before.

      I rolled over and squinted up to see the outline of my uncle. He strode to the window and tore back the blinds, making them rattle in the most annoying way. I groaned and covered my eyes with my forearm. “What the fuck did you do that for? Shut that shit!”

      “Get up outta that bed. It’s nearly noon. I’ve had enough of your bullshit behavior. Get your ass up, and take a fucking shower, you smell like puke.” He spat the words out, as he threw a bath towel at me. Damn. His voice had a sharpness I had never heard before. “When you’re done, come to the family room. We need to have a talk.” He stormed out of my room. Jesus. I had never seen my uncle act like this. What the fuck was his problem?

      I drug myself into the bathroom and showered. My head was splitting like it had been hit with a wrecking crane ball. The search for aspirin drove me out to the kitchen where Kenny stood waiting for me, with a pot of strong black coffee.

      “You look like shit.” He pushed a cup of coffee across the counter in my direction.

      “Thanks. You look like hell yourself.” I snapped back.

      He pursed his lips and took a sip of coffee. “I’m gonna ignore that remark.”

      “Sorry, I’m a dickhead.” I winced as another hangover hammer blow exploded inside of my head. “Do you have some aspirin?” I asked through squinted eyes.

      “I should just let you suffer, you little son of a bitch, teach you a lesson. But yea, I’ll get you some.” He turned to open a cupboard near the sink. “Listen Jess, we need to talk.”

      Aw, shit. He wants to talk. What’s to talk about? I’m an asshole end of story. But I complied and planted my ass on the big overstuffed chair next to the brown leather couch in the family room.

      “Here.” He extended his hand, palm up with three pills. I swallowed them down with a mouthful of coffee.

      “Jesse, I’m not one for beating around the bush, so let’s cut to the chase. You have been fucking up, man, drinking too much and ditching work. I don’t like it and it has to stop.”

      My uncle was a man of few words when it came to getting something off his chest. He placed his cup on the coffee table in front of us, in a definitive gesture. He leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. I just sat and listened hoping like hell the pounding in my head would ease up.

      “I know you like that girl, Niki and I know she broke it off with you because of what happened at the bar with Chase. Yes, you were helping a friend, but you can’t solve all your problems with booze and violence. Women don’t go for that shit.”

      “Tuff shit. I am who I am. Too late for me to change that.” I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees, holding the coffee mug between both hands.

      “You’ve got too much negative energy in you right now. You need to grow that shit the fuck out of you. Getting drunk doesn’t solve anything; it just defeats your goals. If you want Niki back, you are going to have to change, you will need to show her that you have changed. ” Kenny said.

      I hung my head and listened. I didn’t know what to say, he was right, this was all about Niki. I just wanted Niki back in my life, and not pissed at me for being a dickhead.

      “Why do you keep doing this, acting like a fool? You never used to be this way. I used to be so proud of you. Hell, you had a great career. Winning races and shit. I taught you how to ride and you made me so proud. Everything was going good in your life. Now you just let it all go to shit. What’s going on inside your head?”

      I flung myself back against the couch and stared at the ceiling, fighting the urge to just zone out and withdraw. Putting my feelings out in the open, on the line, was damn uncomfortable for me. “Thing haven’t been going well...” I mumbled. God, that sounded like some weak ass excuse.

      “I thought you were over all this...this drinking and recklessness once you came here, but now....I don’t know Jesse. I don’t know.” He shook his head sadly. I felt like a jackass. I had let him down. “You’ve got to get your shit together. You have to be responsible for your own actions.”

      “I, I...” I blew out a long breath and got up the nerve to spit it out. It was painful, all this soul searching shit. It may be all well and good for pussies, but it’s not my style. Glancing at him, I knew I had to explain. I drew in a breath and paused for a second. “I just want Niki back, That’s all. That’s what makes me act all crazy like and go ballistic.”

      He pursed his lips and nodded solemnly. His features softened as a glint of recognition appeared in his eyes. “I see. So, you think she might be the one? She’s that special?”

      “She’s a fucking angel.” I threw my hands out to the sides. “I get all high and shit whenever she’s around and I can’t stop grinning like a stupid cheshire cat.”

      “Hmm. You feel light and happy when she’s around?”

      I nodded. He had a twinkle in his eye as he talked and I saw a hint of a smile tug at the corner of his mouth.

      “Like you can’t think of anything else when she walks in the room? Like you can’t breathe without her?”

      “Yea, yea. That’s exactly it. How did you know?” My uncle was the goddamn Albert Einstein of love.

      “Yup, sounds like you’ve got it pretty bad for her.”

      “But she won’t even talk to me. What do I do now?”

      “First of all, going on drinking binges doesn’t work. Cut down on your drinking, control your anger, and show Niki that you’ve changed. I’m not saying you have to stop drinking completely, but Christ almighty boy, you don’t have to make it a way of life. Give her a little time to cool off and I think she’ll come around once she sees the old Jesse, the real Jesse. The Jesse that I know.”

      Well, what the goddamn hell. How about that.

      I slapped my hands on my thighs. “Kenny, you da man.” I leaned over and raised my fist for a “fist bump”. The answer was right in front of my nose and I didn’t even see it. I jumped to my feet, my head still pounding a little from my hangover. “Kenny, I think you are right. I’m gonna go win her trust back. I don’t have a damn clue as to how, but I’ gonna do it.”

      I stepped a little lighter as I retreated to my strategic planning room, AKA my bedroom. The dark gray storm cloud that had been raining on my parade finally lifted and I was stoked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      
        Niki

      

      “You’re moping. Stop picking at your sandwich.” Kat scolded and shoved the large half of a turkey and avocado on sourdough into her petite mouth. Kat was joining me at my favorite sandwich shop on my break between my fashion design classes. Right outside this very shop, Jesse had brought me the ice cream cone study break treat. Where he first showed up, unannounced, to “stalk” me, then smashed his cell phone as an excuse for being at the mall.

      Most of my sandwich sat untouched on my plate. I teased half a red tomato slice out from between the slices of bread, lifted it to my lips then let it drop onto the plate.

      “I don’t even want this.” I sighed and wiped my fingers on the napkin, then rested my chin in my hand. Why the hell was I so drawn to Jesse?

      “Have you heard from him today?”

      “Is the Pope Catholic? Of course, he’s begging to see me. He texts me day and night, well he backed off for a while, but now he got his second wind.” I pushed the plate away. Kat set her sandwich down, her fingers still wrapped around it, a sure sign that a lecture was about to ensue. She stared me in the eyes with one of her serious big sister looks and leaned forward.

      “I totally don’t understand you Niki. Give the guy another chance. He was defending Chase. We’ve been over this before and...I’ve seen how he looks at you. God, it’s like your shit don’t stink girl.” She laughed.

      I broke a smile at Kat’s attempt to sway me, but...if I went back to Jesse wouldn’t I just be igniting the path to my own destruction? “Oh, Kat. Guess who sent me a message last night.” Her eyes went blank. She’d never guess so I blurted it out. “Hot guy from Vegas.” Her eyes widened.

      “Shut up. You mean Trevor? What’s he want?”

      “He wants me to go out with him.”

      “I thought he lived in San Francisco.” She sipped on the straw in her drink.

      “He’s in town on business or something.”

      “You’re not seriously thinking of going out with him, are you?”

      I sat up straight and I jutted my chin out defiantly. “I am.”

      She slumped back down in her chair and took another sip, “You’re sick. I can’t believe you would even waste your time,” she said in an even voice.

      “I can do what I want; besides, I need to get my mind of Jesse.” I said indignantly. “Trevor will be like a test. He will be my litmus paper. I’ll go on a date with Trevor and see how it compares to when I’m with Jesse.” I felt damn proud of myself for creating this idea.

      Kat crumpled up her paper napkin and threw it on her empty plate. “Whatever. Do what you feel you need to do.” She stood up, leaned over the table and took one last sip on her straw, then gave me a hug. “You know I love you. I gotta go. I have a rehearsal in about....fifteen minutes ago.” Holding her large Coach purse in the crook of her arm, she flung her trash into the garbage and pushed the door open with her backside.

      I fished my cellphone out of my purse and opened the text message from Trevor that had been waiting. I responded that I would love to get together. What harm could it do? I told myself. I justified that it would get my mind off of Jesse and help me think clearly. Jesse was blinding me. He was exciting. He was dangerous. And I had decided to steer clear of him for my own good.
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* * *

      Thursday night rolled around and I was ready to put my plan into action. The restaurant was nice and expensive. I wanted to meet Trevor there but he had insisted on picking me up in his rental Mercedes. I didn’t even know you could rent a Mercedes. As the waitress seated us, I moved clumsily first in front of him, then moved aside, saying excuse me, and tried to get in my chair gracefully. I felt stiff and out of my element. But despite some initial awkwardness, the evening got off to a good start. Or so I told myself as I sat across from him wringing my hands under the table.

      “Good to see you again, Niki.” He jangled the ice in his scotch on the rocks and drained it. “What have you been up to down here in So Cal, the land of the crazies?”

      “Um, wow, nothing much, just mingling with the other crazies here. But tell me, what is wrong with Southern California? Do all you people from up north act like this part of the state is a foreign country?”

      “It may as well be.” He pointed out self-righteously. “You all talk weird, like, you know, like, like, like. And everyone is so vain. The women are so fake, with all their hair extensions and everyone wants to look younger than they are. Jesus Christ they dress like sluts and the guys all think they're surfer dudes.” The waitress placed another scotch on the table. I sipped my wine. Things were going splendidly.

      I chewed on the celery stick from my salad, bearing down hard trying to grind out the bitter taste forming in my mouth.

      “Excuse me. I need to use the Ladies room.”

      “Sure sweetheart. Hurry back.” He downed his third scotch slammed it on the table, pushed his chair back and half stood up as I turned to find the restrooms. I walked away feeling his stare burn a hole in my backside, sure that he was getting an eyeful of my ass. I pushed into the ladies room and leaned up against the wall. What the hell was I thinking agreeing to go out with this idiot? The thought of climbing out the bathroom window occurred to me, expect this restroom didn’t have one. I decided to suck it up and try to politely make it through dinner then bail.

      I came out of the restroom and gave a tug on the hem of my short skirt. I hoisted my purse over my shoulder and looked up to find a searing pair of blue eyes. My heart jumped.

      “Jesse! What are you doing here?” I hissed. He was leaning on the bar with a Jack Daniels, neat. I scowled and leaned close so Trevor wouldn't hear, though he was halfway across the main dining area.

      “Hey Niki. Nice to see you too.”

      “Are you stalking me? Again? How dare you. That’s so wrong. I’m on a date. How did you know I was here?” I asked through clenched teeth.

      “Who’s to judge what’s wrong or right? Maybe I am stalking you. I have been known to be guilty of it before. ” He leaned casually on the bar. A playful smirk turning up the corner of his mouth.

      “Kat told you I was here, didn’t she?” I glared at Jesse realizing that the moment I had laid eyes upon him, my desire for wanting him ricocheted through my veins. I should be mad at him, I wanted to be mad at him, but deep down inside I was thrilled that he was there. “I’m gonna punch her in the arm next time I see her, the little snitch.”

      “Hey look Niki. What are you doing here with that dufus over there?” He set his drink down on the bar and slid off the bar stool to stand next to me, so close that I could feel the heat emanating from his body. He pierced me with his gaze. The intensity and truthfulness of his stare rendered me helpless.

      “Just tell me why you are here, Jesse?”

      “Don’t you see? I came because I need you. I came to beg for your forgiveness. I had a talk with my uncle and I realized something. I know I scared you and I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have gone all ape shit on that guy.” He leaned in even closer and I could feel his emotions filtering through his eyes. “Please, Niki. I’m gonna turn over a new leaf. I’ll do anything to have you back in my life. Come back to me.”

      The sincerity in his voice melted me even more. I looked down silently at the granite bar top, white knuckles gripping on the strap of my purse, holding on like it was the sole tether to my sanity. Fearful that if I gave in, and let go, I might be slipping away into an unpredictable world with Jesse. I threw a nervous glance back over my shoulder. Trevor was still waiting at the table. I wasn’t sure if he could see me.

      “Actually, I’m glad you showed up. Things weren’t going so well with Trevor over there.” I pointed with my eyes.

      “I’m here now.” He slid his hand over my forearm, his touch ran smooth and warm across my skin. I sighed. With his head bent down close to mine, his intoxicating musky scent swayed me even more. I closed my eyes and whispered, “Can you take me home?”

      “Of course. Let’s get you out of here. Go tell him you changed your mind and let’s leave. Or do you want me to tell him?” He stroked my arm, the breath of his words fluttering in my ear.

      “No, I’ll tell him. Just give me a minute.” I pulled away and walked over to Trevor’s table. He was on his phone texting hardly even noticing me coming back.

      “There you are. I thought you had gotten stuck in the toilet.” He chuckled.

      I managed a faint smile. “Sorry Trevor, I gotta take off. I’m not feeling so well. Thank you so much for the dinner…and I’m really sorry.”

      “Wow!” He looked at me up and down. “Can’t you at least wait until I’m done eating and I will take you home?”

      “Don’t worry. Stay and finish. I can’t get myself home. Bye.” I turned and walked towards the exit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

      

    
    
      
        Jesse

      

      The guy Niki had ditched came up behind us as I was holding her hand waiting for the valet. “What the fuck is going on here? Who is this dude?” he said in a gruff voice.

      “Take it easy, man. My friend is not feeling well so I am taking her home. Just go back to your dinner,” I said. The dude started walking back but stopped at the entrance, turned and yelled holding the door open.

      “Bitch, really? You’re leaving with another guy?”

      Niki’s eyes got all wide and her mouth fell open but before we had a chance to respond, he launched another insult.

      “You’re nothing but a cunt and a cock-tease!”

      My car was here and I was about to enter when his words froze me in my tracks. “What did you say, muther fucker?”

      “I said your girlfriend is a fucking cunt.”

      I turned to Niki and spoke as calmly as possible. My blood was boiling in my veins. “Excuse me, can you wait right here for a second?”

      “Ignore him, Jesse. Just take me home.”

      I was already halfway back towards the entrance facing the dude, “I thought that was what you said.” My breath was coming quickly now. “But you know what? I totally forgot something.” I was now close enough to the guy, I could see sweat pearls on his forehead.

      “Yea, what did you forget?”

      “I forgot this!” I wounded up my fist and without warning I launched it, square on his jaw. I leaned down as he hit the ground and shouted in his face, “That’s no way to speak to a lady. Learn some fucking manners, asshole.”

      I left the dude groaning into the pavement and turned back towards Niki, but she was gone. I ran to the corner but she had vanished like a fucking magician. I grabbed my head with both of my hands. “Fu-u-ck!”
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* * *

      
        Niki

      

      “What the hell happened last night?” Kat popped out of the bathroom and padded down the hall to the kitchen in her pink pajama pants. I poured a cup of coffee in her favorite mug and pushed it across the white tile counter in her direction.

      “Jesse’s an asshole. I don’t know why I keep thinking he is worth pursuing. He hasn’t changed at all.” I slid the half-and-half in her direction and stuck the handle of a spoon out for her to take. “He showed up at my date with Trevor, thanks to you.” I wasn’t really mad at Kat for tipping him off. My real anger was at myself for being weak and allowing Jesse’s charm to pull me in again. “It happened all over again, like deja vu of that Five O Four place when he got in a fight...well, this time he didn’t go completely bananas, he just punched the guy. I think.”

      “Oh my God Niki. You have men fighting over you. That’s so cool.”

      I rolled my eyes. Kat had a unique way of looking at violence.

      “Kat, it’s the same behavior. He’s solving his problems with violence and I just don’t know if I can handle a guy like that.” I looked down at my coffee and stirred it again with the spoon. “What if I’m his problem one day? Is he gonna go all ape-shit on me?”

      “No! Are you crazy? That guy adores you. Why did he go off on Trevor?” She took a seat on the stool and leaned her elbows onto the counter, intent on hearing all the details.

      “Everything started a little weird with Trevor...well he was being a jerk actually. Halfway through my date I went to use the restroom. When I came out Jesse was at the bar waiting, or stalking me, thanks to you. Well, I talked to him and...” I exhaled a breath. “God Kat, I really do like him. I don’t know what he does but he’s got my heart. That why it’s so hard. How can you love someone like this, yet hate him at the same time?”

      “Honey, no guy is perfect but I don’t think you hate him. So what happened?”

      “I caved. I just melted right there under the stare of his dark blue eyes. I said, let’s just get the hell out of here and we left. We got outside and that’s when Trevor came barreling out the door yelling a bunch of shit, like I was a cunt and how dare I walk out on a date with him, blah blah blah.”

      “Wha-a-at? He called you a cunt?” Kat slapped the counter top with her palm.

      “So when Jesse heard him call me a cunt, he walked right up to him and punched him. I was so freaked out I ran away and took a cab home.”

      “Jesus Niki, are you fucking crazy or what? Jesse loves you like no one else. Of course he would punch him for saying that. And quite frankly, if I was in your shoes and someone called me a cunt, I would demand my guy to stand up for me. Jesse’s your knight in fuckin shining armor, girl.” She cocked her head to the side, “don’t you get it?”

      “You don’t think that shows he’s a whack job? Unstable?”

      “Hell no! He was defending your honor. What did you want him to do? Just let the guy get away saying that shit to you? No, I’m telling you, Jesse is not a psycho nutcase kind of dude. He may be impulsive--and damn hot--but deep down, he’s really a good guy. He’s passionate about the things he believes in and has a hard time expressing it in words. But most men are like that.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “I know so. You need to stop all this wishy-washy, namby pamby, “I don’t know if I can handle him”, bullshit and claim him before another girl gets a chance. He wants you more than anything else in the world. He is in love with you.”

      “He is?’ How do you know?”

      “Chase told me. He said Jesse is head over heels with you.”

      “He really said that? He likes me that much?”

      “He worships the god damn ground you walk on, sweetie. Ask Chase yourself.” Kat pushed my cell phone across the countertop until it was under my nose.

      I pursed my lips and turned my chin up to the side. I picked up my cell phone and called Chase. My heartbeat picked up its rate as I waited for him to pick up.

      “Hey Chase. It’s Niki.”

      “Hey Niki. What’s up?”

      “Are you at work?”

      “I’m always at work these days. What do you need?”

      “Um, I need your advice on a matter, but first is Jesse there? Cause I don’t want him to hear...”

      “No, Jesse's not here. As a matter of fact, he’s home right now packing. He is going back to New York.”

      My heart dropped to the floor. I turned and looked at Kat and she mouthed the words, “Oh my God.” She had heard everything.

      “He can’t leave...” I blurted out. Desperation was rising in my body. I felt like the air being sucked out of my lungs. My mind was screaming the words, NOOOO! but my mouth said, “I mean, moving back to New York? Why? I thought he was here all summer helping at the bar?”

      “Niki, I’m gonna level with you. The guys in a hurt locker. He told me he messed things up with you again so he is throwing in the towel. He’s leaving, Niki. He might even be gone already for all I know. If you care about him, get your butt over there before it’s too late and talk him into staying.

      “Can’t you talk to him and convince him to stay?”

      “No, only you can do that. He’s broken right now. I’ve never seen him like this, Niki. I think he’s in love with you.”

      My hands trembled as I placed the phone back down on the counter. Tears were stinging my eyes. I swallowed hard and cleared my throat.

      “Kat, what should I do? He’s leaving.”

      “Do you love him?” She asked in all seriousness.

      “Yes.” I squeaked through tears spilling down my face.

      “Then go! Go, girl! Tell him how you feel.” She tugged on my arm, pushing me towards the door, grabbing my purse and keys along the way. “You will be losing a great guy if you don’t hurry.”

      I stumbled along, sniffing and wiping tears with the back of my hand as I went. I paused before shutting the door. “Thank you Kat. I love you, girlfriend.” She snatched a tissue from the box on the counter and waved it in my direction. “Here. Wipe the mascara from your eyes.”

      As I peeled off towards Kenny’s house I took a deep breath and gripped the steering wheel tighter, hoping it would steady my trembling hands. My mind was racing. What should I say? What if he refuses to talk to me? Slams the door in my face and tells me to get the fuck out? Maybe I could go with him to New York? Oh shit. What was I thinking? I can’t leave my classes and my life here for him? Oh yes I can. I can do whatever I want. I never even realized what I had with him. He was standing right in front of me the whole time and like an idiot I almost missed the best thing that has ever happened in my life. I figured it out and now it’s clear. He was right here in front of me the whole time.

      As I got to the house I parked my car on the street. I fussed over texting him first to let him know I was on my way but I didn’t, afraid he would say, don’t come. I swallowed hard and made my way up the driveway to the door. I passed by his black, big wheel pickup truck. A pang of nervous desperation pierced my heart as I saw two boxes already loaded in the bed of the truck.

      Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. I can do this.

      I shook my hands out like I was a boxer about to enter the ring. My nerves were rattling me to the bone. I jabbed the doorbell with a trembling finger and waited. One-Mississippi, two-Mississippi, three-Mississippi... I was counting the seconds. It was a nervous habit to distract my mind from overwhelming fear. I think I audible exhaled when the door swung open.

      “Niki.” His voice sounded surprised and his face revealed it as well.

      I closed my eyes and swallowed hard. “Um...I...was just, driving by...” I turned and waved a hand palm up to my car. “And thought I'd stop and say hello.” I bounced up and down on my heels, pursed my lips and nodded my head. I had rushed out without a thought for what I was wearing. I looked down my plain white tank top. Not exactly dressed to sway someone’s heart but it would have to do.

      He shot me a sidelong glance, eyeing me up and down. “Whatever you say. Come in,” and swept a hand in a welcoming gesture.

      At least he didn’t slam the door in my face. I looked down and I was nervously wringing my hands. I grabbed onto my purse strap. I practically tip-toed past him, brushing close enough to his powerful chest to remind me why I was there. Once inside the family room I stood awkwardly in the silence of the house. His uncle must be at work. There was no sound but the ticking of a large brown clock on the wall and the pounding of my heart was drowning it out.

      “Can I get you something to drink? A Coke or bottled water?” He strode over to the kitchen and paused in front of the refrigerator with his hand on the door handle.

      “Oh, no thanks.”

      He pushed his unruly hair out of his eyes. The move that was my Achilles heel. The move that drove me crazy watching his muscle ripple and flex over the tattoo. Did he know what it did to me? Was he that calculating? Or just an Adonis who didn’t know his own power? I dipped my chin to my chest and cleared my throat hoping that if I didn’t look up it would release me from the magnetic pull he had on me. I had to get this out. I had to say it.

      “Jesse, I’m just going to say it straight out. I came because I heard you were leaving, moving back to New York.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. He walked forward and stood leaning one hand on the breakfast bar and the other on his hip.

      “Yea, I plan on leaving in the morning.”

      “Oh, I see.” I took a couple steps towards him, licked my lips and swallowed hard. “Well, um...what about us?” I cocked my head a little to the side.

      He closed the remaining distance between us in two strides and took both of my hands in his. Dipping his head down to look in my eyes he said, “Niki, I'm sorry, but after I saw you last time, I figured I fucked up one too many and you would never want an “us”. I figured I’d lost you. And I can’t stay here if there is no chance of us. This place…this city will always remind me of you. So, the only thing to do for me would be go back to New York and try to forget I’d ever met you.”

      His eyes pierced mine and the connection caught. I felt the flood gates open but I fought to pull it together.

      “Jesse, you can’t go. I don’t give a damn about the fights and whatever. I need you here. I won’t let you leave. You can’t go.”

      “Why not? Why do you care so much? I’m fighting for you and every time you have given me such a hard case. Do you even like me, Niki?”

      “Like you? Of course I like you. You mean everything to me. You came into my life and filled a huge hole in my heart. All this time, ever since my mother died. I have had a hard time feeling anything, until I met you. I don’t know how it happened but I feel connected to you and if you leave, I don’t know how I can go on and...and....”

      I was talking fast and rambling in my attempt to get everything out I wanted to say. The more I spoke, the more his features softened until he was cupping my face in both of his hands, looking deep into my eyes. It rendered me breathless. His eyes flicked up and down from my eyes to my lips and back again.

      Before I could catch my breath, he claimed my mouth with his, tears welling up behind my closed eyelids. He pulled back just enough to let me feel his breath on my lips. “Say it, Niki.” He whispered, almost pleading, “I want to hear you say the words.”

      Tears spilling, and my chest rising and falling from my irregular breathing, I choked out the words, “I...I want you, Jesse. I want you to stay. Stay for me, Jesse. Stay for us.”

      “But why? Why should I stay?”

      “Because…I love you. I love you, Jesse. With all my heart.”

      He crushed my mouth again, swirling his tongue, pushing his hands first up into my hair and then running them down my back, pressing me up against his warm muscular body. Granting fate to follow its path, I leaned into his embrace and met his kisses with un-abandoned submission, my mind whirling, all thoughts lost to the moment. In that one simple movement, that one willing gesture, all of his wishes and future wishes were affirmed. He knew I was his and he was mine. He pulled back from our kiss, and dipped his head to touch my forehead, still holding me in the crook of his elbow, his arms wrapped around me so tight, while I trembled.

      “That’s all I wanted to hear Niki. You are my fantasy angel, so beautiful and good. And good for me. I never had much faith in love, or miracles, never wanted to put my heart on the line, until I met you, and everything changed. I don’t want to imagine a life without you, so now I’ll say goodbye to the old me, it’s already gone. You are everything I’ve been looking for. Every kiss and every touch feels new yet so familiar. Looking at you I’m seeing the other half of me, my reflection, like a mirror.” Tears rolled freely down my face as I blinked up into his eyes. “Of course I’ll stay. I’ll stay for you, Niki. I’ll stay for us. I love you even more.”

      He loosened his vice grip on me and put just enough space between us for him to bring his hands to my face. Using both hands, he wiped away my tears with his thumbs his burning gaze never leaving mine.

      “I want to be with you.” Goose bumps raised on my skin as he caressed me. Before I could catch my breath, he ran his hands down my arms, taking both of my hands in his. He pulled my hands, as he walked backwards, driving me towards his bedroom with his intense gaze, our eyes never unlocking. With the weight of his body, he pressed my back against the hallway wall as the solid pack of his chest muscles firmly compacted my breasts, igniting a torrent of heat that ricocheted up and down the entire length of my body. I could feel the hardness of his erection against my thin tank top and sweat shorts, and my nipples budded up in immediate response. He interlaced his fingers in mine, palm to palm and pushed my hands up over my head pinning me. As my arms went up, my chest arched out and my head tilted back reflexively. He held my petite hands tightly. I released a soft whimper and my lips obediently parted for him. He claimed my mouth again, hungrily, as if he were a man starved of every basic human need, darting his velvet tongue in and out of my mouth, and sucking my lower lip as he pulled away slowly. Heat pulsed in my stomach. He pushed his knee between my legs, coaxing them apart. A long hot tingle raged between my legs.

      He trailed hot kisses down my neck, his free hand running up the inside of my thigh and then all the way up where his hand pushed the crescent of my breast into his kisses. I rolled my head to the side and looked down tantalized by the sight of his mouth working my breast, watching as the tattoo on his bicep danced to the tune of his tugs, pushes and squeezes, until the pink of my nipple rewarded his tongue. I groaned a deeply salacious moan and whispered his name into the late afternoon shadows of the hallway.

      The loose soft cotton fabric of my sweat shorts moved compliantly as his hand slid down inside my panties. He crushed his lips to mine as he slid his fingers easily between my separated and wet folds, ratcheting up the delicious tingle that he had already activated in me. He kissed and fondled me, his tongue and fingers moving in synchronicity, in and out, swirling, pushing, and stroking two frenzied erogenous zones at once. My mind screamed, overwhelmed with pulsing sensations that assaulted my ragged nerves. My breath caught, as he pushed his fingers up inside of me, every last coherent thought spilling out of my brain. He pulled his fingers out of me, and pulled back, his breath ragged with desire. He pinned me with a gaze from his burning blue eyes, looking down at me from beneath those long unruly locks, anointing himself with my wetness like holy water.

      In a hormone infused fog, we stumbled the rest of the way into his bedroom, pawing and tearing at unwanted clothing. He kicked the door shut with his foot, his hands slipping up under my flimsy tank top, and pulled it off over my head in one swift sweep. The shock of having me alone, nearly naked for his pleasure registered like a ten on the Richter scale. He paused for a moment, stunned as if in disbelief, drinking in my body. Roaming and caressing every curve with his eyes. I slowly slipped my bra straps off, first one shoulder and then the other. I pulled my arms out, one at a time, with my arm across my chest. I held the cups of the bra to my breasts with splayed fingers, pushing and squeezing for his viewing, teasing his adrenaline level to the max. I looked down at my breast, pushed them up hard to overflow the cups and lifted my eyes to catch his reaction from under my lashes. It was magnificent. His eyes were so hungry, the expression on his face like an open book, and I knew that he wanted me badly, as much as I wanted him.

      As if suddenly released from a frozen time warp, he blinked and ripped his t-shirt off over his head, letting it fall to the floor. He exhaled a slow breath. My eyes flickered and widened as a solid pack of muscles moved under his tan skin. I licked my lips and raked my teeth over my lower lip. My eyes trailed down to the bulge in his jeans. I closed my eyes and swallowed hard. He pushed his hand through his hair, pulling my attention back to his inked bicep, and slowly unraveled any last ounce of resistance I had left in my body. I wanted him to fuck me. I wanted it so badly, more than anything I’d ever wanted in my life.

      I threw off the remainder of my bra and wiggled out of my shorts leaving my hot pink lace panties on for further tease appeal. He leaned forward like he was about to reach for me but I planted my palms flat against his chest, in a signal to wait. The warmth of his skin permeated my palms and my fingers splayed with anticipation across his tight pecs. My fingers jittered, then stilled. I looked up into his eyes, then lightly trailed my fingers down his chest, his abdomen, stopping my tactile exploration at his belt buckle, as I lowered myself to my knees.

      His jeans came off, boxers and all and his hard cock sprang free, a magnificent piece of artwork of the male body. I circled my hand around it and stroked his flesh while cupping his balls. He hissed and tossed his head back. I wrapped my warm wet lips around his engorged manhood and sucked. I squeezed his balls, sucking and stroking. He put his hand gently on my shoulders, then grabbed my hair and tousled his hands in it, guiding it, moaning with delight. He gently pushed my head back to release his cock and smiled down at me. “Ladies come first.” He lifted me by my arms and guided me to the bed.

      Laying me gently down on its softness, he kissed my stomach right above my panties then enjoyed the tease as he pulled them down over the curves of my hips. Now all of my nakedness was totally in his view and I could hear his excited breathing.

      For a very long time, his warm hands moved along my thighs, tracing up and down, and each time he strayed towards my wetness, I moaned louder and louder. I couldn’t help it I had wanted him to touch me like this, since that first night on the beach. He sucked my nipples using his other hand to guide each one, budded with pinkness into his mouth and gave equal attention to both.

      His mouth slid down my rib cage, down my stomach and to my mound. I gasped flushed with anticipation. Using His fingers he parted my folds and flicked his tongue on my pulsing clit. I bucked against his mouth wanting more.

      He licked and fingered me, building the intensity. I tensed and he fucked me with his fingers, as my orgasm took reign over my body, building, climbing, and accelerating nearly to the exploding point. I looked down and the second I saw his head moving between my legs pleasuring me so erotically, I wailed and my orgasm came with a sharp edge to it, crashing and shattering me to pieces.

      He rose up to his knees, stroking his cock, priming it for action. I saw in him and intensity so great, a desire so wild that I thought I couldn’t take any more. He leaned over to the bed stand and ripped open a small foil packet. A moment later, he slid into me, filling me. Delicious tingles of pleasure rocketing through my entire body. He groaned, and panted with the satisfaction of finding his destiny. His rhythm picked up, with each thrust and I moaned louder and louder, my body bucking and writhing in response. I pulled my legs up, bending my knees to offer him the deepest penetration. I longed to please him completely. I felt the pull again. I couldn’t believe it. He was making me come a second time. Then feeling as if I had been transported, I was out of my mind, out of my body with sexual pleasure.

      Repeatedly screaming out his name and God’s, in gasping breaths, I dug my fingers into his flesh frantically positioning him where I needed for the second orgasm. The wave of tension rose then broke, and I was taken with such ferocity that it resembled convulsions. He growled and released deep inside of me, shaking and trembling as his hot breath fell in steamy puffs on my neck. Collapsing onto me he exhaled a final long audible breath and rolled to the side, waiting for our breathing to regulate.

      He leaned over and stroked my hair and looked into my eyes. “Baby, that was amazing. You are amazing. You are everything I’ve ever wanted.”

      I tried to swallow the heavy knot forming in my throat. Uncontrollable tears threatened my eyes.

      “Hey, now. What’s this?” he asked. His voice turned soft as he leaned up on his elbow and touched the tears now springing from my eyes. “No crying allowed when you’re in Jesse’s arms.” He kissed my cheek and brushed away the wetness with his thumb.

      I gave a short laugh feeling ridiculous for being so emotional. “Don’t worry, they are tears of joy. That was so intense just now. You shook me to my core. I don’t usually trust someone, well guys that is, so easily. But with you Jesse, I feel safe, like I can trust you with my heart. You’ve opened up something in me that has been closed for a long time and it just hit me really hard right now. That’s why the tears.” I smiled and looked up into his eyes with a long deserved happiness and I was convinced that I saw the same returned in his look.

      The slant of the afternoon sun had moved the shadows on the wall. I had totally blown off my classes for the day and school work had completely left my mind but now a glint of guilt stung at me and despite the fact that we both could have easily lingered in the throes of love making all day, we decided to get up.

      I put my clothes back on while Jesse stepped into the adjoining bathroom. I sat on the edge of the bed, dressing and gazed around at the moving boxes he had started packing, grateful I had gotten to him in time. My eyes stopped on what appeared to be old books and memorabilia that his uncle stored in this room before it became Jesse's bedroom. The fact that his uncle had not completely removed his belongings was a sharp reminder that Jesse’s stay here in California was only intended to be for a couple months.

      There on the wooden bookshelf, wedged between a small family Bible and another book was what looked like a worn green photo album. The thought of discovering old photographs of Jesse as a child piqued my interest so I reached for the album.

      I sat back down on the edge of the bed and gingerly opened the album, careful of its dried plastic page covers, now brittle and yellowed on the edges with age. I smiled as I turned page after page, of old photographs recognizing some with a much younger and quite handsome version of Uncle Kenny. There was picture after picture of smiling faces, arms around shoulders, family vacations and kids on dirt bikes in what I assumed was New York State somewhere.

      Jesse walked out of the bathroom and seeing me with the album rolled his eyes with a groan. I was dying to have him confirm my notion that the one I had my finger on was him and his mother. He was cute as a child, such a sweet and innocent face looking out at the camera. I couldn’t wait to rib him about being “mama's little man”. Guys hated this kind of stuff. Girls loved it.

      “Who’s this?” I pointed to a photo of a little boy standing in front of a calm lake, wearing jeans and a t-shirt. He was holding a fishing pole, with a tiny fish on the end, and had a big smile. Jesse walked over and stood in front of me examining the page.

      “Ha. That’s me as a kid.”

      “Aww. You were so cute.”

      “Look how small that fish is.” I leaned in for a closer look.

      “What fish? I don’t see a fish.”

      “Right there.” He pointed to a tiny fish dangling on the end of the line, about the size of a minnow. His finger moved to another photo. “Look, here’s a picture of my 65cc bike. That was such a cool bike. Jimmy and I made our own dirt race track on our property. Man, we had a blast.”

      “Is this your mom?” I traced my finger across a woman's plastic, covered face. The photo, a professionally taken headshot of a smiling woman with long flowing hair, was marred and dingy, as if at one time it had been rescued from the bottom of a trash can. It had a crack that had once been a fold, whose sharp creased edges had curled up over years with dryness, curving up and separating the surface of the photo into a tiny crevice that ran diagonally across the lower portion of the photo straight through his mother’s heart.

      “Yea.” His voice softened and he stared at the page like he recognized something familiar in the curve of her smile.

      “She’s very pretty. I can see you have her smile.”

      Then he opened his mouth and the hurt that came out astounded me.

      “She...tried to commit suicide, took a bunch of pills. She never got over my dad’s death. She had been sick for a long time.”

      “How did your father die?”

      “A car accident. I was only eight at the time. That’s when my uncle came to live with us for a while. He’s the one who taught me and Jimmy how to ride.”

      The weight of his story sat heavily on my shoulders. I felt my body sink into the bed a little more as his face sunk with grief.

      “I’m sorry. I didn't mean to bring up sad memories.”

      “It’s okay. It’s just…I felt that if I could have been there for my mom it wouldn’t have happened. I was too busy racing. It all happened so fast. One day she was fine and then next, she overdosed on the medicine for depression, clearly it was a suicide attempt. It’s my fault. If I had been there she wouldn’t have done it.”

      “No it’s not your fault, Jesse. People don't do this kind of thing out of nowhere. There must be an underlying reason. A person can’t watch over someone twenty four-seven. Don’t blame yourself.”

      “But you don't understand, after my dad died and my uncle left, she became much worse, she became clinical depressed. Jimmy sort of took over and became the man of the family, helped me and my mom. My brother and I swore that we would never abandon her like the other men in her life.”

      “That’s a lot of responsibility to put on a child, I mean how old were you when your uncle left? Ten? Did she ever see a therapist and get help?”

      “Yea that’s when she got some pills and it seemed like she got a lot better, at least for several years, It wasn’t until I left and started touring and racing all over the world. If I had stayed put she wouldn’t have tried to end her life.”

      “I know you said you never went to a therapist...well except for “Jack Daniels” but you need to fire him and see a real therapist.”

      “I would never do that.”

      “I could go with you. I can take you to my therapist. You really need to talk to someone to help you work through your feelings otherwise the guilt is going to eat you up.”

      “I didn’t know you had a therapist. Why would you need one? You are perfect.”

      “Ha, you are so cute, Jesse. Listen, do it for me. Will you do it for us? I think your mom was doing the best she could. I’m sure she was proud of you for accomplice so much with your racing.”

      “Maybe, I don’t know.”

      “This is something a counselor can help you understand. Please, say you will try it.”

      “Okay then, I’ll give it a shot, but I don't think it’s going to work.”

      I looked back down at the picture of his mother again hoping I could meet her someday. I probed at the album page, pressing with my finger. It felt thick.

      “What’s this?”

      He leaned over for a closer look. “I’m not sure.”

      “It feels like there’s something behind the picture, like a paper.”

      “Let me see.” Jesse took the album from my hands and pulled a folded yellow paper from behind the picture of his mother. “It’s a letter.”

      He unfolded the dry stiff paper to read. I could see cursive letters written across the width of the page and all the way down, to fill the front side, but the angle at which I was sitting didn’t allow me to read the words.

      “A letter?” I could barely contain myself, curiosity was jumping in my veins.

      His face dropped as his eyes scanned over the black ink.

      “It’s a love letter.” His voice was low and flat.

      “How sweet. From your dad to your mom?” He looked up from the page, his eyes met mine.

      “No. From my mom to my Uncle Kenny.”

      My eyes widened but I didn’t want my expression to be taken as judgment.

      “Apparently my uncle and my mom were in love with each other at one time.”

      He dropped his hand to his lap still holding the letter and stared off into the corner of the room, as the realization sank in. He blew out a short breath and pushed his hand through his hair, shaking his head. “Wow. That’s fucked up. I can’t believe my mom and my uncle...I mean, what does this mean? Fucking Jesus was my uncle banging my mom? Right there in our house? His own dead brother’s wife? What a prick! He was taking advantage of her. I thought he came to help after my dad died, bringing us groceries and paying the damn electric bill....asshole! I thought he was a good guy and now....What the fuuuck!”

      His agitation was causing his voice to rise in pitch and the words were coming faster. I reached over and put an arm around his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, Jesse. But you don’t know, maybe it was a secret love, you know, they had feelings for each other but they didn’t act on it.”

      He stood up and paced back and forth unable to contain his anger, it spewed out all over the room as he raged on. “What an asshole, what a pervert. We were kids, Jimmy and I, just kids. We looked up to him, we trusted him....I , I loved him. He took care of us, he taught Jimmy and I things we needed, things boys needed. Fuck, I have to talk to him, confront him. That’s what I have to do. This fucker has some explaining to do. I have to know the Goddamn truth, even if it kills me.”

      He waved the letter up in the air as he spoke. I could see the hurt and confusion burning in his eyes. Everyone wants to hold their parents to a higher standard, like they are not capable of being real people, like they are gods, somehow devoid of human vices. We have all done that as a coping mechanism, we idealized our parents in our mind to make life more acceptable.

      Jesse folded the letter and shoved it in his jeans pocket. I closed the album and placed it back on the bookshelf. The tension in the room was pushing me out the door.

      “Alright. You need to talk to your uncle so I will get out of your hair but let’s talk about this more later. You should take some time to process the information. It’s a lot to take in one day. It’s a lot for anyone. Come over to my place after work and we will have a long talk. It will help to vent and get this out of your head.” I stood in front of him searching his face with my eyes, feeling his hurt. He placed his hands on my shoulders and took a deep breath.

      “Okay Niki. I’m sorry I’m getting so upset about this. You are the greatest.” His voice slowed down to a normal pitch. “I will come over later. Thanks baby.”

      He took my face in his hands and kissed me soft and sweet, a sign that things were good with us and that we could move forward in our relationship despite the latest bomb that was just dropped. He walked me out to my car and pushed a strand of hair out of my face, as I stood with my hand on the door handle. He kissed me again and sent me on my way. My heart was torn in two directions. I was elated, happy, floating on air and yet worried, all too familiar with Jesse’s coping mechanisms, about how he would handle this.
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      “Where the hell is he?” I threw open the door and stormed into the bar, the betrayal letter burning a hole in my pocket.

      Chase looked up while he was wiping the black bar top with a white rag, in large sweeping strokes from side to side.

      “Who’s that?”

      “My uncle. Fucking Kenny.”

      “Whoa dude. You sound pissed.”

      “Just tell me where the hell he is.”

      “I haven’t seen him for hours. He came in, said he had a doctor’s appointment and hasn’t been back. Have you tried calling him?”

      “Shit, he’s not answering. It goes straight to his voicemail.” I rubbed the back of my neck with my hand. Tension was pulling at every muscle in my body. Where the fuck was he?

      “I hope you are here to work, there’s a shit load that needs to be done. The set ups need to be refilled, glasses need washing. I could use the help, man.” He gave me a strained look, wiping his hands on the rag. “I know he’s your uncle and all, and I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but it’s getting ridiculous how much time he’s missing from work. I try to cover it, man, but seriously, something’s gotta give. I’m stretched to my limit here.” He threw the rag down and walked away to the other end of the bar. My uncle was doing a good job of turning everyone against him, including me and now he was pissing off his employees. I had to find him, this shit couldn’t wait.

      “Sorry, dude. I have to go find him and find out what’s going on. You’re right, this shit sucks. I’m going to get to the bottom of it. I’ll help when I get back, I promise, Chase.” He didn’t even turn around, just kept washing glasses behind the bar. I walked towards the door and yelled back, “I won’t let you down, Chase, just hang in there for a couple more hours and I’ll be back.”

      I flew out the door, and pounded my way to my truck. I screeched out of the parking lot, my big wheels jumping the curb as I drove like as fast as my truck would give. I was on a mission to find Kenny and get to the bottom of this. Something was fucking rotten in Denmark and I had to know what it was--right now. I didn’t know the name of any doctor he used. Guys don’t talk about stuff like that, but I figured I could go back to the house and search for a clue. He had a habit of opening his mail and throwing it in a pile on a desk under the house phone. There might be a bill or some paperwork laying around with the clinic’s name on it. What the fuck was all this about? And the love letter. I still had the fucking letter to deal with.

      I slammed my truck into park in the driveway and flew into the house oblivious to everything around me. My mind was sifting through thoughts, possibilities of where I could find a clue. I checked my cell phone again. Nothing.

      I came down the hallway, my eyes still glued to the screen on my phone and there he was, sitting on the couch bent forward with his head in his hands. What the fuck? Was he crying? Did someone die? I stood frozen in place at the edge of the family room holding the stupid phone like it held the answers.

      “Uncle Kenny. Are you okay? Feeling sick again?” I asked momentarily thrown off balance.

      He straightened up, looking at me, with tired watery eyes. “No, no. I’m fine. Just thinking. Going over work schedules in my mind. Come in and sit down.” He motioned with his hand for me to sit.

      “I talked to Chase and he said you went to a doctor’s appointment this morning but didn’t come back. What’s going on, man?”

      “Nothing. I just got a little tired and must have fallen asleep here on the couch. I woke up when you came in. I’m just a little groggy from sleeping that’s all. I was about to go back to the bar. What’s going on? Did you want to see me?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do have something I need to talk to you about.”

      I pulled the letter from my jeans’ pocket and threw it on the glass topped coffee table. All kinds of ugly thoughts reared up in my mind. Kenny was my hero. Was it possible? Feelings of betrayal threatened to sting me like a cobra, but I had to know the truth.

      “I found this in that old green photo album on the shelf in my room. It was stuck behind a picture of my mom.”

      The crumpled yellow letter lay on the smoky grey colored glass, as out of place there on the table among Kenny’s familiar objects as the obvious awkwardness in the room. “Oh shit, I thought I got rid of all of those.”  Kenny rubbed the back of his neck and winced. “I guess you read it then.” he said.

      “Yea, what the fuck Kenny, what the hell were you thinking? I mean, God dammit, is it true? Did the two of you...hook up? You would have to be a fucking snake to do something that low.” I spat the words. Angry and hurt feelings burned like acid in my stomach. With every fiber of my being, I hoped that somehow I was wrong.

      “Jesse, calm down, listen.” Kenny began and exhaled a big breath. “Years ago, before you were born, when we were all in high school, we were friends, me, your dad and your mom, all three of us. That’s how it started; we were all just best friends. We went to the movies and high school football games. We went on trips together to the lake. Everything was great, it was fun, right up until that fucked up day.”

      “What fucked up day?”

      “When your mom told me she was pregnant. I knew it wasn’t me because...well, we were just friends. She told me it was your dad’s. Your grandma was furious. She said they had to get married, so they did, and shortly after, Jimmy was born. You can imagine what that did to us. We were all still teenagers. Life became serious, too serious for your dad. He ruined everything. He couldn’t handle it, the baby, and the responsibility. He started drinking all the time, flirted with other girls and your mom became secluded and withdrawn. It continued all the way until your dad died.

      Your mom broke down. She was in no shape to handle two boys all by herself so she asked me if I would help and be there for you and Jimmy...so I did. That’s why I came. I came for you and Jimmy and your mom of course. I owed it to her, I mean she was still my best friend.”

      “So when did she write this letter?”

      “Sometime after I left you guys. We were getting too close and I couldn’t do that to the memory of my dead brother. I tried explaining it to your mother, but she wouldn’t listen. She sent me many letters, but Jesse trust me, nothing ever happened.”

      “But there is one thing I don’t get. If nothing ever happened and if you didn't have any feelings for her, why did you keep this letter?”

      “I forgot it was there. I thought I had disposed of them all away.” Kenny threw his hands in the air.

      I wasn’t sure how to handle this news. It had changed how I thought of my mother. To me she was a saint, devoid of any human vulnerability but now I realized that maybe I had held her at an unrealistic status, she was only human.

      A crap load of shit had been dropped on me since this morning. Hell, I was packing to go back to New York and now...fuck. I leaned forward and put my head in my hands.

      The trill of Kenny’s phone broke the silence. He placed the phone to his ear like it was made of brittle glass. The puff of air from his movement blew the crumpled paper and it fell to the floor.

      “Hello. Yes, this is he. I see. Yes. Yes. I understand. Will my health insurance cover that? Okay. Thank you.”

      He ended the call and I slowly looked up from my hands. Kenny’s face was white. He suddenly looked tired and spent. He let out a long breath and carefully set the phone back on the table. He looked so terrible in that one moment and I felt something pull at my heart. How could I be mad at him when he looked so pathetic?

      “Kenny? Who was that on the phone? And don’t say nobody. You look like you just got kicked in the balls by a horse. Now tell me. What’s going on?”

      He sat silently, staring, then leaned back against the couch, tilting his head. He spoke slowly and very deliberately, letting the words float out into the ethers of the room. They were like black ghosts, filling the room with darkness.

      “That was my doctor. I have cancer.”

      What the fuck - I shrunk in my seat. Words wouldn’t come to my mouth. The only word that formed in my mind was, fuck.

      Fuck, fuck, FUCK! FUCK!!!

      First dad, then my mom and now my uncle? How much more fucking pain is life gonna deal me? My goddamn mouth felt dry and my throat closed up. It felt like a large hand was wrapped around my neck, choking the shit out of me. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to avert the urge to throw anything and everything within my reach, to bust up something really bad. I forced myself to keep it in control. It wouldn’t do any good to act a fool in front of Kenny. Questions burned in my mind, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask so I just said the next most stupid thing.

      “What kind of cancer?”

      “Leukemia. It’s a cancer of the blood. He signed a long breath. “I wasn’t going to tell you, or anyone yet. But I can’t do this alone. It kills me to have to be weak, to need someone else’s help but ...”

      “I don’t know what Leukemia is, or what it looks like when someone has it, but what can I do to help? Do you want me to take over at the bar while you get better? I mean, what kind of treatment will you need?”

      “I need a transplant.”

      “Like a lung, or kidney, or what? I could do that, give you one of mine. If it’s a kidney you need, well mine might be kind of pickled from all the booze but...”

      “It’s not like that, Jesse. I need a bone marrow transplant. I need someone who is a perfect match, or else my body will reject it. My own immune system will think it’s invading my body as a threat to my system and my body will kill it.”

      “Oh Jesus, Kenny. “ I ran my hand through my hair, trying to come up with a strategy. “That’s no big deal. We can try to find a match. Maybe someone will match.”

      “I’m sorry Jesse, that’s very noble of you, but the doctor said most of the time a perfect match is from a person’s children and I never had kids.”

      “What about a close relative?”

      “Like a brother? I only had one brother, your father, and he’s dead, remember?”

      “What about a nephew, like me or Jimmy? How do we find out if we are a match? What do we have to do, cause I’ll do anything.”

      “Maybe, but doubtful. I already asked the doctor. Nephews are not a great possibility, only a thirty percent chance of being a match. Don’t get your hopes up Jesse.”

      I was afraid to ask the question the next question. “And if you don’t find a match...”

      “Well, if I don't find a match, then it’s all over, my life is done.”

      “What about taking medicine, like pills of some kind, or radiation, or chemotherapy.” Oh God that would be awful, from what I’ve heard about that stuff.

      “None of that will save my life, there’s nothing, only a bone marrow transplant.”

      “I’ve gotta try then, see if I’m a match. What do I do?”

      “You go give a sample of your DNA.”

      “Oh shit, how the hell are they going to get that? That sounds kind of scary.”

      “No, it’s not.” He laughed a weak little laugh. “I believe they take a swab of the inside of your mouth with one of those big, giant sized cotton swabs. I think you’ll survive.”

      It was a relief to laugh a little. Despite my initial shock, I was now ready to fight for my uncle. I wasn’t a fucking quitter.

      “I’ll do it. Tell me when and where. I’m your man and if it helps, I’ll get Niki to do it, and Chase, and Kat and all my friends I can think of. There just might be a match among one of them, you never know.”

      “I can’t thank you enough but it’s still going to be a long road ahead of me and I hate to ask you for even more than you’ve already done for me, but I don't have anyone else in my life. I’m going to need your help at the bar and if I don’t get a perfect donor match, well....” He took a deep breath.

      “Don’t even go there. Don’t even think that way. Set up the test with the hospital and let me know the time and place. I’ll be here.”

      “Thank you Jesse. You are a good kid, I mean a good man.”

      “Just promise me one thing Kenny, don’t keep secrets from me ever again. We are family, families don't keep secrets.”

      We both sat there in silence for a few moments. Then Kenny slapped his hand on his thighs and attempted to get up off the couch. “No sense sitting here feeling sorry for myself. There’s still a shit load of work to get done today at the bar.” The fatigue of his illness kept him from standing and he fell back down on the couch. God damn, I hated seeing him like this.

      “Easy Kenny.” I sprung to my feet to steady him. “Why don’t you stay here and get some rest. I can take care of everything at the bar tonight.”

      “Naw, naw...” He tried feebly to wave me away intent on rising again but the exhaustion on his face told the true story.

      “Damnit Uncle Kenny, you’re not going into work tonight. Let me and Chase handle it.” He quickly surrendered and succumbed to the soft cushions of the couch.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Where the hell was Chase?

      This bar wasn’t going to run itself. The set ups still needed to be prepared and I was working on liquor orders. I raised a bottle of top shelf vodka up to the light and eyed the contents through the glass. This was the last bottle and we were almost out. And that wasn’t the only one on empty. I slammed the bottle back in the rack. My nerves felt scratchy like steel wool.

      Shit! Where the fucking hell was Chase?

      The silence in the bar was irritated by my impatient noises, rattles and clinks, made in my hurry to get everything ready before the place opened for the day. I heard the whoosh of the back door. Chase was late.

      I called back over my shoulder as I continued wiping the bar top with a white rag, “About time, asshole.”

      A female voice answered, “That’s no way to say hello to your girl.”

      I dropped my rag and strode over to meet Niki as she popped out of the back hallway that leads from the door. “Hey baby. Good to see you. I thought you were Chase. He was supposed to be here half an hour ago that asshole. What are you doing here at this hour?” I kissed her lightly on the lips. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”

      She dropped her books and bags on one of the tables and snaked her arms around my neck.

      “Don’t call Chase an asshole. He’s my friend.” She stuck out her lower lip in a pout, but it just made we want to suck it into my mouth.

      I circled my arms around her waist and said, “I meant it with love. He’s my friend too, baby, but it’s just that I’m up to my neck in shit here.” I tipped my head down touching my forehead to hers. “I’m glad you stopped by to see me though. But I’m afraid I really can’t take a break right now.”

      “No need to take a break, I came to help out. I’m ditching school the rest of today.”

      “You are a lifesaver baby. What would I do without you?”

      I pulled her in, tasting her lips for a longer kiss and breathing in her delicate floral scent. My nerves relaxed as she leaned into the kiss. She felt so damn good in my arms with her body pressed up against mine. She pulled away and let her hands rest on my shoulders, giving a little squeeze and massage.

      “Wow, you feel tense Jesse.” She squeezed and massaged some more. I pulled away and moved over behind the bar organizing the glassware into groups. Niki slid onto a bar stool opposite me, talking while I worked.

      “I’m tense because I have a ton of shit to do and this place stays open long hours, you know it’s not like a nine to five kind of job. Then with Kenny being sick and all...” I threw down the knife I had picked up for cutting lemon wedges and pulled my cell phone out of my pocket.

      “And I have no idea where Chase is.” I checked my messages, still nothing. I slid my phone down the slick surface of the bar, frustration pricking at my nerves.

      Niki’s eyes followed its path and her eyes widened. She knew I was pissed.

      “Wow, you really are on edge. How is the situation with our uncle, by the way? Have you heard anything after you took the test, I mean do you know yet if you are a match to be a bone marrow donor?”

      “It’s been four fucking days now. You would think they would work overtime to get the results as fast as possible. For Christ’s sake a guy’s life is at stake here.” I ran my hand through my hair and picked up the knife to cut lemons again. “If I’m not a match, Jimmy said he would be tested too.”

      “That’s good. You know, I can’t wait to meet him.”

      “Oh, he’s very different than me. He was the good kid, I was the black sheep.” I shook my head and managed a little laugh. Niki sat with her elbows propped on the bar, sucking on a red candied maraschino cherry she plucked out of the garnish tray.

      Lying down on the bar my phone moved as it vibrated to an incoming call. I looked in the direction of where it had stopped from my push and dropped the knife.

      “That better be Chase.” I wiped my hand on my jeans and stepped down to answer it.

      ‘Hello?”

      “Hi, this is the nurse Rosen from Scripts Hospital. Is this Jesse Morrison?”

      “Yes, I’m Jesse Morrison.” My heartbeat picked up.

      “The results have come in of your bone marrow test and we have good news.” She sounded cheery and I realized I had been holding my breath.

      “You are a perfect match for your father!” She sounded excited for me.

      “Ah, that’s great! But you mean my uncle.” I corrected her.

      “No...” She paused for a few seconds as I heard her shuffling the files. “The results of the DNA test clearly state that Kenny Morrison is your biological father.”

      My stomach wrenched as the world suddenly fell out from under me. I looked straight into Niki’s eyes to anchor me as I responded, “Ms. Rosen…You’re fucking kidding me, right?”

      
        – The End –

        The story continues in Fearless. Click here to download it today.
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