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  These 13 romantic comedy stories are brand new and range from sweet to spicy. Note: Some adult language and explicit scenes. The theme of this volume is PILLOW FIGHT. Enjoy!


  The Return of Ursula (Peaches Monroe) by Mimi Strong


  The Real Deal by Elle Casey


  Handcuffed to the Stockbroker by Victoria Wessex


  The Sex Tape (Edible) by Cassia Leo


  Can't Stop Wanting You (Oakland Hills Short Story) by Gretchen Galway


  Legal-i-Tease (A Lawyers in Love Short Story) by N.M. Silber


  Kiss Me Again by Juliet Spenser


  An Extravagant Proposal (Billionaires in Disguise) by Blair Babylon


  On The Road (Ransom Short Story) by Rachel Schurig


  Christmas Shopping for a Billionaire by Julia Kent


  Love in Tune by Caitie Quinn


  Take Two (A Modern Love Story Short) by Daisy Prescott


  Surprised by You by Kelly Harper
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  The Return of Ursula

  A Peaches Monroe Short Story

  by Mimi Strong


  DESCRIPTION: Peaches Monroe returns to Los Angeles a married woman. The house is paradise. Her husband is delicious. The water in the shimmering blue swimming pool is perfect. But there's trouble in paradise. Her new husband, famous actor Dalton Deangelo, won't invite her to the film set of his vampire-drama TV series. How are they going to consumate their new marriage at home if they're sleeping in separate bedrooms?


  The Return of Ursula can be read as a stand-alone short story with no cliffhanger! You can also read more about Dalton Deangelo and the sassy Peaches Monroe in Mimi Strong's bestselling Peaches Monroe series. This short story takes place between the final chapters of Book 3, Starfire.


  GENRE: Romantic Comedy with Steamy, Sensual Scenes. LENGTH: 11,000 words or about 40 pages.


  Turn the page to begin reading THE RETURN OF URSULA, A PEACHES MONROE SHORT by Mimi Strong, or click here to return to this anthology’s Table of Contents.


  


The Return of Ursula

  A Peaches Monroe Short Story
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  I’d been wed to the perfect man for a week, and everything seemed… perfect. Too perfect.


  We started flying back to L.A. Sunday night. My gorgeous husband, famous actor Dalton Deangelo, had to get back to shooting the new season of One Vamp to Love early Monday morning.


  Dalton’s butler and pilot, Vern, was flying the small private airplane. The two of us newlyweds were cuddled up in one very luxurious passenger seat, kissing and groping each other like a couple of teenagers at Dolphin Falls.


  Dalton nuzzled my neck. “Peaches Monroe, I can’t believe you married me.”


  “I can’t believe you were late for your own wedding. Some girls would be mad about getting upstaged.”


  He gripped me tighter and fondled my peaches like he was shopping at a farmer’s market and checking them for ripeness. “I could never upstage you. I may be the actor in this marriage, but you’re the one with all the drama.”


  Oh, no, he didn't! 


  I pulled away and stood up. “Excuse me? I cause all the drama?” I looked around the cabin for something cold and wet to throw on him. The press doesn't call me Super Soaker for nothing.


  He quickly replied, “And I like all your drama. You make life interesting.” He patted his lap to invite me back. It was tempting, but I stood my ground.


  “You’re wrong. I’m actually quite responsible.”


  He gave me one of his million-dollar smirks, grinning while his green eyes moved up and down the curves of my body. “Responsible? How’s that tattoo of yours healing up?”


  “I’ve had a crazy summer, but…”


  I crossed my arms and looked out the plane’s tiny window. I had to look away from his dazzling green eyes, before he could hypnotize me. Dalton’s not really a two-hundred-year-old vampire—he just plays one on TV—but he does have many of his vampire character’s charms. Maybe he was born charming, but got better at it through his role. That would explain why he’s always getting me to do crazy things like trespass onto private estates, and sell my wedding photos to People magazine.


  The small plane hit a patch of turbulence, and I had to grab a nearby handhold to catch my balance.


  “I’ve had a crazy summer, but I’m going to behave myself now,” I said.


  He quirked his eyebrow. “Whatever you do, don’t start behaving yourself now. Take your clothes off and let’s settle this like adults.” His eyes moved over my body in a way that made me tremble with anticipation.


  “What? No,” I whisper-yelled, fighting hard to resist temptation. “We’re hurtling through the air on a plane the size of a soda can.” The plane dipped again. “Plus Vern’s right there, and he’ll know.”


  “You’re such a cutie when you’re all riled up.” He gave me one of his character’s hypnotic looks and got serious. “Come to me. You are mine.” He patted his lap suggestively.


  I crossed the aisle, got into my own chair, and pulled out a magazine to read. Maybe it was the turbulence from the flight, or maybe it was just sinking in that I’d married this guy I barely knew, but I didn’t want to play his games.


  For the first time in my life, I understood why my mother gets so upset at the annoying things my father does. It’s not that the things he does are so terrible, it’s that he does them specifically to annoy her.


  Dalton made a comment about the weather, and I pretended not to hear him. We flew in silence for a while, with only the thrum of the engine.


  “Don’t tell me you’re trying the silent treatment,” Dalton said, chuckling. “Peaches, that’s not going to work for you. You can’t keep your mouth shut for five minutes.” He kept chuckling, pleased with himself.


  “You’re the one with zero self-control, not me,” I said coolly. “Obviously.”


  “No way. If anyone’s going to be causing problems in this marriage, it’s you.” He was still grinning. “Or possibly my father.”


  I snorted and flipped through the pages of my magazine. His father, Jake Blake the porn star, provided ten times the trouble of all my family members put together. Under my breath, I muttered, “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”


  I kept flipping through the pages, waiting for him to apologize for hurting my feelings.


  But he didn’t apologize. He grabbed the paperback my father had left on the plane during a previous flight, and started reading.


  I decided to prove him wrong about the silent treatment.


  For the rest of the flight, I didn’t say a single word to my new husband. It wasn’t easy, though, because I kept thinking of the perfect comebacks, and it was a shame to waste them all.
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  We drove up into the Hollywood Hills just as the sun was setting. All the tradespeople had gone home with their gardening and pool maintenance vans, so the vehicles we passed were mostly convertibles that looked like they cost more than an entire house back home in Beaverdale, Washington.


  My heart started to pound when we pulled up to the gate of Dalton’s house. I hadn’t been there since my visit to pick up my stuff, during our breakup. That meeting hadn’t gone well, and thinking about it made me uneasy.


  Dalton reached over and patted my thigh. “Welcome home, Mrs. Deangelo.”


  I bit my lower lip and didn’t say anything. The silent treatment was still in effect. However, as I looked up at the elegant house peeking through the landscaping, and then over at Dalton’s handsome face, I couldn’t remember why I’d been upset in the first place.


  “Say something,” he said gently.


  The gate opened, and Vern steered the car up the driveway.


  Dalton hadn’t apologized yet, but since I couldn’t remember what he was supposed to apologize for, I decided to lift the silent treatment.


  “Your house is amazing,” I said. “I love how cute it is on the outside. It’s a Spanish Colonial, right?”


  “Our house,” he said. “Our house is a Spanish Colonial. And I know you think the inside has too much modern stuff, so I’m looking forward to seeing how you redecorate.”


  I bit my lip again. “Am I dreaming?”


  “We both are.” He leaned over and kissed me. My skin came alive at his heavenly touch.


  I probably would have tried to get our clothes off right there in the back of the car, but Vern opened the door and cleared his throat.


  Dalton pulled away, his green eyes dancing with mischief. “You know what happens next,” he said.


  At the growl of his voice, my body electrified.


  “I have a pretty good idea what happens next,” I answered. I didn’t say more, because Vern was standing right there, but I had a feeling it involved my sexy platform shoes and every single room of the house.


  We stepped out of the car and walked toward the tall, brushed-metal door. The house was built in the sixties, but like many of the older ladies in L.A., she’s had some work done over the years. Vern trotted ahead and unlocked the door for us.


  Something red on the front steps caught my eye—terra cotta flower pots, filled with red geraniums.


  “Those are new.” I pointed to the red flowers, which were exactly like the ones I kept back in Beaverdale, at the old house I shared with my cousin.


  He picked up one of the pots. “They aren’t new. I had Vern ship them down here with the rest of your things. I wanted you to feel at home in your new house.”


  I held my hand over my mouth, too overcome with emotion to speak for a moment.


  He asked, “Have I swept you off your feet?”


  “The flowers are—”


  I didn’t get to finish what I was saying, because Dalton reached down and literally swept me off my feet. This was no simple task, because I am a woman of heavenly curves, but Dalton is stacked with muscles, and they’re not just for the camera. He uses those muscles to move his body and do wild, wild things to me.


  With me cradled in his arms, he stepped over the threshold and into our house. High overhead, the industrial ceiling fans (which really are industrial, because they’re from actual airplanes) were gently turning, swirling the air around. His indoor plants had grown since I’d been there last, and he joked about fighting his way through a jungle as we made our way into the living room.


  Vern closed the door and disappeared, off to his private quarters.


  It was just me and Dalton, in his living room, and he was still holding me in his arms, because I was his. Completely his.


  “You can set me down any time,” I said.


  “Promise you won’t run away?”


  I laughed. “Where would I go?”


  He set me down, keeping his eyes on me the whole time. He wasn’t wrong about my tendency to freak out and run away from him. But now that we were married, everything felt different.


  “It’s been a long day,” I said. “I’ll go take a shower, if I can find the bathroom.”


  He pulled his shirt off over his head in one smooth motion, then ran his hands over his washboard stomach. I sucked in my breath, because the sight of his million-dollar chest still took me by surprise. He’d fallen off the no-carbs wagon and enjoyed cake at our wedding, but it sure wasn’t showing.


  “Do you think you can find your way to the pool?” he asked. “It’s that big blue thing at the back of the house.”


  “If you’re there, that’s more than enough motivation.”


  He chuckled. “Motivation. That’s funny.”
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  I looked around the master bedroom. Vern had set up my closet a few days earlier, and he’d done a much better job than I would have.


  I pulled out a two-piece swimsuit, in a periwinkle blue that complemented my pale skin, blond hair, and blue eyes. Dalton probably expected me to go out there naked, but I felt more comfortable with a bit of fabric keeping everything where it ought to be.


  There were a bunch of new clothes in the closet, purchased by Vern on my behalf. I felt like a princess.


  Looking at my closet, the shock of my incredible new situation hit me, and so I took a moment to squeal and jump around like a little girl. Once I’d calmed myself, I selected a pretty pool-side wrap. The sun had already set outside, but my outfit needed a pair of sunglasses, so I put on a pair, skillfully purchased by Vern.


  “That butler deserves a raise,” I said to myself.


  I walked out to the back yard, where I barely glanced at Dalton in the pool before my eyes went to the view. Los Angeles lay before us, stretching out across the valley. I turned and looked over my shoulder, back at the house. During one of the renovations, they’d replaced all the back walls with windows, so from the back, the house looked like a cliff made of glass.


  Dalton whistled. “Hey, sexy stranger. You’d better get off my property. You’re trespassing. My wife is meeting me here any minute, and she’s got a really bad temper. She’ll spray you down with a garden hose, or punch you some new freckles, whatever that means.”


  I pulled off the sunglasses. “Very funny.”


  He splashed around in the pool. “My wife swears she’s going to behave herself in L.A., but I don’t think she can control herself.”


  “When I say ‘very funny,’ I mean you’re not that funny.”


  “Get into this pool before I drag you in.”


  “Sounds like a threat. What else are you going to do, once you get your hands on me?”


  “I’m going to make you bark like those sea lions we saw in San Francisco.”


  “That will never happen.”


  He made a barking sea lion sound. “Aroop, aroop.”


  “It’s more like this: Urp, urp, urp.”


  “You are so damn sexy. Get in this pool.”


  I let the robe slip off, and stepped down into the water to join Dalton. The water temperature was perfect.


  He handed me a glass of sparkling champagne, in a disposable plastic cup. He explained that Vern had him trained to keep breakable glass away from the pool.


  “Aren’t you the responsible one,” I commented.


  He suddenly lunged out, grabbed me, and pulled me up against him. “How dare you,” he said in mock horror, and then he tipped his glass into my cleavage.


  I squealed as some of the bubbly liquid tricked down between my breasts. The remainder formed a triangle-shaped pool in my cleavage. Dalton dove in face-first and noisily slurped away at the champagne.


  I nearly collapsed from laughing so hard, but then he stopped slurping champagne and was kissing me sensuously, his lips moving up and down my chest and neck as he clutched my body to his.


  The fire of my lust started up deep inside, and Miss Kitty got very interested in everything he was doing. I tossed back my own glass of champagne and then sighed with pleasure as he refilled my cleavage and went in for another heavenly drink.


  We were standing in water that came to the bottom of my breasts. After his second drink, we started moving. He kept one hand on my lower back as he guided us deeper into the pool, until the water line reached the bottom of my chin, and the tops of his shoulders.


  With one hand still on my lower back, he kept me close while he slipped his other hand down the front of my bikini bottoms. He moved his fingers down slowly, in no rush, even though I was dying to have him touch me.


  We kept kissing, and finally he nudged his hand down and slipped a finger into my flesh.


  He held me close and breathed against my ear. I groaned in lust, already trembling from the swirling of his fingertips.


  “What’s your motivation right now?” he whispered.


  I moaned in response.


  He asked me again, “What’s your motivation?”


  Finally, I opened my eyes and said, “What on earth are you talking about?”


  He slipped a finger inside me and stroked. It felt good, but not as good as it had been before all this conversation nonsense.


  “Motivation,” he said. “As an actor, I was always trying to figure out my motivation in a scene, but I think it’s all junk. In real life, people don’t think about their motivation. Only their intent, which is different.”


  His talking took me out of the moment, and his fingers seemed equally distracted, moving without rhythm.


  I reached down and withdrew his hand from the bottom of my swimsuit. He seemed to not notice.


  “So, from now on, I’m going to focus mainly on intention,” he said. “I think that’s what actors mean when they talk about motivation, anyway.” He was looking in my direction, but over my shoulder, at the lights of L.A. “I started thinking about this on the plane, and it makes sense, don’t you think?”


  I used my arms to help propel myself over to the edge of the pool, where I refilled my plastic champagne glass.


  “Peaches? Is something wrong?”


  “No, not at all,” I said, which was only a bit of a lie. “You’ve got your work tomorrow morning, so I can understand that’s on your mind.”


  “I know playing Drake Cheshire isn’t exactly Hamlet, but I still want to do a good job.”


  “You’re amazing as Drake. I can’t see how you could be better, but you should definitely try.”


  “Thanks.” He kept looking off into the distance. He wasn’t due on set until the next morning, but it seemed like he was already there.


  I tipped my glass over my cleavage and made a small pool of bubbly. “Dalton, if you want to talk about acting, we can talk about acting… any time you want.” I glanced down, trying to drop the hint that maybe we could talk about work stuff after we’d made love for the first time in our shared house.


  He didn’t take the hint, though, and the champagne all trickled away.


  Finally, I said, “I can’t wait to see you in action. I’m really excited.”


  “The episode we’re shooting tomorrow won’t air for a few months yet.”


  “I mean about seeing you tomorrow. On the set.”


  “Oh.” He cast his gaze down, and I got a bad feeling he was going to say something I didn’t want to hear. “You don’t want to visit the set tomorrow. It’s always so boring at the best of times, but ballroom scenes are the worst, because of the scale. There’s nothing to do but sit around and wait.”


  I shrugged. “All the more reason for me to come. I’ll hang out and keep you company.”


  He still wasn’t looking me in the eyes. “Let’s talk about this next week.”


  I put my hands on my hips so fast, I sent up two splashes of water. “Are you kidding me? I’m your wife, but I’m not good enough to come visit you on the set? What do you want from me, besides sex? Why did you even marry me?” I looked up at the night sky, where I could see the moon, but no stars. “Oh, that’s right. You married me for good publicity.”


  “And also because I love you.”


  My jaw dropped open. Also? What the Fudgeeo cookies?!


  He quickly said, “I mean, only because I love you. Not also. That came out wrong. I told you before, I’m no good with words, unless someone writes them for me in a script.”


  “You’re plenty good with words when you’re trying to get something, Dalton Deangelo.”


  I turned away and started walking through the water to the stairs. He splashed and caught up with me, grabbing me in his strong arms. He held on. I could struggle all I wanted, but he wasn’t going to let me go unless I hurt him.


  Oh, but I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to elbow him in the stomach, or hit him in the nose with the back of my head, but I resisted the urge and went limp in his arms.


  His voice deep and thick, he growled, “You’re my wife now.”


  I sniffed. “I know. That’s why it hurts so bad.”


  “I’ll be thinking about you tomorrow. Go shopping with Vern.”


  “Sure,” I said coolly.


  “Don’t be mad.”


  “I’m not,” I lied.


  He kept hugging me from behind, and nodded his head forward to kiss my shoulder.


  His grip loosened, so I slipped free of him and swam quickly to the stairs. I stepped up, out of the pool, and wrapped myself in the robe.


  “I know you’re stressed about moving,” he said. “Even good changes are still difficult. Trust me, everything’s going to settle down soon.”


  I grabbed a handful of my wet hair and wrung out the water. Dalton stood in the shimmering blue pool, bare chested and gorgeous, looking like a page from a magazine.


  Part of me wanted to forget all about him teasing me on the plane and now this. I could let it all go and join him in the pool, on this beautiful summer night.


  But another part of me still wanted to run. Now I had an enormous diamond weighing down my ring finger, but I was still the same girl who left Dalton in a hotel room and ran home in the dark.


  “Trust me,” Dalton said again. “Everything will look better in the morning.”


  “Is it okay if I sleep in one of the guest rooms tonight? I haven’t had a good night’s sleep since before the wedding.”


  Disappointment flickered across his face. “Of course it’s okay,” he said. “This is a big house, with plenty of space.”


  I turned around and looked up at the glass wall. It certainly was a big house, all right. Between the house and the huge city of L.A., I felt very small.


  I went inside, gathered my laptop and a few things from the master bedroom, and got myself set up in a spare room at the opposite end of the house.


  After about an hour, Dalton came by to say goodnight. We talked about schedules and wake-up times, but we didn’t talk about what had been said in the pool.


  He stood in the doorway, glancing over at the bed a few times. I knew he was waiting for an invitation, but I didn’t give him one. If we were going to make love for the first time in our new home, I didn’t want it to be like this.


  He went off to bed, and I phoned my best friend and cousin, Shayla, to tell her everything.


  When she heard about me not getting invited to the set, she got even more angry than I had.


  I sure do love Shayla.


  She was the one who suggested I call my new L.A. friend Mitchell, and get him to help me sneak onto the set of One Vamp to Love.


  I had a few more glasses of wine, thanks to a bottle I liberated from the wine cellar, and then I phoned Mitchell.
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  When I got out of bed Monday morning, Dalton was already gone for work. He’d gotten up before five o’clock so he could be on the set by six.


  Mitchell arrived at the house at nine, wheeling a suitcase full of wigs he’d borrowed from his drag queen roommate.


  “This house is almost exactly what I imagined,” Mitchell said as he looked around the living room, with its polished concrete floor and fifteen-foot-high ceilings. Mitchell isn’t a very tall guy, and he looked even smaller in the big room, like a fresh-faced, muscular kid with curly blond hair. “Needs more art.”


  “And a few area rugs, right?” We both looked around at the bare, modern interior for a moment, then Mitchell took a seat on a white leather chair.


  I ran to the kitchen for my mocha and his latte, then returned.


  “Yes, you need area rugs,” he said as he checked his phone. “I may still get called in to work, but I’m probably yours for the whole day. Are you still serious about crashing the Vamp set, or should we do the sensible, boring thing and go shopping instead?”


  “What do you think? I don’t know anymore. It felt like a good idea last night, but now it just seems ridiculous. And dangerous. They could arrest me for being a stalker.”


  “Tell them you’re his wife.”


  “That’s what all the stalkers say.”


  “Good point, but you really are his wife.” Mitchell suddenly glanced wildly around the room, his blond curls bouncing. “Wait, you are married to him, right? Don’t tell me you broke into his house and this whole thing is an elaborate con!”


  I laughed. “Mitchell, you were at the wedding.”


  He grinned. “Exactly. Which proves my point. You really are Dalton’s wife, so you’re not a stalker, and nothing bad is going to happen to us.”


  I sipped my mocha for a minute, not quite willing to say yes. Finally, curiosity got the better of me, and I asked what kind of wigs he’d brought over, courtesy of his roommate’s alter-ego, Luscious Hilda Mae Sparkles.


  Mitchell opened the suitcase and pulled out an assortment of top-quality wigs in brunette, black, and red. Our plan was to sneak in as personal assistants, and Mitchell knew just what to say, because he’d worked at a number of studios. The key was to talk fast and act annoyed.


  I could have just shown up as myself and made a fuss until they let me in, but that would have reflected poorly on Dalton, and given me even more of a diva reputation. The press had already been calling me Super Soaker, because I had a tendency to dump water on people I didn’t like. (And on people I do like, but that’s a different story.)


  We relocated to the bathroom with the biggest mirror, and we tried all of the wigs. I liked the brunette one, because it was closest to matching my eyebrows.


  Mitchell said, “No, you need to wear the black wig, because you look fierce, like Cleopatra.” He settled the black-haired wig onto my head, then stepped back to admire. He gasped, “Oh my god, I’m straight now.”


  “They’ll know it’s a wig. My eyebrows look like furry blond caterpillars next to this.”


  Mitchell rolled his eyes. “Fools and children shouldn’t see things half finished.” He pulled out a makeup kit and went crazy on my face, darkening my eyelashes and eyebrows.


  When I looked in the mirror, I was surprised by how sexy I was. Now, I feel pretty good about my appearance most of the time, but I’ve never wanted to make out with myself, you know?


  In that sexy Cleopatra wig, I kinda wanted to get Dalton and have a kinky threesome, with me, him, and the hot chick in the mirror.


  “Dalton won’t know it’s you,” Mitchell said. “Your own mother wouldn’t know it’s you.”


  “She would if I opened my mouth.”


  Mitchell got a cheeky grin. “Not if you’re Ursula. How’s your cleaning-lady accent?”


  I cleared my throat, then tried my Ursula identity. “I am cleaning lady. I clean real good.” I put on a blank expression. “I clean shower real good. I get right in and scrub, scrub, scrub. Dirty bachelor. Tsk tsk.”


  “Very good, Ursula, but you’re a personal assistant now, not a cleaner.”


  “Yes, yes. I help actor. He no good actor, but he work hard. He stand in back and pretend to talk. I ask what he say, and he say it’s nothing. He say he make background noise. Peas-and-carrots-peas-and-carrots.”


  “And what work do you do for our boss, Ursula?”


  “I make the food in the blender. I make the laundry. And sometimes when he sad, I put the hand in the pants and pull and pull until we make more laundry.”


  Mitchell frowned. “We don’t talk about that last part.”


  I pretended to zip my lips.


  We finished getting me dressed, ate a quick brunch with some waffles the housekeeper had stocked in the fridge, and got ready to leave.


  Dalton’s butler/pilot/personal assistant met us at the door.


  “Where shall I take you shopping?” Vern asked politely.


  “Take the day off. Mitchell’s driving today.”


  Vern stared at my black wig with suspicion. “I’ll drive both of you, and you’ll save time not having to worry about parking.”


  “It’s no trouble,” Mitchell said.


  Vern kept staring at me. “Ms. Deangelo, that certainly is an excellent disguise. I barely recognized you. It does seem like an awful lot of effort just to avoid some paparazzi.”


  “Maybe I’m robbing a bank,” I said.


  Vern moved to block the door.


  I picked up a pillow from the sofa and chucked it at him. The pillow struck his chest and dropped to the floor. I picked up another pillow and aimed it at his head.


  Vern’s face got puckered, like he’d just swallowed a bug.


  Mitchell joined me in grabbing pillows from the sofa and aiming them at Vern.


  “I see this is a standoff,” Vern said politely.


  “And you’re unarmed,” Mitchell said.


  We stared each other down for at least a minute.


  Then Vern reached for the door handle, opened the front door, and stepped aside.


  “Have a lovely day shopping,” Vern said.
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  We pulled up to the studios, and Mitchell drove around looking for somewhere to park. The lot was huge, but didn’t look like much from the outside. If you didn’t know any better, you’d think the windowless buildings were just storage.



  I hadn’t been to the set before, but I knew that they film most of the scenes inside those buildings on sound stages. For graveyard scenes, it’s cheaper for them to shoot on the sound stages and do CGI with green screens.


  They do shoot outdoors sometimes, which was why Dalton had been on a crane, high above a forest, on the day before our wedding. The curious thing about that was how they were shooting during the daytime. Drake and Connor aren’t sparkly sunshine vampires who go traipsing around in the daylight typically. Dalton had let it slip that Connor gave his character a potion.


  I had been telling Mitchell all about this plot twist on the drive over, and he was fascinated.


  “I’m dying here. Peaches, you need to get us some scripts.” Mitchell jiggled with excitement as he looked around for parking. “What’s the point in being married to Drake Cheshire if you don’t get to know what’s happening in the next season, or… uh… never mind. I just thought of your other benefits.” He turned and gave me an eyebrow waggle.


  “Dirty boy. Get your own vampire.”


  He bobbed his head from side to side. “Maybe I will.”


  In front of us, a car pulled out of a parking spot, so Mitchell quickly whipped into the space.


  I stepped out of the car, smoothed down my plain black dress, and then patted my wig hair.


  “You look great,” Mitchell said.


  “Thank you. I am Ursula, personal assistant to B-level actor. I no talk about hand-in-pants, make-happy time.”


  Mitchell, who was still inside the car, opened the glove box and handed me an ID tag on a lanyard. I set my purse on the car seat and pulled the lanyard on over my head.


  “These are from your photographer’s studio,” I said.


  “Flip it over to the back side. Trust me, people don’t usually check. And if they do, just say you’re lost.”


  “But we’re miles away. Your workplace is nowhere near here.”


  “Exactly. We’re really lost.”


  “And crazy,” I added.


  He got out of the car and winked at me. “We may be crazy, but at least we’re fun. Come on. They’re on lunch, so it’s a good time to sneak in with the catering rush.” He locked the car, started off toward an entrance, and I trotted right after him.


  We walked right through an open doorway, past two male security guards who nodded us through. Inside, there was another security guard, a tough-looking woman with rippling forearm muscles. She looked seriously scary, like a secret service agent, with her mirrored sunglasses and her dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. I tried to keep my eyes straight ahead, but something about her caught my attention. She looked very familiar, even with her eyes hidden behind the mirrored sunglasses.


  I hadn’t met more than a handful of people in L.A., so I turned my face down and kept walking. Then I realized that avoiding her would make me look more guilty, so I lifted my chin and looked right at her.


  The female security guard frowned, and suddenly my insides didn’t feel so good. I knew why she looked so familiar.


  She and I had tangled before. On my previous visit to L.A., she caught me and Mitchell napping poolside at a mansion where we didn’t belong. In our defense, our sexy male model friends had lied and said they knew the owner of the mansion, so we hadn’t snuck in and trespassed knowingly.


  We had been innocent then, unlike now.


  I kept walking, hoping my black wig was enough of a disguise to fool her. She let us pass through and didn’t move a muscle, except to frown harder.


  Once we were well inside the building and out of range of the woman’s hearing, Mitchell said, “Sweet heavenly mercy, that was the psycho woman from the pool, wasn’t it? The one who handcuffed us with those plastic ties?”


  I could hardly breathe, between the terror and relief. “We can’t go back that way again. She totally knew something was up.”


  “Bless the sparkles of Luscious Hilda Mae, but that could have been a real disaster.”


  He nodded for me to follow him down a hallway, so I did, hoping he knew the direction to go. There were people all around, pushing rolling carts of costumes, lugging pieces of furniture, and barking into headsets while looking irritated.


  We walked past an actress I recognized as the woman who played the mother of one of the teen love interests on Vamp. We were definitely in the right place.


  We kept walking, and nobody did much more than glance at us. Mitchell got bold and stopped a woman with a headset to ask where the principals were filming. “Hotel ballroom,” was her reply.


  After the woman left, we jumped up and down excitedly. In unison, we both said, “I love the hotel ballroom.”


  We had to stop someone else and ask them exactly where the set for the hotel ballroom was, and this guy actually pulled out a scrap sheet of paper and drew us a map.


  “This is too easy,” Mitchell said once we were alone and moving down another hallway that connected to a different building.


  “I know. I’m actually getting worried about my husband’s safety. He could have all sorts of stalkers getting in here and throwing themselves at him.”


  “Like a sexy, voluptuous Cleopatra,” Mitchell said. “Meow. You are making me so straight today, you bad girl.”


  We got to a closed door. The sign said HOTEL BALLROOM - FILMING IN SESSION.


  “This is it,” Mitchell said. “Try not to look like a stalker when you see him.”


  “That’ll be tough, because he’s so adorable. I’ll probably start drooling, even though I’m mad at him.”


  Mitchell grinned. “I wonder if he has his shirt off.” He reached for the door, then stopped. “Wait a minute. Are you actually mad at him? You’re not going to go in there and cause a big stink, are you?”


  “Me? Why does everyone think I’m the person who starts up drama?”


  “Because you throw water on the paparazzi, Super Soaker.”


  “Just open the door. I’m not doing this to cause drama. We’ll go in, watch them filming for a few minutes, then we’ll zip right back out again before anyone notices, and then we’ll go shopping.”


  Mitchell looked skeptical.


  “We’ll buy area rugs,” I said. “I just want to see what they’re doing. Ten minutes, that’s all I want.”


  He made a face with wide eyes, acting like this was all my idea and he hadn’t masterminded the whole thing and talked me into it. He opened the door.


  We stepped through, and right onto the set. We were in the fancy ballroom, on the dance floor. Someone barked at us to get out of the shot. The set was enormous, and there must have been a hundred people in there, all working.


  I saw my husband, Dalton Deangelo, less than twenty feet away. I froze on the spot. He was leaning forward so that a short makeup artist woman could powder his forehead with more of the pale makeup they use to make him look like a two-hundred-year-old immortal vampire.


  He turned his face toward mine, our eyes met, and my blood ran cold. His green eyes were dark like coal, even under the bright studio lighting.


  He looked away from me quickly, but in that instant, I knew he’d seen right through my disguise.


  And I was absolutely sure he was livid.


  My heart sunk, and a wave of nausea passed over me. Mitchell grabbed my arm and yanked me off the dance floor, out of the bright lighting.


  We retreated to a dark corner like two cockroaches.


  I stood there quietly, trying not to faint or throw up or die of embarrassment right on the spot.


  A ringing bell went off, and a hush fell upon the ballroom as a hundred people stopped speaking or moving, all at once.


  In the eerie silence, vampire Drake Cheshire came to life before the cameras. The shot involved him waltzing with a teen girl while alternating between being charming and being terrifying. I actually felt sorry for the poor girl. He can be so charming and terrifying when he’s playing Drake.


  When the bell rang again to indicate that shot was finished, I gasped for oxygen. I’d been holding my breath the entire time.


  Mitchell leaned over and whispered, “He’s such a professional. You know, I can’t objectify him like I used to, since we’re friends now and I’ve barbecued steaks with him, but when you see him acting like this, wow. That man is a magnificent beast.”


  I murmured an agreement as I scanned the ballroom for security guards. Maybe it was just nerves from watching my husband act terrifying, but I felt jumpy. I spotted at least two security guards, but both male. There was no sign of the tough woman.


  Mitchell saw me scanning and said, “Relax. We’re fine.”


  “Dalton totally saw us. He recognized me, and he’s going to be so mad. We need to get out of here now.”


  “But it hasn’t even been ten minutes. Don’t be silly. He didn’t see you. He’s over there talking to Connor, and he’s not even looking this way.”


  “But he looked right at me. Right in the eyes. And he was so angry, he couldn’t stand to look at me another second.”


  “He probably saw your sexy curves, and then looked away when he remembered he’s married, and only has eyes for his beautiful blonde.” Mitchell scanned the room. “Do you think they have coffee in here somewhere? I swear I smell coffee and chocolate.”


  “Yeah, you do smell coffee and chocolate. It’s coming out of every pore in my body, because I’m sweating my peaches off right now.” I grabbed him by the arm. “No more joking around. We need to get out of here.”


  From behind us came a stern female voice, “Yes, you do need to get out of here.”


  We both turned around to find our least favorite security guard standing with her hands on her hips.


  She was backed by two burly men, also in security guard uniforms.
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  After the security guards hauled us off, Mitchell and I sat in a small, gray room that looked exactly like a prison cell. There was a sink and toilet in the corner, without even a curtain for privacy.


  There was no other furniture in the room, so we sat on the cold, concrete floor with our backs against the wall.


  I rubbed my wrists. At least the woman had taken off the plastic cuffs before they tossed us in.


  “They can’t hold us like this,” I told Mitchell. “This can’t be legal.”


  “Don’t panic. I’m getting friendly with the cute security guard. The next time he comes in to check on us, I’ll turn on the charm, and we’ll be out in a jiffy.”


  I groaned. “That’s what you said two hours ago.”


  “And it would have worked, if you’d kept up the Ursula accent, but then you had to go and tell them you’re married to Drake Cheshire. The vampire. You actually told them you are Mrs. Vampire Drake Cheshire.”


  “You know I meant to say Dalton, but I got mixed up.” I leaned forward and slapped my forehead repeatedly. “Oh, why did I have to leave my damn purse and ID and phone back in your car?”


  Mitchell pulled out his phone and checked the screen. “Still no service, anyway.”


  “But having my ID would have helped. They might have heard of the name Peaches Monroe, and they’d believe me if they saw some ID.” I slapped my forehead some more. “When my father finds out about this, he’ll laugh. When I was a kid, he always accused me of being ‘prone to whimsy.’ And here I am again. In trouble, as always.”


  “Peaches, I like your father, but you’ve got to let go of that label he gave you. So what if you didn’t grow up to be an engineer like he wanted? You’ve got a line of underwear named after you. And you’re more fun than a dozen of anyone else.”


  “I’m so sorry I dragged you into this.” In a quieter voice, I mumbled, “Even if you did mastermind the whole operation.”


  He got to his feet and brushed the dust off his jeans.


  “That’s enough pouting,” he said. “No more sad face. I’m getting us out of here. Give me a boost and I’ll climb out through the transom over the door.”


  I stood and looked at the narrow opening above the locked door. It was the only way out of the windowless room, unless you were a dead goldfish going for your final swirl.


  “I think I’ll fit,” he said.


  We both stared at the tiny window. I certainly couldn’t have gotten through that squishy rectangle, but Mitchell is compact and has almost no booty at all.


  “Let’s try,” I said glumly. “You should at least save yourself.”


  “Don’t look so sad. I’m not leaving you, Peaches. I’ll unlock the door from the outside.”


  “It sounded like they used a key to lock us up. We are in a prison cell, after all.”


  “I’ll go to the car, get your purse and ID, and come back for you.”


  “But then everyone will know. Dalton will be so mad. No, you save yourself. I’ll stay here and wait until the cops come and take me.”


  I leaned against the door and made a foothold for Mitchell with my hands.


  Mitchell stepped onto my hands and grunted as I lifted him up. It was a tight fit, but he managed to get his body through the transom. I listened as he dropped down, cat-like, on the other side. The door handle jiggled, but the door didn’t open.


  “Just as you suspected,” he said through the door. “I need a key. I’ll go steal one, and I’ll come back and free you.”


  “You don’t have to do that. You’ll get caught again, and they’ll chain you to the sink in here. Go home, Mitchell. Save yourself. I’ll call you from jail and you can bail me out.”


  I waited for his response, but there was only silence. He was already gone.
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  Without a watch or phone, it was hard to guess how long I sat in the holding cell by myself. It might have been twenty minutes, or three hours.


  It was long enough that I moved on from fantasies about getting free. My dreams got scaled back, to fantasies about getting a pizza delivered through the transom window.


  Time passed.


  And then my fantasies got really weird. I started to think about kale, the green stuff that looks like lettuce but tastes like grass. If someone had sent a kale smoothie through the transom, I would have consumed it with gusto.


  I was well into my kale fantasy stage when someone knocked on the door.


  An austere male voice carried in through the open transom: “Are you two still in there?”


  I was lying flat on my back, imagining I was part of a delicious kale salad with grated beets and arugula and goat cheese and radishes and…


  “Hello?” he said.


  I sat up. It had to be the kale delivery man, with the kale pizza I ordered.


  “Are you the kale man?” I asked. My voice came out raspy from disuse.


  The man spoke again, with an English accent, “Who’s in there? Are you the two people who crashed the set today?”


  An English accent? I had a bad feeling it wasn’t the kale pizza I ordered.


  I decided to switch back to my Ursula disguise, complete with my really bad accent.


  “Hello, sir? It is only me. I am personal assistant for B-level actor. He stand in background and say peas-and-carrots-peas-and-carrots.”


  “You’re not a stalker?” the English man asked.


  “I am assistant. I used to clean house. I clean house real good, make tub clean so you can eat in tub. Then I meet actor. I put hand in pants and he say I do very good job.”


  “What? Hand in pants?”


  I slapped my forehead. The forced captivity and lack of nutrients had made me slip up.


  I quickly corrected myself, “You know, how they say, with the dry cleaning. I go to cleaners. Do you know of this actress, Gwyneth Paltrow? Very pretty. I see her at dry cleaner when I pick up pants. That is my job. Personal assistant. Pick up dry cleaning.”


  “And your name is Ursula?”


  “Is good name, yes?” I got to my feet and went to the door. I pressed my cheek against the cool metal. “Hello, sir? Would you be having key to open door?” No answer. “Sir, please let me out, or I will be in big trouble with boss. He told me no, he say no come to his work today. I don’t know why he say no to me, but I have much time to think here in this prison.”


  “I hear people do a lot of thinking in jail. Do you want to go to jail, Ursula?”


  “No. I have enough thinking for today, thank you. I see now that B-level actor tell me these things because he knows what is best. I know that Ursula sometimes is not good girl. I do some things real good, but I make mistakes. Now I will listen to B-level actor. I will trust him.”


  He didn’t respond.


  “I will trust him,” I repeated.


  I turned my face to press my other cheek against the cool door.


  There were footsteps in the hallway, the sound of people approaching.


  “It’s about time,” said the male voice, this time without the English accent.


  A woman said, “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t know.” Keys jingled. “The two of them looked exactly like these other two who got me fired from my last job. I guess I overreacted.”


  “You were just doing your duty. I do appreciate everything you and the other security staff do to keep us safe. I’ll put in a commendation with your supervisor… if you can find the key and let my wife out of this disabled washroom.”


  I stepped back from the door and ran over to the sink to wash the mascara off my cheeks. I still had the black Cleopatra wig on, and I decided to leave it because my real hair was a mess, and wouldn’t match my black eyebrows.


  They were still outside the door, trying different keys. Was I hallucinating, or did the kale man say let my wife out of this disabled washroom?


  I looked around the tiny room.


  Holy melted marshmallows on graham crackers, of course I was in a washroom for the disabled. How could I have thought the studio had prison cells?


  The door handle kept rattling.


  Finally, the door opened.


  Dalton stood there with the female security guard, and right behind them was Mitchell, looking sheepish.


  “I am so sorry,” I gushed.


  Dalton was still wearing his pale vampire makeup. He gave me one of his scary Drake Cheshire snarling expressions and hissed, “You should be sorry. Sorry for calling me a B-level actor.”


  I tried to shrug and look adorable—as adorable as a girl can look after being locked in a disabled washroom for hours and hours.


  I switched back to my bad Ursula accent. “Please, sir. I be good assistant. I go to dry cleaner. I listen to boss.”


  The guard looked up at Dalton. “I don’t understand. Is this your stalker, or your wife, or what?”


  Dalton answered, “This stalker is my wife.”


  The woman shook her head, and then walked away muttering about crazy Hollywood people.


  I ran out of the washroom and into Dalton’s arms.


  He held me tight. “It was wrong for me to keep you at a distance. You’re my wife, and I love you, even if you are a stalker.”


  My voice choked in my throat. “I can’t help it. You’re the person in my life who means everything to me.”


  Mitchell cleared his throat. “Um, hello? I’m still here.”


  “And Mitchell and Shayla,” I quickly added. “Plus my mom and dad and Kyle.”


  Dalton pulled away just enough to look down at me, his green eyes bright and gleaming.


  “I care about those people, too.”


  Mitchell squealed, then declared, “Family hug!” He wrapped his arms around the two of us as far as he could reach and squeezed us in a group hug.
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  Dalton took us for a quick tour of the studio, then dropped us off at the main security office so we could get official ID badges. He kissed me goodbye and returned to the ballroom for more shooting of the same scene.


  Mitchell and I got our ID badges, and then hit Craft Services, the catering division. We hit it hard.


  We had just finished eating, and were at a table in the corner trying to stay out of trouble, when a confident-looking woman, tall and elegant, came over to introduce herself.


  “Jamie Adair, executive producer,” she said. “Peaches Monroe, at last we meet.” She looked me over and pursed her bright red lips. “I prefer you as a blonde, just FYI.”


  I introduced Jamie Adair to Mitchell. I called him my “best friend in L.A.,” which made him blush.


  She joined us, and the three of us talked about the show.


  Jamie is not just the executive producer of One Vamp to Love, she’s also Dalton’s aunt. She used her fairy godmother magic to get him an audition for the show, back when nobody else knew they were related. Dalton didn’t even know, because his mother’s side of the family had disowned them.


  Jamie Adair was also the mastermind behind the whole plot to get me and Dalton married, which makes her pretty awesome in my book.


  Someone came rushing over to the table to pull Jamie away. I stood to shake her hand again, and said, “Thank you for everything you’ve done for Dalton. You’re incredible. I’m completely in awe of you, and I am at your service, for anything you need.”


  Her immaculate red lips curled into a sly smile. “Careful what you wish for.” She refused my handshake and gave me a quick hug instead. Then she hugged Mitchell as well. “You’re family now,” she explained, and then she walked away.


  Mitchell stared after her. “I think I’m straight again, and I’m into older women with red lipstick.”
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  Mitchell and I watched the filming for hours. Thanks to my recent experience shooting a TV spot for a plus-size underwear line, I wasn’t surprised by how slowly things progress on set.


  Connor, Dalton’s cousin who plays his vampire brother on the series, came over when he wasn’t needed.


  “When’s Shayla coming to visit?” Connor asked. “I barely got to say hi to her at the wedding.”


  Mitchell raised his eyebrows and cheekily said, “That’s not what I heard.”


  I kicked Mitchell under the table. Connor quickly excused himself, which was for the best.


  Around eight o’clock, Mitchell got a phone call from his roommate, with a drag queen emergency.


  “Good grief, now what?” I asked Mitchell.


  “Luscious Hilda Mae Sparkles needs her wigs. Don’t worry, you can keep that one for the night.” He winked. “She needs the red one, though, so I’m off.” He gave me a kiss on the cheek before leaving.


  I stuck around, watching the actors and crew shoot the same scene, over and over. They finally finished at ten o’clock, and Dalton came over to me.


  “Things don’t usually run so late, but one of the principal actors took a week off to get married.” He grinned, revealing pointy vampire fangs.


  I let out a scream of alarm, because I hadn’t been expecting to see him with the vampire teeth, and we were alone in a dark corner, and… vampires are kind of scary.


  “I totally got you,” he said with a serious face. He leaned in closer and flashed his eyes at me. “Now I’ll take you back to my vampire lair and make you my vampire bride.”


  Fear and anticipation rushed through me, energizing every bit of my body, including Miss Kitty.
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  Vern brought the car and picked us up from the set.


  The whole ride home, Dalton and I flirted with each other in the back seat, with him pretending to be a lusty vampire, and me pretending to be a lusty personal assistant named Ursula.


  We got to the house, up to the front door, and he swept me off my feet again.


  In his arms, I asked, “Are we going to do this every day?”


  He carried me over the threshold. “Every day until we get it perfect, and then maybe a few more times.”


  I kissed him. “Ursula will go make bedroom ready.”


  “No more stalling.” He carried me down the hall, into the master bedroom, and set me on the big bed. “You stay there. Don’t move.”


  He went into the adjoining washroom and ran the water in the sink for a moment. He came out with his face scrubbed free of the vampire makeup and the fangs removed.


  He carried a hairbrush, plus wash cloths and dry towels, which he set on the bed beside me.


  Gently, he lifted off my black wig, removed the bobby pins holding my blond locks up, then lovingly brushed through my hair. He used the wet wash cloths to remove my dark-penciled eyebrows and other makeup.


  He unzipped and peeled off my black dress, and then my underwear.


  “I need a shower,” I whispered. “This stalker girl got sweaty when the security guards were interrogating her.”


  His voice low and husky, he murmured, “Save your shower for later, when you’ll need it.” He used the other wet wash cloths to refresh every inch of my skin.


  He dragged each damp cloth over me slowly. I melted under his touch, and then shivered when he blew air on my damp skin.


  “When did you know it was me?” I asked.


  “Not until I saw Mitchell. He snuck back onto the set and got my attention without alerting the guards.”


  Dalton dropped the towels on the floor, removed his clothes, and kneeled before me. I sat on the edge of the bed, and both of us were completely naked.


  He bowed his head and kissed one of my bare knees, and then the other.


  I shivered at his kiss, even though the room was warm. He’d been so terrifying on the set, charming and seducing the actress. I could still feel his power, radiating from him.


  He kept kissing my knees and murmured, “You’re quiet now.”


  “Just thinking about what a good actor you are,” I said. “People probably don’t say that to you enough, because they focus on how damn gorgeous you are, but it takes more than good looks to do what you do.”


  “You’re just saying that.” He moved closer, his hands on my knees, and leaned forward to kiss my breast, flicking his tongue over my nipple. “It’s still nice to hear.”


  “I mean it. I’ve always been a fan of yours, but it wasn’t until today, when I watched you on set, that I truly understood what you do. Everyone else was ready to call it a wrap on that scene. I could feel them giving up.”


  He mouthed my breast, and gave me a growling, wordless response.


  I continued, “Then you talked to the director for a minute, and I don’t know what you said, but you guys did one more take, and I could feel it. Even from across the room, I felt it.”


  He gazed up at me with adoration in his emerald green eyes. “I felt it, too. When something’s right, you feel it all over.”


  He went back to my breasts, and he was right. I could feel him all over.


  But something was bothering me.


  I grabbed his shoulders and pushed him back.


  “Dalton, I need to ask you something. Please don’t get angry.”


  He pulled back and sat quietly, kneeling on the floor before me.


  “Why would I get angry over a question?”


  I bit my lip nervously. “Are you sure you didn't see me when I came into the ballroom? I swear you looked right at me. And then you looked away.”


  “Around lunch time?” He ruffled his dark hair with one hand, looking boyish. “You know, for half the day I had those vampire contact lenses in. Not the all-black ones, which are the worst, but I was wearing the dark ones that make my eyesight blurry.”


  I let out a sigh of relief.


  Now he looked worried. “You actually thought I’d let you sit in lockup for hours?”


  “To teach me a lesson.”


  He kept gazing at me, only now his expression turned soft. “I would never do that.”


  I looked away, because I didn’t believe him.


  After two deep breaths, he said, “But I suppose that trust is something that gets earned. I know I haven’t always been honest with you.”


  “I need to trust you more.”


  “And I need to let you in.”


  Softly, I whispered, “Yes.”


  “Yes.”


  He returned to kissing my legs, moving his way up from my knees to my thighs.


  “And I’ll try to be a good girl,” I whispered.


  He used his hands to pull my legs apart. “Why start now?”


  He leaned forward and kissed my inner thigh, then gave me a love bite.


  He pulled my legs farther apart, nodded in, and caressed me with his tongue. My eyes rolled up and I leaned my head back.


  He licked and tickled me, murmuring sweet naughty things into my hot skin. I panted and made the little noises that drove him crazy. He stroked me with his tongue and fingers, slowly and thoroughly.


  My whole body ached for him to fill me.


  His tongue moved steadily, coaxing me to the edge, but not quite over.


  Warm waves of pleasure rippled through me, until I was so relaxed, I fell backward on the bed, my arms stretched out to receive him.


  He pulled back and gave me a few more love bites on the thighs. He climbed up onto the bed, the muscles of his powerful body defined and beautiful in the soft lamp light of the room.


  My legs were still over the edge, so we took a moment to get ourselves centered on the bed.


  Dalton rolled on top of me, resting on his elbows so he could look into my eyes. We stared at each other for a moment, both of us smiling, then making serious faces, then cracking up and smiling again.


  I looked down at his beautiful chest—the chest that upstaged everyone on the show whenever he had a shirtless scene. I ran my finger down the center line of his muscles.


  He was hard between my legs, poised at my entrance, but not going in yet. He was waiting for something.


  I whispered, “When you were acting today, I really did feel it.”


  He moved over to harden my other nipple with his tongue. “Like you feel this?” He closed his lips over my breast and sucked my sensitive flesh in his hot mouth.


  I groaned and writhed in pleasure underneath him.


  He moved up again, shifting himself over me. While he gazed into my eyes, he nudged in between my legs, parted my flesh, and slid into me. I gasped at the fullness.


  We were still two people, but now we were joined


  I ran my hands up and down his muscular back, then gripped his butt and urged him deeper into me.


  I pressed my lips into his. His body went hard and he pushed into me with urgency.


  Pleasure radiated from our connection, and I bent my legs and lifted my knees to let him deeper. I told him with my kisses that I felt his love.


  I told him with my body that I was his. We rolled over, and he knew that he was mine. Just before I reached my peak, he bucked and used his gorgeous muscles to toss me onto my back once more.


  He kissed my neck, slowed down his thrusting to almost imperceptible movements, and held me tight. He barely rocked inside me, and his whole body was like one hard muscle.


  My aching grew worse and worse, until it became torture. Sweet torture, but torture nonetheless.


  Still, he held back, only thrusting enough to maintain the connection.


  I dug my fingertips into his buttocks and begged for him to stop holding back.


  “Patience,” he whispered. “We’ll get there together.”


  I closed my eyes and let myself surrender. There was no hurry, nowhere we had to be. I let myself be soft in his arms, serene and calm, like the lake by his cabin.


  The more I relaxed, the more the fire grew within me. I thought of us standing together at the shore of the lake, holding hands. It was far in the future, and we had children running around us, splashing around with friends and second-cousins.


  My breath caught in my throat, and I squeezed my eyes shut. He was inside me, and he was close to the edge. I’d been on birth control since before the wedding, but for a moment, I imagined that I wasn’t, and that he was about to burst new life into me, taking us closer to our shared future.


  In my mind, I saw the faces of our beautiful children, and then I opened my eyes and I saw him. My Dalton. My gorgeous, kind, talented husband.


  We were barely moving.


  The dam burst.


  I gasped as the pleasure shot through me. As my head exploded with light, I felt my muscles contract around him.


  His dam burst, too, and we both clutched each other like two people who didn’t just need each other, but wanted each other. Liked each other. Loved each other.


  Dalton and I made love to each other for the first time in L.A., on the second night in our shared house.


  When we were done, there was nothing left to say.


  We had a shower, and then lounged under the moonlight by the pool, feeding each other cold grapes from the fridge.


  When we were refreshed, we returned to the bedroom and got a little less tender for the second round. We enjoyed each other immensely, and at one point, we made noises that sounded an awful lot like the barking sea lions we’d seen on our visit to San Francisco.
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Chapter One


  BE MY FAKE FIANCÉE FOR ONE DAY.


  I read the ad three times before I clicked on it. It had to be a joke, right?


  I mumbled and hummed my way through the tune Meg Ryan sang in the movie French Kiss as I waited for my dismally slow Internet connection to respond, tucking my shoulder-length, curly brown hair behind my ear. “I love Paris in the springtime… hmmm hmmm something, something, hmmm… ”


  Scrolling through the online dating site’s personal ads tonight would be my farewell gesture to the world of Internet dating. Goodbye guy who lied about his weight to the tune of a hundred pounds but wore the smaller pants anyway! Goodbye guy who was married with four kids and a wife living over in the next town! And goodbye guy who was forty-five and still living with his mother in a garage apartment covered in neon beer signs!


  Talk about failure to launch… my online dating life was the saddest thing to hit me since my divorce three years ago. Tonight would be the last time I’d ever read these headlines and try to distill the character of a man from the sparse words presented. My life as a dedicated single woman would officially begin in T minus however many seconds it took me to read this one last ad.


  Be my fake fiancée for one day.


  As I waited for the link to click through so I could read the rest of it, I thought about what the motivations might be for a guy to put out a line like this.


  Was he so desperate to get someone to read his ad that he decided to use a gimmick to catch a woman’s eye? If so, I’m not sure this is the best way to go about finding true love. True love shouldn’t be about tricking someone, right?


  A couple guys I went out on dates with said I was the only person who’d replied to their ads. To them the dating pool was very shallow. Apparently I was a bottom feeder. It was probably time to admit I wasn’t very good at judging the man behind the words. Maybe this guy was a genius. It was hard to deny that the idea was unique, at least.


  Or maybe he was just mocking single people who are desperate enough to search the anonymous Internet world for something they know they’ll only find when destiny decides it’s time. True love.


  I was beginning to doubt it even existed. But if this guy was doing the mocking thing, I might be tempted to send him a note telling him what a dick he was for being so jaded.


  True love is out there somewhere for everyone. I firmly believed that. It’s just that my true love was probably in Alaska or outer Mongolia, which explains why I hadn’t found him yet despite my nightly surfing activity and willingness to look past bad spelling and suspicious pictures obviously taken a long time ago.


  The rest of the ad popped up and I read it aloud in my home office. “No, this is not a joke, although I wish it were.”


  Points to him for using proper grammar. It made me smile to think that. The last guy I went out with misspelled half the words in his ad. I really should have passed on that one. His picture did not reveal his missing front tooth, allegedly lost in a hockey game the week before. I couldn’t bring myself to even kiss him, even though it had been way too long since I’d had a nice steamy window in my car.


  I continued reading. “I have an out of town wedding to attend, and my family’s expecting a fiancée (who doesn’t exist) to be on my arm. Be my fake bride-to-be, and I’ll pay all of your expenses plus spending money. I’m not a crazy person, just a guy who’s too busy to date and tired of trying to explain it to everyone.” There was a long blank space and then these last words: “P.S. The wedding’s in Paris.”


  Whoa. Holy hot-buttered croissants. Paris? This guy was offering to take some anonymous girl on a date to Paris? He must be crazy.


  I chewed my lip as I re-read the ad over and over, hoping some weirdo vibe would come from it and warn me away.


  Problem was, the more I read it, the more I could relate. He seemed like a guy I could shoot the breeze with. Someone adventurous. Bold. Sneaky.


  Okay, the sneaky part wasn’t so cool, but I have been known to tell a tale or two to my parents to keep them off my back. They were ready for grandkids about five years ago and they’re not shy about expressing their opinion on the topic either.


  Before I could talk myself out of it, I clicked on the Contact button and hammered out a quick note to the man who wanted a fake fiancée.


  Sounds like a lot of fun. Good luck finding your girl!


  No way was I going to date a guy like that, but some lucky girl was going to get a free trip to Paris. Hopefully for her, he wouldn’t turn out to be a psycho.


  Paris? Can you imagine? I snorted, shaking my head at the lunacy. I’ve always wanted to go to Paris, but I figured it would be for my honeymoon. My second honeymoon that is, since my first honeymoon was spent in New Jersey of all places.


  I closed my laptop and left my office to go for a jog around the neighborhood. This lonely Internet surfing wasn’t doing my mood any good the way it was bringing back memories of all my bad dates, and I had eaten two pieces of cake for dessert. If I wasn’t going to be dating anymore, the least I could do was lose some of the extra pounds that kept hanging around.


  As I ran past the corner with the fire hydrant, I wondered what the man who wrote that ad might look like.


  


Chapter Two


  I toweled my wet hair out as I opened up my laptop, my plan to delete my account for the online dating site so I wouldn’t be tempted to look for my next failure to launch on it. Then I’d go to bed and wake up in the morning a new woman. One who didn’t go out with guys she found online anymore.


  My computer stopped me in my tracks with a pop-up message. Are you sure you want to close your account? You have one un-read message.


  I frowned at the words. I have a message? From whom? Guys who got rejected were cut off from my account as soon as I pressed that button — which I faithfully did after every dating disaster — so they couldn’t be emailing me. It had to be either the admin people or someone new, and since my profile didn’t have a picture on it, I almost never got invitations to meet.


  I clicked over to the inbox to read what was waiting for me there. My heart kind of froze up as the words sank in.


  Hey, thanks! It’s funny… you’re the only person who’s emailed me who didn’t immediately accept my offer. Don’t you like Paris? It’s Springtime, you know.


  The smile moved to my lips unbidden. It was like he was singing that song to me, as if he somehow knew how I had sat hunched over my laptop humming the song before I even read the ad. Talk about being on the same wavelength.


  My eyes flicked over to the part of the screen that would lead me to my subscription cancellation. Did I want to answer this guy first before I signed off or just walk away without saying anything?


  Walkaway, walkaway, walkaway, my brain said.


  Staystaystaystaystay! My heart yelled.


  I sighed heavily. What would be the harm in answering? He seemed nice enough. Maybe he needed romance advice from a woman. Most of the guys I’d met out there seriously had no clue what they were doing.


  My fingers flew across the keys before I could second-guess myself.


  Actually, I love Paris. Or I’m pretty sure I would love Paris if I ever went there. But I’m quitting this online dating thing, so I just wanted to wish you good luck with your trip and your fake fiancée search. You definitely get points for being original.


  Clicking to send it off, I bit the small hangnail that was on my right hand as I waited for a possible reply. If he was online, I could get one within seconds.


  He didn’t disappoint. Less than a minute later, I was reading his response.


  Why are you quitting? Online dating is fun! Okay, that’s a lie. I know why you’re quitting. Online dating sucks. I’m quitting too. I just need one last date. How about it? You game? It could be our grand exit together, a farewell to the lonely hearts club.


  It was impossible not to be flattered. All he had at his disposal was my profile, which didn’t even have a photo of me on it. Apparently my few words had somehow expressed to him that I’m just the girl to take on a whirlwind trip to Paris. How did that happen?


  Oh well. It didn’t matter anyway. Paris was a dream that wasn’t going to come true for me for a very long time. No point in pretending otherwise.


  I can’t. I don’t even know you. You could be a mad psycho killer or something.


  Since I had nothing to lose but a few minutes of my time, I sent that message, hoping he would at least appreciate the honesty.


  I promise, I’m not, he said five seconds later.


  I giggled as I answered him once more. You’d never admit it if you were.


  Hmmm … he said … I see what you mean. Okay, how about a confession then? I confess that yesterday, there was a daddy long legs in the corner of my shower, and I spent ten minutes coaxing him onto a piece of toilet paper so I could relocate him outside to some very spider-friendly looking bushes. Show me a serial killer who would do that.


  I pictured a guy, a not very good looking guy but a funny one, standing in his shower stall with a wad of pink toilet paper above his head as he tried to sweet-talk a goofy-looking spider, and I couldn’t help but laugh. It seemed too silly to not be true.


  Paper or plastic? I asked on a whim.


  Neither. I have my own cloth bags in my car that my little sister made for me. I feel guilty if I use anything else. They have kittens on them.


  That made me happier than anything he’d said so far.


  Vanilla or chocolate? I asked, biting my lip as I waited for the answer.


  Whatever one you don’t want.


  My heart picked up its pace as I typed out my last question.


  Why don’t you have a real fiancé to take to Paris?


  It took him longer to answer this time, but answer he did.


  I guess I just haven’t met the right girl yet.


  


Chapter Three


  Never in my life had I been so impulsive, stupid, and completely ridiculous. I hiked up my bag over my shoulder for the tenth time as my eyes scanned the waiting area.


  A voice came over the loudspeaker. “Now boarding Zone 1, Flight 7402 to Paris. Zone 1 only.”


  I looked down at my ticket, but there was no zone of any kind printed on it that I could find. I had picked it up at the ticket counter an hour ago, left there for me by my mystery date. All I knew was that his name is Antoine and he planned to meet me at the gate.


  “Excuse me,” I said, shuffling my way up to one of the agents at the desk near the boarding area. “Can you tell me which Zone I’m supposed to be in? I don’t see it on my ticket.”


  The woman looked at my papers and smiled. “You’re in First Class, so you can board whenever you like.”


  My jaw dropped open as I stared at the papers in my hand. “First Class? All the way to Paris?”


  “Yes, this is a direct flight.” She was looking at me with a raised eyebrow, probably wondering why the heck I had no idea I was riding in one of the most expensive seats on the whole plane.


  “Okay, thanks.” I wandered away from the counter and once more scanned the gate area, searching for a man I had no physical description of.


  His profile on that website was even sparser than mine, and I was stupid enough to not ask him what he looked like. I was thinking when I saw him I would just know, but so far, that wasn’t the case. I had yet to see a fat man here with one eyeball and a righteous comb-over.


  Antoine had to be butt-ugly. It was the only explanation for his lack of description that I could come up with; but regardless, it was okay with me. It was just one date, right? To Paris!


  I started humming that tune again, hoping beyond hope that I really would love Paris in the springtime.


  Several men caught my eye and smiled, but I quickly looked away, afraid I might be giving off some weird signal that said I was looking to be picked up in the airport. I already had a date. A date to be someone’s fiancée for a day… some butt-ugly, one-eyed, comb-over-wearing mofo’s fiancée.


  Oy.


  Yes. It’s true. Apparently, I’m a crazy person.


  I didn’t know what came over me, but when he answered all my silly questions and said the things he said without hesitation, I couldn’t resist. I wanted to know more about him, about why he was going to Paris for a wedding, and even more, why he didn’t have a real date to go with him when he seemed so cool. That’s why I agreed to be his fake fiancée with only two days to prepare.


  “Are you boarding now?” asked an irritated passenger standing slightly behind me, holding a laptop case and a jacket slung over his arm.


  “Ummm, yeah. I think I am.” Please, God, don’t let this be Antoine. Unattractive I can handle. Rude… no.


  He sighed. “Well if you aren’t, would you mind moving out of my way? I’m kind of in a hurry here.”


  I stepped to the side, responding under my breath. “I’m pretty sure the plane won’t leave without you.”


  “Some people,” said the next guy in line. He was young, maybe about twenty, wearing a Bob Marley shirt, rolling his eyes at the guy who was in such a hurry.


  I gave him a slight smile to let him know I appreciated the support. He gestured for me to go in front of him, so I accepted and stepped into place in the line.


  “Going to stay in Paris or are you just connecting?” he asked me as we moved forward slowly, getting closer and closer to the door that would lead us to the plane.


  “I’m staying. Just for a couple days.”


  “Ah, man, that’s not enough time. You gotta stay at least two weeks.”


  “I can’t. I have to work.”


  “Well, make sure you see the Eiffel Tower and the Arc de Triumph for sure. And the Louvre of course and Notre Dame. Oh, and the catacombs are freaky but pretty amazing too.”


  It was my turn to hand over my ticket. The agent scanned it and smiled, handing my boarding pass back to me. “Welcome aboard.”


  The hallway loomed before me, and the idea that I’d soon be meeting Antoine in the flesh made my pulse quicken. I started to sweat too. Great.


  “You ever been? To Paris, I mean?” The Bob Marley guy asked me after passing through the gate behind me. He kind of skipped to catch up.


  “Nope. Never.”


  “It’s so cool there. I go a lot. Any time I can get the money together. Someday I’m gonna live there.”


  I stopped in the hallway and turned around to look at him. “What’s your favorite part? I mean, why would you want to live there?” I felt like this guy could give me some insight into the city I’ve only ever dreamed about.


  His eyes took on a faraway look. “I don’t know. It’s like… all things are possible there, like if you can dream it, it can happen.” He shook his head and smiled self-consciously. “Paris turns me into a goofball poet sometimes.”


  I smiled to make him feel better. “Not a goofball. Maybe a poet, though.”


  When I turned around again, I realized his conversation and my feet had carried me all the way to the door of the plane. I was now just footsteps away from meeting my new fake fiancé.


  “Have a great trip,” the poet said to me as he turned right to go into coach.


  “Thanks. You too,” I said, turning left so I could enter the first class cabin.


  


Chapter Four


  I was in row two, seat one. Entering at row ten gave me about thirty seconds to prepare myself for seeing Antoine. I counted from where I was standing and sought out my spot. The seat next to it was empty.


  My heart sank a little as I wondered what this could mean. Is he not coming? Did he chicken out? Is he late? Is he sitting somewhere else?


  I brought enough money to get a hotel room and do some sight-seeing, so it wouldn’t be a big deal if he didn’t show, but I had to admit that it would be disappointing. My curiosity was getting the better of me.


  I stored my carry-on in the bin above our row and took the seat nearest the window. Did he give me a window seat on purpose? A part of me hoped he had. That would have been very thoughtful, and the Antoine of my imagination was just that kind of guy.


  I’d never seen anything so spacious and new on a plane in all my life. Each seat was its own little pod, with a chair that was wide enough for two people. It had a television, a down quilt, and a gorgeous full-sized pillow too. I knew without seeing it happen that this seat would turn into a twin-sized bed when I was ready to sleep. Antoine must be loaded.


  It crossed my mind that I could fall asleep here in Miami and wake up refreshed in Paris without even having to deal with the flight. I could dream right past all of it. This trip was looking better and better with every second that went by. First class, baby!


  A flight attendant brought me a small tumbler of warm mixed nuts and a cool glass of champagne that I happily sipped as my heart raced way too fast. Every time a man walked near my row, I thought for sure I was looking at Antoine.


  But he wasn’t the bald man with the pink polo shirt stretched across his vast belly. Thank goodness for small favors. He wasn’t the tiny Indian man wearing a suit two sizes too big. And he wasn’t the muscle-bound black man who looked like he might actually have difficulty fitting in that big first class seat because his shoulders were so broad.


  I had just about given up on the idea that he’d make it to the plane at all when a man’s voice came to me from the aisle on my right.


  “Hello. Would you by any chance be Melissa?”


  I turned around and my eyes landed on the small silver buckle of his black leather belt. My eyes traveled upwards, taking in the tailored black suit, red tie, and blue shirt, finally resting on his face.


  Tan. Angular features. Stunning yellow-green eyes. Dark, carelessly styled hair. And a smile bright enough to block out the sun.


  Holy Jesus. I tried to swallow but my throat was too dry all of a sudden. What happened to the comb-over? The single eye? The love handles that spoke of too many beer-n-pizza nights?


  “That’s me,” I said, my voice coming out a little strangled. He was way, way, way better-looking than I had expected. Like… way. Sweat busted out of my every pore.


  “And you must be Antoine?” How in the hell this guy didn’t have a fiancée already was suddenly very clear. Obviously, he was gay.


  He held out his hand for me to shake it. “In the flesh.”


  We pressed our hands together and a tingle went from my palm to my chest and then spread downward from there. I became acutely aware of exactly how long it had been since I’d last had sex. Too long. Way too long. And this was happening to me after touching a gay man.


  I seriously needed some help at this point, but there was no help for me aside from the champagne. I quickly finished the glass off and put it down on my little table, trying to hide the slight tremble in my hand.


  His eyes crinkled at the corners as his smile took over again. “It’s so nice to meet you.”


  It was then that I detected just the faintest hint of an accent. I tried like hell for the next two minutes to get my brain back online as he settled into the seat next to me.


  


Chapter Five


  I was so busy trying not to be nervous, I didn’t notice the plane taxiing down the runway and taking off. Or maybe it was the insane comfort of that seat that made it impossible to feel the wheels of the plane bumping over the tarmac.


  I dug through my purse for a full five minutes after Antoine sat down, getting out my iPod and headphones and various other things… anything to keep from having to talk to him or even think of things to say.


  My mind was drawing a blank, in a blind panic over the fact that I was in first class with a model-handsome man who obviously moved in different circles than I normally did. Why did he pick me to come on this trip? He could have had anyone!


  Luckily he was busy taking things out of his briefcase and settling in too, so it wasn’t totally obvious I was blowing him off or freaking out.


  I wondered how long we could keep this up - pretending that this wasn’t completely insane being on this flight together. To Paris. In First Class seats that probably cost about ten thousand dollars each.


  “So, tell me all about yourself,” Antoine said, turned slightly in his seat to look at me.


  I froze in place, my headphones dangling from my hand. I stared at my purse, trying to come up with an answer that would be both witty and intelligent.


  “Ummmm… well… ” I stalled out there. So much for having a brain.


  I looked up and gave him a pitiful smile. “Sorry. I guess I don’t know where to start.” He was entitled to know stuff about me, so I had planned to share, but right now with him staring at me, all my personal details jumbled up into one big mass of blah, blah, blah and I couldn’t think of what to say.


  He winked and smiled. “Put you on the spot, didn’t I?”


  “Maybe a little.”


  His face smoothed out and he lowered his voice. “Thanks so much for doing this for me. I really appreciate it. You have no idea… ”


  “Oh, no, I think I get it.” I gave him my most brilliant smile. Being gay in a family who didn’t accept it was so hard. I had a friend Dave who’d been tortured by the terrible things his parents said to him when he came out, so I totally got it. “I’m really happy to help.” I put my hand on his arm briefly and tilted my head, letting him know that I knew what he was dealing with.


  Suddenly it was the easiest thing in the world to talk to him and be near him. He went from available man to brother in the blink of an eye.


  He frowned for a split second and then blinked and smiled briefly. “Good. So… where are you from? Do you have family nearby? How many brothers and sisters do you have?”


  I giggled. “No secrets, huh?”


  “It’s a wedding and I’m bringing a fiancée. Believe me, my family is going to be all over you with questions. I need to know the answers myself so I don’t get caught in a lie.”


  It made me so sad to think he had to lie to his family to be accepted. Feelings of caring and even love surged up in me. I wanted to protect him, to make his life okay.


  That settled it. I would be his personal hero this trip. From this moment on, I’d be dedicated to the cause.


  I jumped right back into the conversation, excited about what we were doing. The details of my life began to flow freely through my brain and out of my mouth.


  “Okay, well, I’m originally from Buffalo, New York, but I moved to Miami fifteen years ago. I was married young and divorced three years ago.”


  “What is your ex’s name?”


  “Brad. Braaaadley.” I rolled my eyes and then smiled. Antoine and I were like two girlfriends chatting over failed love now. I could totally get into this.


  Antoine smiled back politely. “Any family nearby?”


  “Nope. They’re all in Buffalo. I followed Bradley down and left them all behind.”


  “Sisters or brothers?”


  “I have one sister and one brother. I’m the middle kid.”


  “I could have guessed that,” he said, a twinkle in his eye.


  “Oh yeah?” I smiled back. “How so?”


  He gave me a one-shoulder shrug. “You took pity on me and went to extraordinary lengths to help me out. That’s a middle child thing, I think.”


  “Lots of girls would have taken you up on this offer. How many emails did you get?”


  He looked up at the wall, calculating, before answering. “About thirty maybe.”


  I shook my head. “If they only knew you’d be flying them in First Class, you would have had ten times that many. Probably more.”


  “I’m glad you like it,” he said, his expression almost humble. “I didn’t want to freak you out, but I figured with what you were doing for me, it was the least I could do.”


  I slipped my shoes off and put on the little socks that came in a free bag of stuff from the airline. “I hope you don’t mind,” I said. “These shoes are kind of uncomfortable.” I’d never admit that to a regular guy, but I had a feeling he’d understand.


  He looked down at them. “Why did you wear them if they make your feet hurt?”


  I kicked them a little farther away. “An excellent question. I’m going to plead insanity.”


  “They are… pretty,” he said, sounding a bit awkward, like he didn’t know how to compliment a woman’s shoes.


  I looked at him, waiting to hear him comment on the red soles that signaled the designer any gay man who cared about fashion would know, but he said nothing further. It was strange considering what he was wearing; obviously he spent a lot of time putting his outfits together. He was probably shy, worried about what I’d think if he came right out and said what was on his mind.


  “And what do you do for a living?” he asked.


  “I write an advice column for the local paper and for an online magazine.”


  His face brightened. “Really? That sounds interesting.” He paused. “Different.”


  I shrugged, embarrassed to be talking about myself and my work. Most guys thought what I do for a living is pretty ridiculous, but obviously Antoine was different than any other guy I’d gone out with.


  “Yeah, it’s definitely different. And interesting. It keeps me busy. Pays the bills. Plus, I like helping people.”


  “And how does a person get a job as an advice columnist? Are you a psychologist?”


  “Not really. I majored in psychology in college, but it was more my way with words that got me the job, I think.” I sighed. “And my terrible experiences with dating and stuff.”


  “You’ve had some bad ones?”


  “Ugh, you have no idea.” Or maybe he did have an idea. “Bad experiences are the best teachers, though, right?”


  He didn’t look like he agreed. “That’s one way to look at it.”


  “I try to stay positive.”


  He pressed his lips together and nodded, looking as if he was lost in thought. “What’s the paper you write for?”


  “Miami Times. And their online version as well. Sometimes we run different letters in the two media. My editor says it gets people buying the paper instead of just going online. He’s kind of old school. Doesn’t want paper to go the way of the eight-track.”


  “Gotcha.” Antoine lowered his seat back a little, but kept his eyes on me. “When is your birthday?”


  “Next month on the twentieth.”


  “And you are… let me guess… twenty-five?”


  “Ha, ha, very funny. No, I will be thirty-six this year.”


  He play-frowned. “That can’t be right.”


  I wanted to giggle over the obvious flattery. Instead I just got a smile cramp. “Trust me, it can.”


  “You’re older than me by two years.” He said it like it intrigued him.


  “I can be a cradle robber, then.” I winked at him, joining in the fake-flirting game.


  “I’ve never dated an older woman,” he said. “Huh.”


  It was on the tip of my tongue to say ‘Or any woman for that matter’, but then I realized that might not be true. Plenty of gay men dated women. For some of them it was all part of the charade. For others an attempt to be something everyone wanted them to be. He’d probably had to wrestle with all the same issues my friend Dave had.


  I reached out and put my hand on his arm, feeling totally connected to him on a girlfriend-girlfriend level. “Don’t worry, Antoine. I’ll guide you through the whole thing.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “You will?”


  “Absolutely.” I patted his arm and smiled warmly. “We’re in this together. By the time we leave that wedding, they’ll be naming our future children for us.”


  A slow smile spread across his beautiful face. “Ambitious.” He paused before continuing. “Ambitious, smart, and beautiful. My family is either going to love you or roast you in the town square.”


  My heart dropped a little in my chest. “What?”


  He waved his comment off and turned to face front. “I’m just kidding. They only seem harsh when you first meet them. I’m sure they’ll calm down after you start talking.”


  He turned his head sideways as his chair went back farther. “I know I already feel at ease. I thought for sure this trip was going to turn me into an uptight mess, but right now all I want to do is take a quick nap. Do you mind? I haven’t slept in two days.”


  I waved my hand around carelessly. “Absolutely, take a nap. Feel free. I’ll wake you when we land.”


  He smiled lazily as his lids dropped down. “No need for that. I’ll only sleep about an hour. I never sleep on planes.”


  And that was the last word he said for the nine hours it took us to cross the Atlantic Ocean and land in Paris.


  


Chapter Six


  “I Can’t believe I slept for the entire flight,” Antoine said, sounding very distracted and upset about it. The taxi driver was busy loading our luggage into the back of his car as we climbed into the rear bench seat of the Mercedes.


  “Relax, it’s fine. I slept a little too and did like eight Sudoku puzzles.” I didn’t tell him that I also watched three movies because I didn’t want to rub in the fact that he left me kind of hanging there. He knew a lot about me, but I knew nothing about him. I was going to have to cram in the taxi.


  “I’m really sorry,” he said, looking genuinely contrite. “We were supposed to spend that time getting to know one another.”


  “So tell me about you, then,” I said. “You already know most of what you need to know about me.”


  “Are you kidding?” He ran his hand through his hair, making it stand on end. “I only know the basics. I need to know more.”


  I leaned over without thinking and fixed the hairs that were too unruly and smoothed over the rest of it, running my fingers down his earlobe as I finished. It was fuzzy and cute. If he were my real boyfriend, I’d be kissing it right now.


  He froze into a very still position and just waited for me to finish.


  “There, that’s better,” I said, patting his cheek. He was too adorable for words. “What else do you need to know? Go ahead and ask. I’m an open book.”


  I sat back in my seat and smiled, waiting for him to respond.


  He blinked a few times and shook his head before responding. “What’s your favorite color?”


  “Turquoise.”


  “Your favorite number?”


  “Twenty-four.”


  “Why twenty-four?” he asked, bemused.


  “Because it’s so divisible, of course.”


  “Of course.” He smiled, looking so charming it made me want to hug him. I restrained myself.


  “What is your favorite book?”


  “A Wrinkle In Time.”


  “Favorite movie?”


  “Pretty Woman.”


  He stared at me for the longest time without saying anything.


  At first I smiled, but then I started getting paranoid. “Do I have something in my teeth?”


  He laughed once. “I don’t know. Do you?”


  I grinned big and leaned forward. “Tell me.”


  “No,” he said, laughing. “You’re good.”


  “Okay, so we have to have a plan,” I said, getting serious. “If we’re at this wedding thing and I have something in my teeth, you need to give me the signal.”


  He lifted his brows. “The signal?”


  “Yes. Say ‘fangle’. Just casually drop the word or whatever.”


  “Fangle? Is that a word?”


  “It is in my family. Secret code for you have something in your teeth. Use it if necessary. I don’t want to embarrass you at this shindig. I once went through an entire business meeting with salad wedged in next to my incisor.”


  He kept grinning but not saying anything.


  “What?” I reached up and touched my hair. “Is it my hair? It’s completely flat isn’t it?”


  I tried to brush it out before he woke up, but I didn’t want to get up and use the mirror. I was too comfortable in my seat, and by the time I thought of it, the plane was descending and the seatbelt light had come on.


  “Your hair is beautiful,” he said, reaching up to touch it. “Very soft.”


  I grinned, relieved he wasn’t thinking anything critical. “I use coconut oil. That’s my best beauty secret. Feel free to use it.”


  His eyes rolled up to stare at his forehead. “Do I need it?”


  I reached out and touched his thick, wavy hair again. “No. Your hair is perfect in every way.” I wasn’t kidding either. Any man would have killed for his thick, wavy locks.


  He took my hand from his head and held it near him on the seat. “In every way? Hmm… ” He gave me a dark look, like something out of a seriously sexy movie.


  The mood in the taxi instantly changed to something scary and thrilling at the same time. My sex-drive kicked into high gear. It was more than a little confusing, considering the fact that he was truly unavailable.


  “Compliments like that will get you everywhere, young lady,” he said. “You’d better be careful.”


  An electric shock zipped up from our hands to my chest with his words.


  I had to look away so he wouldn’t see the effect he was having on me. I didn’t want him thinking I had any plans to try and convince him to be something he’s not. I’m not that stupid, even though if there ever were a time I’d try, it would be with him.


  Woof. This much hotness? This much adorableness? This much… class? It made me sad for women everywhere that he was not on the market for one of us. Guys have all the luck.


  “Why are you suddenly so sad?” he asked, squeezing my hand gently. “Did I say something wrong?”


  I shook my head and put on a fake smile until the real one could catch up. “No, not at all. You’re doing just fine.”


  He looked at me sideways but didn’t comment. I was glad because I wasn’t sure I’d be able to explain myself. I’d never before been attracted to a gay man, but to say I wasn’t in this situation would have been a lie.


  Antoine had something special about him that made him impossible to resist. My heart was falling for him while my brain lectured away, all the way around the city of Paris and into the center where we pulled up in front of an immense building with a uniformed man standing outside.


  “Welcome to my family’s humble home,” Antoine said, getting out of the taxi and holding his hand out for me.


  As I got out of the cab, the uniformed man opened the door to the building, and I found myself facing an atrium of huge proportions and a courtyard filled with trees and flowers beyond.


  


Chapter Seven


  “Just follow me and smile,” Antoine said, putting on a plastic grin of his own.


  My earlier confidence was gone with the wind, leaving behind paranoia and stark fear. “Antoine!” I whisper-yelled.


  He stopped and turned, leaning down to look at me closely. “What?”


  “I don’t know anything about you!”


  He put his hand on my cheek and stared into my eyes. “We’ll have a few minutes alone as we settle our bags. We’ll catch up then, I promise.”


  No sooner had he said that then a bunch of voices started echoing around the high walls and ceilings. My split second of soothed feelings did a one-eighty and I was once more in a blind panic.


  Antoine’s eyes rolled up and closed. “Oh la vache,” he said.


  “What? What’s that mean?” I instantly started freaking out over the fact that he just said something in French. Why did I not know he spoke French? Why did I not even consider this? What is wrong with my frigging brain?


  “It means, brace yourself. My mother has arrived.” His accent was suddenly very thick.


  “Really?”


  “No. Literally it means, oh the cow, but it’s not to be taken that way.”


  When his mother came around a corner and into view, I realized he was right. She might have weighed a hundred pounds if she had all her clothes on and they were wet.


  Two other women flanked her sides and they were just as wispy as her but maybe a little taller. No way could anyone call these ladies cows.


  “Maman,” he said in a distinctly French accent.


  “Mon coeur,” she said in a deep, frog-toned voice that belied her heavy cigarette usage. She took the side of her son’s face in her one hand and tilted her head up. They shared two kisses, one on each cheek.


  “Mathilde,” he said, giving two kisses to one girl who had a somewhat stern expression going.


  “Antoine.” She said something else, but it was all in French so I didn’t catch it.


  I stood nervously off to the side as Antoine moved on to the other woman, a girl a few years young than I. “Caroline. You pain in the ass,” he said, smiling as he gave her two kisses.


  “Give me three bisous, brother, I live in the south now.” Caroline held onto him for one more kiss, insisting on one extra even as he pretended to protest.


  Mathilde rolled her eyes as if she didn’t approve. Antoine’s mother turned her gaze to me, and as Antoine straightened, her daughters joined her.


  I felt like I was standing in front of a firing squad. Never before have I been more conscious of my lack of recent hygiene or rumpled state of dress.


  “And this must be the girlfriend,” said Antoine’s mother, her tone neutral.


  Caroline lifted one eyebrow a little. “I believe she is la fiancée, Maman, not only la petite copine.”


  Maman sniffed. “I am pleased to meet you. You may call me Marie-France.”


  I reached out and took her hand to shake it, feeling even more awkward when I found it limp and her expression one of slight distaste. I had no choice but to soldier on, though.


  “I’m Melissa. Nice to meet you too. I’ve heard so much about you from Antoine.”


  “No need to stand on formality terms,” Caroline said with a super cute accent, stepping up and giving me three kisses. “Handshakes are for strangers. You are family now.”


  I had nothing to say to that, my guilt over our little charade making it hard to think straight. I just went with the flow, hoping I was doing the kissing part right.


  “Don’t force yourself on her,” said Mathilde, holding out a more formal handshake to me. “Welcome, Melissa.” She said my name like May-Lisa. “We are pleased to finally meet you.” She looked at her brother, her face expressionless. “Antoine is always so secretive about his love life. Believe me when I say, you are a big surprise to the entire family.”


  Antoine moved to my side and put his arm around my shoulders, pulling me back away from them, effectively putting some distance between them and us. “That’s enough. I don’t want you overwhelming her and sending her running. Which rooms are we in so that we can go freshen up before lunch?”


  “Rooms?” His mother raised an eyebrow. “We put you together in your old room.” She looked at me to explain. “The French are not as puritanical as the Americans. You are free to share a bed in my home. I will not pretend that you don’t when you are home.”


  My jaw dropped open but my brain would not cooperate by providing the proper response. Thankfully, Antoine was a quicker thinker than I turned out to be.


  “Excellent. We live together back in the States so this will be very comfortable for us. Come on, chérie, let’s go unpack.”


  My heart was racing triple time, but I did my best to seem casual and completely cool over this madness. “Okay, good idea. It was nice meeting you all.” I waved as Antoine led me away.


  “Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god,” I started whispering as soon as we were around the corner.


  “Don’t worry. I’ve got everything handled,” he said under his breath.


  “Good,” I replied, acting like I believed him and that my mind wasn’t filled with images of us naked in bed together and people expecting us to have sex.


  


Chapter Eight


  “How many siblings do you have?” I asked around my toothbrush, scrubbing furiously in my panic.


  I was standing in the small ensuite bathroom in my bra and panties, completely comfortable with the fact that I was nearly naked with a strange man standing ten feet away. Seeing as how he’d never be interested in what I had to offer, I didn’t see the need for modesty when we were so short on time and space.


  I had about ten minutes to get to know his entire life history and change into something more suited to a fancy French lunch with a bunch of people I was supposed to lie my ass off to. Holy shit.


  “Two. Caroline and Mathilde. I’m the oldest and then there’s Mathilde and finally there’s the baby of the family, Caroline. I’m closer to her.”


  “I could tell.” I spit in the sink. “And your father?” I rinsed the foam down the drain and took a sip of the water to finish up. The towel I used to wipe my face smelled of laundry soap and forest trees. I hiked my boobs up inside my bra as I stared at my reflection.


  “Dead,” Antoine said, coughing back a choke or something. “He passed away ten years ago at Christmas time of lung cancer. My mother still mourns him.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, running my fingers down the outside of my panty line over my butt cheek, trying to get it in just the right spot before I slipped on my dress.


  “It’s been long enough for everyone else to get over, but not her. She likes to hang on to things.”


  “Where did you go to school?” I asked, pulling my dress off the hanger.


  “Duke. And you?”


  “University of Miami, Journalism major.”


  “I majored in business and marketing,” he offered.


  I paused in the middle of adjusting my dress and turned to face him, just in time for me to see him remove the undershirt he’d been wearing under his collared one.


  Holy hot-buttered croissants. Talk about ripped. There was a tattoo of a black horse on his left pec. I quickly turned back to the mirror and pretended to be studying my teeth for fangle.


  “What do you do for a living?” I asked, feeling foolish that I hadn’t thought to ask this before on the plane.


  “I import French wine to the United States.”


  “Do you have a store?” I put my torturous heels on and stepped over closer to the doorway, still not looking in his direction. It was like I couldn’t help but want to be nearer to him.


  “Only online.”


  “What’s it called?”


  “Delacroix Importations.”


  “Where’d you get that name?” I threw my floss in the garbage and picked up my hairbrush, stalling for more time so he could completely dress before I turned around again.


  I ran the brush through my hair with a fury reserved for managing extreme emotion. Right now that emotion was nervousness. I so wanted to see him naked, but knew it was wrong to try.


  Gay or not, if he kept showing me all his best parts like that, I was going to have to sleep in another room. A girl can only take so much.


  “It’s my family name. Antoine Delacroix.”


  I giggle. “It sounds really French.”


  He walked over and stood near the entrance to the bathroom, now wearing a black polo shirt and European style jeans that did way too much for his thighs and other regions.


  “That’s because it is.”


  He reached his hand into the bathroom and took my upper arm, making it impossible for me to ignore him anymore.


  I turned to face him, staring at his chin. His eyes were too beautiful for me to deal with at that moment and this new outfit emphasized every last inch of his amazing body way more than that suit did.


  “I feel bad that I’ve stuck you in the middle of all this. If you want out, all you have to do is say so, and I’ll have you in a hotel or back on a plane or whatever you want.”


  I had to look up then. He sounded so sad. All I wanted to do was make him happy again when I saw those puppy dog eyes.


  “I’m not going anywhere, Antoine. Seriously. I’m here for you.” I took in a deep breath and let it out.


  “What was that sigh for?”


  I closed my eyes and shook my head. “You don’t want to know.” Flashes of his naked torso filled my mind. He could have easily been a millionaire underwear model. And I knew if I saw him in his underwear I’d have to leave the room to be able to keep my hands off him.


  He stroked my upper arm. “Yes, I do. Tell me. I promise, whatever it is, I’ll understand.”


  I opened my eyes and stared at the ceiling. “Okay, fine. You want to know, I’ll tell you.” I took a step away from him and turned to face the mirror. There was no way I could say this right to his face.


  I pretended to be searching for something in my little valise on the edge of the sink. “I know this is not a real relationship and you’re not on the market and neither am I… at least not in the same market as you… but you’re seriously good looking and I just saw you half-naked, and I can only deal with so much at a time. I’m only human, you know. And I haven’t had sex in forever and… gah… I’ve said enough. You get the picture.”


  My ears burned as I waited for his reply. Seconds ticked by and the silence grew so loud it filled my ears. I could hear my heart beating in my head. Stupid, stupid, stupid, why did you say all that?!


  “I’ll leave you alone so you can get ready,” he said, his voice rough.


  My heart ached with what I might have just done with my careless words. He already had enough pressure on him, and now I just made him feel guilty and who knows what else. What an asshole I am.


  “Antoine?” I called out just as the door to the room closed behind him.


  


Chapter Nine


  I left the room in search of the rest of the family. The coward in me hoped they’d all be present so Antoine and I wouldn’t have to be alone. I’d humiliated myself by telling him essentially that he turned me on.


  I am every gay man’s nightmare. A girl who falls in love with him after he was just being nice. Ugh. When will I ever learn?


  I’m the shits with men, no matter what the situation. Quitting that online dating thing was the best decision I’ve made in years.


  Following the sounds of voices and dishes clanking, I found myself in the open-roofed courtyard. Flowers in pinks, reds, and whites hung from pots and grew from planters rimming the courtyard, while sunbeams filtered in and made dancing shadows with the leaves.


  A large round table was set with linens and fine china. Silver with elaborate scrollwork lay in perfect order next to etched crystal champagne flutes. All eyes shifted to me as I entered.


  “Now we can begin,” Marie-France said, moving towards the large round table.


  “But Guillaume and Béa are not here yet,” said Mathilde.


  “They will be in five minutes. I have talked to the driver.” Marie-France looked at me and gestured to the seat next to her. “You will sit here with me so we can talk about my son.”


  “Ah non, Maman, please, give her time to settle in,” Antoine pleaded, moving as if to intervene.


  “No, it’s okay,” I said, holding up my hand to stop him. “I’m happy to sit here.” I had a lot of work to do, making up for that stupid situation I’d created in the bedroom earlier. Besides, I’d rather sit next to the matriarch than the guy I was lusting after but could never have.


  We all sat down, and I put my napkin in my lap. Everyone else left theirs in place, making me worried that I’d already screwed up some local custom. I so wanted Antoine’s family to like me. It was the least I could do for him.


  “So, tell me, May-Lisa, what do you do for your career?” Marie-France asked. “Or maybe you don’t work.”


  “No, I do. Actually, I… ”


  Antoine interrupted. “She writes an advice column for the Miami Times.” He said it with so much pride in his voice, it made me blush. “It’s very popular. Many people credit her with saving the paper edition of the journal.”


  My eyes nearly crossed with embarrassment. “Antoine, that’s not really true.”


  “Sure it is,” he said, taking his napkin and putting it in his lap. He winked at me.


  I wanted to throw my spoon at him for playing around with me like this. He had to know what he was doing to my heart and my libido. I squirmed in my seat, once again imagining him naked in bed, next to me and smiling and winking like that. Argh.


  “You can Google it,” he said.


  “You can?” I asked. Now I couldn’t tell if he was messing with me or not, but he sure sounded convincing.


  “Absolutely.” He looked at his youngest sister. “Just put in the search terms Miami Times and Melissa Major and you’ll find the articles.”


  I swallowed a sip of my bubbly water with difficulty. He knew my last name from the tickets he had to buy, but he never mentioned doing a search online of me. When did that happen?


  I couldn’t fault him for doing it, though. He was presenting me as his fiancée to his entire family. He had to be sure I wasn’t a total psycho. It made me respect him more to think he bothered to be safe.


  But why did he ask me all those questions in the airplane if he already knew some of the answers? I thought about it for a second and realized he was probably checking to see if I’d tell the truth. That was another point in his favor.


  “It’s true. I saw it,” said Caroline. She leaned in towards me from across the table. “We were shameless Googling you before lunch. Don’t hate us for being noses.” She smiled too cutely to be mad at her.


  “Nosey, Caroline,” Antoine said, shaking his head. “The word is nosey, not noses.”


  She waved her glass at her brother. “What you like. I don’t care. She’s knows what I means.”


  Before I could chime in, the door to the courtyard opened up and two people walked through. Everyone around the table stood, so I scrambled to do the same.


  “Bonjour! Bonjour!” everyone said as they moved to exchange kisses with the newcomers.


  “This is our cousin, Guillaume and his lady to marry, Béa,” Caroline said, standing at my side. “It is their wedding we will assist later today.”


  I nodded, not sure what she meant by assisting. Were we supposed to help with something?


  “Do they live close by?” I asked.


  “Yes, in the city in another arrondissement, but not far.”


  She left me to greet them and I followed behind, feeling distinctly out of place among all these French people who knew exactly what to do and when to do it. I couldn’t understand a word they were saying.


  “You need to use your English today, otherwise my fiancée will feel very out of place,” Antoine said, coming up beside me and putting his arm around my waist as he faced his cousin.


  I could feel my ears and cheeks growing hot with embarrassment.


  “Oh, it’s okay,” I said, feeling a tiny bit ashamed that I hadn’t bothered to learn any French before I came. “You don’t have to do that for me.”


  Marie-France turned and stared me down. “Oh. Do you speak French?”


  “Um… no.” I wanted to shrivel up and die at her implied meaning. I was not good enough for her son, and on this point, we agreed.


  “Then I suppose it will be English today,” she said, turning away with an overburdened sigh.


  “Ignore her,” Antoine said quietly in my ear. “She’s always giving me a hard time about living in The States. She’s a nationalist.”


  I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You are seriously freaking me out,” I said in a whisper, unable to stop myself. My body was tingling everywhere a part of him was in contact with me.


  “Why? Because I’m trying to help you feel more comfortable around my impossible-to-please mother?” He was smiling, I could tell from his tone.


  I looked at him out of the corner of my eye and spoke between gritted teeth. “You know very well what I’m talking about.”


  It was like he was enjoying sexually frustrating me. Was this some kind of game, to frustrate the straight girl? Maybe it was my punishment for making him feel uncomfortable earlier. I supposed I kind of deserved it in that way. It made me laugh, how ridiculous all of this was.


  “What’s so funny?” he asked, leaning against me just a little bit more than he already was.


  I elbowed him, my face flushing all over again. “Stop flirting with me, you jerk.”


  He leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Why should I stop when it’s so much fun?”


  The air from his breath blowing across my neck was enough to give me goosebumps all over my body. I said a prayer of thanks to the gods above when Caroline took me by the arm and pulled me away from her brother.


  “Come and meet the loving birds,” she said. “The other loving birds, I mean.” She looked at her brother and winked.


  “Lovebirds, Caroline. Lovebirds,” Antoine corrected.


  Caroline snorted. “What you like, brother.”


  It made me feel terrible to think we were fooling Caroline. I was going to make Antoine tell her the truth after we left. It wouldn’t be fair to lead her on for too much longer. She seemed genuinely happy for him, unlike his mother and other sister.


  “Béa and Guillaume, this is Antoine’s fiancée, May—Lisa,” she said with a flourish and a grin.


  Béa and Guillaume exchanged a surprised look. “Fiancée?” Guillaume asked.


  “Yes, can you believe it?” Caroline clapped her hands together. “So many good newses today.”


  I couldn’t help but smile at her English. She was too adorable for words, just like her brother. It made me a little bit sad to know that I wasn’t really going to be a part of this family.


  “Welcome to the family,” Guillaume said without hesitation. “I never thought I would see this day that Antoine settled down.”


  We exchanged the two cheek air-kisses and then I did the same with Béa. She said nothing and I soon learned she was either too shy to speak English or didn’t know how. I prayed that someone would seat her next to me.


  We made our way back to the table, took our spots, and got through three courses of food and then a plate of cheese before the question came. The question that both Antoine and I had stupidly forgotten to discuss before we sat down with his family.


  


Chapter Ten


  “So, May-Lisa,” Mathilde said in a very casual tone, “tell us about how you met my brother… ”


  My mouth opened and closed like I was some kind of fish out of water. I reached for my glass to take a quick sip and accidentally hit it with the end of my finger instead, sending it sideways towards Antoine’s mother.


  I yelped, and half jumped out of my chair to try and stop it from dumping its contents into her cheese plate.


  The tablecloth somehow got stuck to me and yanked, pulling everything in front of me closer. My plate bounced up and then down, sending a crust of bread over onto Guillaume’s silverware.


  My champagne tipped over, breaking the glass and sending the bubbly, sticky liquid over the tablecloth towards Antoine’s mother.


  Everyone leaped up at once and the entire table jangled with all the bumping around. More glasses fell. More people screamed. And then Caroline started laughing.


  “She is a force of nature, Antoine!”


  Guillaume also laughed, placing his hand on my upper arm to steady me.


  At this point I decided freezing in place was my best bet since I’d already caused enough destruction. I assumed a hunched-over position, looming over my plate, my arms out over the table in a Superman pose.


  Antoine looked over at me, his eyes sparkling with humor. “It was destiny that we found each other. We met entirely by chance.”


  I used the opportunity his distraction provided to straighten up and gather my wits. Someone who had helped to serve the food had already come to Marie-France’s rescue, cleaning up the spilled champagne before it could reach her lap.


  “Ah-hem, yes, that’s true.” I said, my voice a little shaky. “It was just luck, I guess.”


  Everyone slowly sat down and righted their dishes and glasses, waiting for the rest of our explanation.


  I sent a pleading look to Antoine. Get us out of this! I was silently yelling across the table as I slowly sat back down.


  “So, I was a fan of her work, actually.”


  My eyes bugged out at this whopper of a lie.


  “I read her advice column in the paper for almost a year.”


  “Really? Oh, that’s so romantical,” said Caroline, leaning her chin in her hand as she stared at her brother and then at me.


  “And one day, I saw this particularly nice piece about loss and grieving associated with losing a dear pet.”


  My face started to burn again. I knew the exact article he was talking about. Could he have guessed I wrote something like that or did he really read it?


  “A pet?” Marie-France said. “Like a dog or a cat?”


  “Exactly,” Antoine said, looking meaningfully at his mother before continuing. “And I realized that this was a person with a big heart and an understanding of human nature that goes beyond what most people can grasp.”


  Had he read that article today with his sister when they Googled me? Or maybe he read it after he got my name for the plane tickets. I was torn between being flattered and scared that he knew way more about me than I knew about him.


  “Most people do not understand how close a beloved pet can be to a family,” Marie-France said.


  I turned in time to see her eyes go all misty before she looked down at the ground.


  “And so, I said to myself, Antoine! You must write her an email and tell her exactly what you think.”


  “And so he did,” I said, wanting to be a part of the illusion he was weaving around us. I wanted it to be true. Caroline was right. This was way more romantic than an ad looking for a fake fiancée to fool a family with.


  “And she agreed to meet with me.”


  “So we met for coffee,” I said. “At a local café.”


  “And she ordered an espresso, which I took to be a good sign.”


  Caroline nodded. “That’s very French.”


  “Exactly.” Antoine grinned. “And she told me about her life and her family. I learned that her favorite color is turquoise and that she wears shoes that are beautiful but uncomfortable, and later I learned that when she sleeps she makes a very cute sound with her breath and her eyelashes flutter up and down as she dreams.”


  My voice was hoarse as I completed the picture that floated dreamily through my mind. “And I learned that Antoine works too hard, doesn’t sleep enough, and misses his family.”


  The entire table went silent for what seemed like a very long time. Antoine and I stared at one another across the table.


  And then something happened. I don’t know how to describe what it was, but something changed between us. This was no longer a game, but something real. Even though we were telling stories, we were fully invested. We were these people we were talking about. We were together.


  “So when’s the wedding?” Guillaume asked, causing everyone to finally breathe and laugh a little.


  “Very soon,” Antoine said, still staring at me, his gaze intense and no smile anywhere. “I can’t let her get away.”


  “Hey, maybe you can be married while you are here!” said Caroline. “Would that be a fantastic thing? Yes, I think so!”


  Her suggestion broke through the haze of what could have been and brought the panic of reality back full force.


  “Oh, no, my family would want to be there,” I said, looking at everything but Antoine… the table, my napkin, the stain on the table left behind by my champagne.


  “We’ll talk about it later,” Antoine said, sounding as uncomfortable as I felt.


  “Yes, let’s discuss tonight’s plan,” Mathilde said. “What time do we meet outside for the transportation to the church?”


  Relieved to no longer be the center of attention, I leaned back in my chair and took a few calming breaths.


  I was well on my way to being okay until the moment I looked up and caught Antoine staring at me. He had the funniest expression on his face. As if he were trying to read my mind.


  


Chapter Eleven


  The wedding was much smaller and more subdued than the American weddings I’d attended in the past. It turned out that we weren’t assisting with anything. That was another one of Caroline’s creative uses of English. We were just meant to attend and throw flower petals at the married couple when it was all over, which we dutifully did.


  Antoine and I had been kept apart after leaving the ceremony and weren’t together again until the dance floor was opened for business and the music started playing. I was glad that I’d thought to bring my tiny purse that was just big enough for my wallet, passport, and phone. It gave me something to play with until someone I could speak to showed up again. The reception place was very small and packed already with lots of sweaty guests, all of whom were speaking rapid French and ignoring me completely.


  “So, how was it?” Antoine asked as he showed up at my side, acting like none of the earlier fantasizing or touching had happened.


  My brain was swirling around and around, trying to figure out what he was thinking.


  “Good. Very nice. Pretty flowers.”


  “Will you marry again someday?” he asked.


  I shrugged, thinking this question was totally loaded. Or maybe he was just being nice. “I hope so. But I guess it’s not all up to me.” I paused wondering if I should go there, but continued on when I realized it was better than dead silence. “How about you?” I asked. “Will you ever get married?” More and more states were allowing gay marriage. It was a fair question.


  “Yes, definitely.”


  I nodded. “Good.”


  “Why good?”


  I looked up to see him staring at me questioningly.


  I felt silly having said it.


  “I don’t know. I guess because… you’re a great guy and you’ll make some other guy really happy.”


  He laughed once and then stopped, his expression going serious. “What did you just say?”


  The music was getting louder, so I spoke up. “I said that you’re a great guy and you’ll make some other guy really happy!”


  Several people turned around to stare at me for a second, scolding or confused expressions on their faces.


  “Why would me being married make some other guy happy?” He was fully facing me now, which forced me to turn and do the same to him.


  I looked up into his impossibly beautiful face and explained. “Because… when you marry someone who loves you, it tends to make them happy.” Duh. What is he not understanding? His English was usually pretty good, so I didn’t know what the problem was this time.


  “Are you suggesting… ?” He stopped and looked out on the dance floor. “No.” He shook his head emphatically.


  “No, what?”


  “No, you’re not doing that.”


  I sighed in annoyance. “I’m not doing what?”


  He looked back at me, frowning like he was mad. “Are you suggesting I’m… ,” he leaned down and whispered really loudly in my face, “… gay?!”


  I had to stop and think about that for a second. “Uh… yeah. Duh.”


  He gritted his teeth, causing his jaw muscle to bounce out as he stared at me. His nostrils flared. His eyes got all dark and dangerous. He couldn’t possibly have looked more male than he did in that moment.


  And that’s when it hit me.


  “Oh, shit,” I said, my face going white.


  “Melissa… ”


  “Antoine, I… ” I didn’t know what to say.


  “Just shut up,” he said, shocking me into silence with his words and then shortly thereafter with his actions.


  Before I knew what was happening, he was grabbing my upper arms and leaning down, putting his lips to mine.


  And that’s the point where I kind of lost my mind.


  And realized once and for all that Antoine was definitely not gay.


  


Chapter Twelve


  I ran. I ran as fast as I could with those heels on and then I kicked them off and ran some more. I ran until I reached the curb and found a taxi waiting for me.


  I didn’t start breathing normally until we were miles away zooming through the streets of Paris.


  “Where are we going, Miss?” the driver asked when his French introduction brought him only a confused expression from me.


  “I don’t know… to the Eiffel Tower I guess.”


  It was the only monument I could remember on the list that was given to me by the rasta guy on the plane. Was it only just yesterday that I was getting on a plane to meet a man I’d never seen before in my life, planning to go to Paris to pretend to be his lover?


  I sank down lower in the seat, realizing how stupid I had been. I fell in love with a guy who I thought was gay and then when he turned out not to be gay, I panicked. I’d been so open with him. I’d paraded around half naked in front of him. I’d touched his hair and his face and wrapped my arm around him. He must have thought I was totally coming on to him!


  How embarrassing.


  And how could I have gotten that so wrong? I tried to think back over the last two days and couldn’t come up with any other conclusion; it’s simply that I’m deaf, dumb, and blind where guys are concerned. I should become a nun.


  “Here you are. Eiffel Tower. Watch for the pickpockets. There are a lot of them here.”


  “Thanks,” I said, slipping him some money before getting out of the car.


  I stood on the sidewalk in my bare feet and looked up at the blinking lights that shone off every inch of the huge monument.


  “You want to buy a keychain?” a skinny man asked me, thousands of them dangling from his arms.


  My first instinct was to say no, but instead I held out a two-euro coin. “Will this buy me one?”


  “Yes, of course. What color? Green, purple, yellow, silver?”


  “Give me the silver one.”


  I took my tiny Eiffel Tower and stared at it, wondering what the hell I was supposed to do now.


  “I thought your favorite color was turquoise,” a voice said behind me.


  I turned around slowly to find Antoine on the sidewalk, his taxi pulling away to leave us there alone. My shoes were dangling from his finger.


  Looking down at my keychain, I laughed. “I guess I was trying to have a memory of something real, not fake.”


  Antoine put my shoes down at my feet and held them still as I slipped into them. I shivered as his finger touched the inside of my ankle.


  “But the real Eiffel Tower is more black than silver in the daytime.” Antoine stood in front of me, his hands in his trouser pockets. He’d abandoned his jacket and tie at the wedding reception, and his collar was open at the neck. Even taken apart, he was too handsome to bear.


  I looked at the ground. “Everything was fake.”


  “Not everything.”


  “Yes, everything.”


  “I don’t agree.”


  I looked up at him, angry that he was arguing, still pretending. “Tell me one thing that was real, Antoine. One thing.”


  “You care about me.”


  “So.”


  “And I care about you.”


  “No you don’t.”


  He laughed. “You can’t tell me how I feel about you.”


  I stuck my chin out. “Yes, I can. You did all of this to fool your family.”


  “And you did everything because you thought I was gay.”


  I laughed at my idiocy. “You can’t really blame me for that.”


  “I’m pretty sure I can. I was doing my best at flirting with you and you took that to mean I like men? It’s a pretty bad shot to the ego, actually.”


  I reached out and pushed his shoulder. “You were not.”


  “Come here,” he said, reaching out and pulling me up against him. His arms dropped to rest at my lower back, and I put my hands on his chest.


  “What are you doing?” I asked at a whisper, staring up into his dark eyes. The night made shadows come out everywhere and he looked like a dark stranger, here to steal me away.


  “I’m going to kiss you. And then I’m going to convince you to come back to my bedroom with me.”


  “And then what?” I asked as his lips came down to mine and my heart raced ten times faster than normal.


  “I’m going to show you how not gay I am.”


  I couldn’t help but laugh as we kissed under the flashing lights of the Eiffel Tower, the sounds of the keychain man jingling in the background.


  


Chapter Thirteen


  We were the only ones home. Antoine left the lights out, but street lamps shining in through the tall bedroom windows lent a soft glow to the room, making it easy to see the outline of his muscular frame.


  “I want to kiss every inch of your beautiful body,” he said, standing next to me as I lay back on the bed.


  “I’m not going to say no to you tonight,” I said in return.


  This was better than I had imagined. Seeing him naked in the pale light was like watching a Greek god from behind a curtain, something I wasn’t meant to see, but a gift. I had thrown all caution to the wind in coming to Paris with a stranger. Now I was going to take it all the way. You only live once, right? And never in my life would I ever be with a man like Antoine again. It would be completely stupid not to do this… whatever it was we were doing.


  He kissed the top of my foot, slowly moving his hand up my leg as his lips followed. He left a trail of his touch from my ankle to my knee, setting me both on fire and making me shiver at the same time.


  I moaned in pleasure. I’d never had anyone worship my body like this. Reaching out for him, I found his hip and slowly moved my hand around to the front of him. I couldn’t quite reach his hard length, but I knew it was there. I had seen its profile when he’d gotten undressed. He was ready for me and there was no question how turned on he was right from the start. The idea that he could be gay was laughable now.


  He got on the bed and kneeled between my legs, lowering himself until his face was near my thighs. Small kisses rained down on my tender skin and moved slowly up to the juncture of my thighs.


  I gasped when his mouth touched me there. Shocks of pleasure shot through me with every stroke of his tongue. I could feel myself getting wetter with every second that passed.


  “Antoine… it’s too much,” I whispered.


  “Shhh, chérie, it’s never too much. Never… ”


  I moaned, not caring who would hear me, reaching out to touch him anywhere I could find. His thick hair was there and I buried my fingers in it, pulling him closer to me, moving my hips in the rhythm he was setting with his mouth. I was shameless because he made it so easy.


  “You taste so good,” he said, his hot breath washing over me.


  I could feel myself swelling with need, with desire. He was bringing me too close to the edge. I was going to lose control.


  “Come up here with me,” I begged. “I want to feel you.”


  He lifted his head and kissed my hipbone, making his way up my stomach until he reached my chest.


  “You have beautiful breasts,” he says, taking one in his hand and kneading it strongly.


  When his lips came to my nipple and sucked, I yelped, surprised by the shock of pleasure it brought.


  “Did I hurt you?” he asked, stopping suddenly.


  “No, no, keep doing it,” I said breathlessly.


  He kneaded more insistently and then moved on to the other breast. I couldn’t help but moan again, nearly to the edge of a cliff I knew I was going to fall from in a big way.


  I reached down and grabbed his cock in my hand, reveling in the thick hardness as I imagined what it would feel like moving inside me. It was hot and smooth, the perfect weapon to conquer my arousal. His tongue would not be enough tonight.


  “Do you have something?” I asked, hating to spoil the mood but not wanting to be stupid and carried away by the moment.


  “Just a second,” he said, pulling away from me for a minute. The sounds of a condom wrapper came and then he was back, lowering his weight onto me once more.


  He put his hands between us and slowly slid a finger inside me. “You’re ready, aren’t you?”


  “Hell yes, I’m ready,” I said with a slight laugh. “I’ve been ready since before we walked in that door.”


  “And I’ve been ready since the moment I saw you in the airport waiting room.”


  I gasped in surprise. “You saw me?”


  He guided the head of his cock into me and slowly sank down, letting the weight of him push it inside me.


  “Yes, I saw you. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was to be with such a beautiful girl for my cousin’s wedding.”


  “But you were late getting on the plane.” I paused to moan as he moved deep inside me and then pulled out a little.


  “I was too nervous to go right in. I stalled until I couldn’t anymore.”


  I smacked his butt lightly. “You’re bad. You had me so freaked out in there.”


  “I did?” I could hear the grin in his voice. “I like to freak you out.” He moved in and out of me, rolling his hips this way and that, finding the secret ways I liked to be touched without me having to say anything.


  My hips joined in his rhythm and we picked up the pace.


  “What happens next,” I whispered, carried away by the emotions and the physical need that was building and threatening to take over.


  “You tell me,” he said, grunting, moving faster and faster. His sweat dripped down on me and made our bodies slide together, making the whole scene even more erotic.


  “I’m going to come!” I said, sounding almost desperate. I clung to him like a drowning woman.


  “That works for me,” he said, just before he let out a mighty yell and started jerking inside me.


  A thousand fireworks went off inside my body as I reached orgasm, and I knew with ever fiber of my being that I was never going to be the same again.


  


Chapter Fourteen


  “You have to marry me now,” he said into my ear as we lay together in the aftermath of our record-breaking sex. Three times in as many hours, and I was already happily anticipating the next round.


  “You’re silly,” I said, playing it off, pretending like his words weren’t shattering my heart into a thousand pieces.


  “I’m not. I’m serious.” He pulled away from me a little so he could look down at me.


  Part of me wanted to be safe and pretend that I didn’t know what he was doing, but the part of me that wanted the fairy tale, that wanted it all, looked up and met his gaze.


  “This was meant to be. It was destiny that we met,” he said.


  “It was just chance.” I said this as I thought about the moment I saw his ad, and how I’d been singing that song about Paris, before I realized that he meant to bring me there.


  “There’s no such thing as chance. Believe me, I know.”


  “But your mom hates me.”


  “Trust me, my mother does not hate you. As soon as she reads that article about the dog, she’ll love you.”


  “What’s that all about?”


  “My father died and his dog died a week later. The dog was twenty, so it was his time to go, but it devastated my mother. She had hoped he would ease her through the pain and then he was gone too. And you wrote about it so lovingly, so intelligently. She’ll know you when she reads that article.”


  “Did you really read my stuff before you met me?”


  He paused before answering. “Truthfully, yes. But I didn’t know it was you until you gave me your name for the plane tickets. I promise, I’m not a stalker.”


  “I don’t think you’re a stalker. I’m flattered. But why didn’t you say anything?”


  “I didn’t want you to get freaked out by me knowing so much about you. You knew nothing about me, so it wouldn’t have been fair.”


  “You’re right. I don’t know you.” It made me sad to say that. This was just a fantasy, not reality. You can’t marry someone you hardly know.


  “You know the best parts of me. Be my fiancée. Get to know all the other parts, and if you like what you learn, marry me.”


  I laughed. “You’re completely crazy.”


  “I am completely in love with you. Please say yes.”


  I sat up, no longer able to be so casual about it. “Seriously.”


  “Seriously.” He remained lying down, looking up at me with his rumpled hair and the twisted covers around him.


  “You can’t possibly love me yet.” I so wanted it to be true but it was impossible to believe.


  “You doubt your lovableness?” he asked.


  “No, not exactly.”


  He shrugged. “So take all the time you need to be convinced. But in the meantime, dedicate yourself to me. Be my fiancée. A real one this time.”


  It was crazy, it was stupid, and it was completely ridiculous. It went against every thought and feeling I had for what should be normal and acceptable.


  I think that’s what made me say what I said. Because up until this moment, every decision I had made about men had been wrong. This time, I was going to fight common sense and do the exact opposite of what I thought the rest of the world would want me to do.


  “Okay, fine. I’ll be your fiancée for real.” My heart nearly exploded with those few words.


  His grin practically set the room on fire, it was so bright. “Tomorrow I’m going to buy you the biggest diamond in Paris.”


  “No, tomorrow you are going to take me to the Eiffel Tower, to the Arc de Triumph, to the catacombs… ”


  He laughed and pulled me down to him. “To the catacombs? You want to go see a bunch of skeletons on our first day together as a real couple?”


  “Ew, no. Is that what that is? No way.” I pulled the pillow out from under my arm and tried to throw it over him to get it out of the way, but I missed. Instead it hit him right in the face.


  I froze, hoping I hadn’t hurt him. “Oops. Are you okay?”


  He lifted the pillow and narrowed his eyes at me. “Did you just hit me with this pillow?” The challenge in his tone was impossible to miss.


  “Maybe?”


  Before I knew it, I was eating feathers.


  And then it was on. I grabbed one of the decorative pillows from the floor and started whopping him from head to toe.


  He roared like a lion and threw off the covers, leaping to his feet next to the bed and grabbing me around the waist.


  I was over his shoulder, screaming and beating him on the butt with an embroidered pillow, when our door flew open and his mother, sisters, and cousin were standing there in the opening, their mouths gaping open and their eyes bugging out.


  “We heard screaming… ,” Caroline said, her voice drifting to a stop as she took in the scene before her.


  Guillaume snorted. “I told you he wasn’t gay.”


  Marie-France nodded her head twice and grabbed the handle of the door, pulling it closed. “Bonne nuit, mes infants.”


  After the shock of our complete humiliation wore off, Antoine and I collapsed in giggles on the bed, and that marked the end of my life as his fake fiancée. From that moment forward, we were definitely the real deal.
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Handcuffed to the Stockbroker


  “Stop the markets! Stop the banks! No more money from oil and tanks!”


  It wasn’t the best chant in the world, but my favored choice—No more market! Stop the carpet… bombing—had been overruled. That was the problem with a protest group. Everything had to be democratic, even when I was clearly right.


  I was quite impressed by the turnout. There were about fifty of us holding up placards and shouting chants outside the brokerage firm, and we were attracting quite a crowd. I knew that the cops would show up soon, though. It was time to put phase two into action. “Go!” I yelled.


  I ran forward towards where the suits were clustered by the entrance to their office building. The revolving door was slowing them down. The crowd of gray and black designer fabric and briefcases was three deep. Perfect.


  Around me, the other protesters were doing the same. The suits looked up in dismay as they were swarmed by a small army of scruffily-dressed college students and a few old hands—like me. I’m only twenty-five, but I felt old, next to some of the protesters. Old, and not as sexily dressed. Knowing the cameras would be there, some of the girls had glammed themselves up: soft, bouncy hair and light, flouncy summer dresses. They looked as if they should be running through a cornfield, laughing, not trying to change the world.


  Me? I was pretty sure my curves weren’t suitable for flouncing. I wore jeans that hugged my larger-than-average ass and a scoop neck STOP WALL $TREET top, with a gray hooded top zipped up over it. My mousy hair refused to bounce and my boobs bounced a little too much, despite my best efforts to restrain them.


  Once I was pressed up against the crowd of suits, it became a race to pick out a target before they could hurry into the building. I saw an arm through the crush of bodies. The Rolex on his wrist told me all I needed to know—another fat cat stockbroker making money off the world’s misery. Well, not today.


  I pulled out the handcuffs and snapped one end around my wrist, then grabbed the suit’s arm and snapped the other end closed around his wrist. It hit me that his was quite a lot bigger than mine.


  The crowd of suits broke up as they realized what was happening and I was gratified to see that most of my comrades had successfully cuffed themselves to their victims. The suits who had escaped into the safety of the lobby—where we couldn’t follow them without trespassing, looked nervous, which was a success in itself. They’ll not forget this day, I thought. Maybe they’ll reconsider—


  Oh.


  The crowd had cleared and the suit I’d cuffed myself to was now visible. Taller than me—okay, that’s not hugely difficult at 5’6”, but he was at least six feet. He had hair so dark brown it was almost black and blue eyes that were so… clear. They were looking at me with such focus, such intensity, that I felt as if the sidewalk beneath me was going to melt away. That would make sense, because it sort of felt as if I was falling. He was utterly, insanely hot. Early thirties, I estimated, so a little older than me, but not too old. And his body, under the suit, looked to be gloriously strong and solid.


  His suit wasn’t quite the same as the others. They all wore gray, but his was almost black, and he wore it with a snow-white shirt. It looked good.


  I mean, for a suit. For a symbol of the evil corporate world.


  “What,” he asked, looking at the handcuffs, “is this?” His voice was like cold, polished granite: smooth and glossy and beautiful, but hard as hell.


  “We’re stopping the markets,” I told him gleefully, trying to get my focus back.


  “You’re stopping me from getting to my meeting, is what you’re stopping.” He lifted his arm, rattling the chain. “Take this off!”


  I shook my head. I’d rehearsed all this. “If you want to free yourself, you’ll have to free the people you’ve oppressed through your slavish pursuit of profit.” I was very proud of that. It had taken me hours to think of it.


  “I’ll—what?! That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!” He looked around. “You can’t stop the stock market! The stock market is necessary. Money is necessary!” He jangled the chain. “Undo this! Now!”


  Something inside me sort of… squirmed. There was a hint of something in his voice, a sort of strength. It made me catch my breath in fear and yet part of me—a tiny part—sort of wanted to annoy him more. To see what he’d do to me.


  I mean: to see what he’d do.


  I shook my head. “No. We’re staying right here—together—until you agree to close down the markets and—”


  “Close down the markets?! Are you insane?! Do you really think one protest is going to change anything?”


  “The longest journey starts with a single step.”


  He took a deep breath and then stared at me silently. I could almost see him counting off the seconds in his head, trying to contain his temper. I knew what that was like. I used to have anger issues, too, before I started yoga.


  “Look,” he said, putting his hands out in a gesture of supplication. “I support your right to peacefully protest about… whatever it is—”


  “The destruction of the world in the service of the almighty dollar,” I said proudly.


  “Yes. That. But I have a really important meeting today. Would you—” I saw him gather up all his reserves—“please let me go?”


  For a second, I almost wavered. For a suit, he actually sounded reasonable, for a second. And he was insanely hot.


  No. Gandhi never swayed and neither would I.


  I lifted my chin, crossed my arms and stood there, silently triumphant.


  “This is ridiculous,” he snapped. “Where’s the key?” And he made a move towards my pocket.


  “Touch me… .” I said, and then coughed, “… and I’ll sue.”


  He jerked his hand back, glaring at me. Which was the reaction I’d wanted.


  Except… something had gone wrong. I hadn’t meant to pause. I’d just meant to say Touch me and I’ll sue. But right after Touch me left my lips, I was hit with an image of him doing just that. And for just an instant, I almost wanted to leave the sentence right there. The thought of it, the illicit thrill of it, sent a wave of heat soaking upwards through my body.


  But then my brain kicked in and asked what the hell I thought I was doing, and I’d coughed to cover myself and continued with the and I’ll sue part. So that was alright. I was almost certain he hadn’t noticed.


  To my relief, the cops arrived. I quickly sat down on the sidewalk.


  “Come on,” said the guy I was handcuffed to. “You’re going to get arrested!”


  I shook my head. “They can’t. They’d have to take you in as well, and they’re not going to disrupt the precious market by doing that. They’ll have to let us sit here.”


  “They’ll just make you hand over the key!”


  “I don’t have the key.”


  He looked at me, aghast. “You don’t have the key?!”


  “We threw the keys away. You’re stuck here with us. Don’t panic. It’ll only be for a half hour or so, until the cops bring bolt cutters and—Oh… .”


  I was watching the cops bundle a protester and the suit she was attached to into a squad car.


  “I thought you said they wouldn’t do that?” the guy asked.


  “I didn’t think they would,” I said quietly. “I didn’t think they’d dare. I thought we’d be able to stay here while the press got lots of good pictures, and then they’d cut us free.”


  The guy was running his hand through his hair. “So I’m going to get taken downtown with you? I’ll have to make statements and answer questions?”


  “Um… maybe,” I said in a small voice.


  “No,” he said very firmly. “You’re coming with me. We’re getting out of here.” And he began to walk away, heading for the street.


  “What? I’m not going anywhere with you!” I stopped walking but he kept going, and he was a lot bigger than me. The handcuff dug into my wrist a little and I yelped and hurried after him. “Wait! You can’t… kidnap me!”


  He spun around. “I’m not kidnapping you! You cuffed yourself to me!” He sighed. “Look, let’s just get out of here before they arrest you. Then we’ll find someone to cut us free and we can go our separate ways.” His voice softened. “I won’t even press charges. Deal?”


  “I don’t mind getting arrested,” I said, holding my chin up. “It comes with the territory.”


  He looked at me doubtfully. “Have you ever been arrested?”


  I hesitated and then shook my head.


  He rolled his eyes. “I’m pretty sure it’s not as glamorous as you imagine. Come on. Let’s get—”


  “Sir? Stop there.”


  I looked round. A cop had walked up to us while we’d been arguing.


  “Both of you are going to have to come with me,” the cop said.


  “Oh!” said the guy I was cuffed to. “Her? No, she’s not a protester. This is… my girlfriend.”


  “Alice,” I said helpfully.


  “Alice,” he agreed. “This is just a coincidence. I was just going to work… with my girlfriend. She works in the same building. And we ran into all this.” He gave the cop a wide grin.


  “One question,” said the cop. “Why you handcuffed together?”


  “Oh,” said the guy. “Yeah. See, we were playing a sex game… .”


  My head snapped around to glare at him.


  “You know how it is,” the guy told the cop. “They read some book and they want to try it.”


  The cop nodded sagely for a second. “Yeah,” he said tiredly. “My girlfriend’s the same.”


  “And, then, uh, before you know it, I have her naked and bent over in the kitchen… and then she wants me to leave the cuffs on until we get to the office… but then we realized that we left the key at home, so we’re just going back to get it.”


  The cop turned to me. “Is all that true?” he asked.


  My face was beet red. “Yes,” I squeaked.


  The cop sighed. “Fine. Get out of here.”


  And with a grateful nod of his head, the guy in a suit started dragging me down the street again. Stop! I wanted to yell. A stranger is dragging me off in handcuffs, to who knows where!


  But… he was a very hot stranger. And the cuffs were at least partially my fault.


  We walked half a block to make sure we were well away from suspicious cops. Then I punched him hard in the arm. “Naked?! Bent over?!”


  He looked nonplussed. “I had to say something.” And then he held my gaze, just… looking at me. The wind was ruffling his hair a little and, for a moment, I could almost have kidded myself that there was something going on. That we were connected.


  And then we both glanced away and he gave another of those exasperated sighs. He was clearly a very angry person. He probably needed to meditate.


  “I’ll take you to a locksmith,” he said. “They can pop these things and I might still be able to make my meeting.” He pulled out a smartphone—about three models on from the one I could afford—and started Googling.


  “What’s your name?” I asked.


  He glanced up from his typing. “Mason,” he said at last. “What kind of name is Alice for a protester, anyway? Shouldn’t you be called Starbeam or Moon or Skye or something?”


  “That’s a myth,” I said stiffly. “We don’t all have hippy names.”


  “Oh yeah? What’s your best friend’s name?”


  Cloud. “Heather,” I lied.


  He gave a look that suggested he didn’t quite believe me, peering up at me from beneath his heavy, dark brows. Now that we weren’t in the middle of the protest, I had the chance to actually study him. He had one of those jaw lines women get all silly about, dusted with dark, dark stubble. If you got up close to him—I mean, really close, like sex-close—it would rasp against you. All sort of male and scratchy. I shuddered in a not-entirely-unpleasant way.


  “Got it,” he said with satisfaction. “Down there, two blocks.” And he set off. I followed, not having much choice. The protest wasn’t working out at all how I’d planned. Everyone would be okay—getting arrested for these things was pretty standard, even if I’d been lucky enough to have avoided it so far. But I was disappointed that we hadn’t lasted long enough for the press to show up.


  “What have you got against Wall Street anyway?” he asked as we walked. He sounded irritated as he said it. Not so much irritated at me, as irritated at himself. As if he didn’t really want to ask me, but was being persuaded, against his better judgment.


  “You people don’t make anything,” I said.


  “We make money,” he cut in, smirking.


  “You don’t make anything real. You just move numbers around and the rich get richer and the poor get poorer.”


  “And your replacement would be… communism?”


  I yanked on the handcuff chain, pulling him up short. “Why do you people always have to do that? Turn it into a joke?”


  “I wasn’t joking. You could be a communist. You have the requisite lack of sense of humor.”


  “My sense of humor is—” I forced myself to calm down and smile, to make my point. “My sense of humor is just fine, thank you,” I said sweetly. “I just don’t see why the system has to be so unfair. It’s like a shark. It has to keep moving to stay alive. Always another war over oil—”


  He raised his eyebrows. “It’s my fault there are wars, as well as poverty?”


  “It’s all part of the same corporate hegemony,” I said hotly. “Banks and defense companies and oil and big pharma—”


  “Oh, so disease is my fault, too? So that’s war, poverty, disease… come on, see if you can work famine in there!”


  “Well, GM crops are—”


  He threw his hands in the air. “I was kidding!” He dragged me on towards the locksmith. “You realize this, this smartphone that we’re relying on right now, wouldn’t exist without corporations? That GPS comes from the military?”


  I wasn’t going to be beaten. “Well,” I said with a sniff, “that’s why I don’t have a smartphone. Or any phone.”


  My phone rang. I flushed and tried to ignore it.


  “Your non-existent phone is ringing,” Mason told me.


  I snatched it from my pocket. “Hi, Cloud,” I said, and then winced. “Really? They took you downtown? Oh. Well, call your dad. No, it’ll be fine. Cloud, he’s the DA, I’m sure he can—Okay. Okay, good. Bye.”


  We walked on, me a few steps behind him. This meant the chain stretched out between us, and it was uncomfortably like being a dog, so I hurried alongside him, instead. God, he walked fast.


  “So your friend Cloud’s dad is the DA,” said Mason. “But don’t tell me, you were raised by starving underprivileged minimum wage workers.”


  This wasn’t going at all as planned. I’d confronted rich stockbrokers hundreds of times in my mind, and it had always gone so well. They’d been shocked by my well-thought-out arguments and then agreed to change their ways. Mason seemed entirely unrepentant. “My dad washes cars, actually,” I told him. Sort of. I mean, it’s still washing cars, even with twenty car washes to manage.


  “And your mom?” he asked as we rounded a corner. “Does she scrub floors?”


  “My mom’s dead.” I tried to say it casually, but my voice caught. I don’t know why. Maybe it was that I’d wanted her to be proud of me, and the protest had gone so wrong.


  Mason turned and looked at me, and for just a second he lost the jokey bluster. He sort of nodded with respect, eyes downcast. Then, “We’re here.”
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  Inside, the locksmith looked at the handcuffs, then looked at us, then looked at the handcuffs again. “These are police issue,” he said doubtfully.


  “They are,” I said proudly. “We wanted ones that were hard to remove. Not like those cheap ones you get in sex shops.”


  Mason turned and blinked at me. I flushed.


  “But we’re obviously not criminals,” said Mason. “Look at us.” Then he glanced at me. “Look at me,” he corrected.


  The locksmith shook his head. “I start picking handcuffs, next thing you’re asking me to take off your buddy’s ankle bracelet so he can go out of state—”


  “I don’t know anyone with an ankle bracelet. And I have a meeting. If you could just—”


  “And then I’m in with the gangs and it’s ‘crack this safe’ and ‘open this safety deposit box’ and… pfff!” He threw up his hands. “No. Call a repo guy. They’ll open anything.” And he hustled us out of his shop.


  “Great,” said Mason, outside. “Perfect. I should be arriving at the meeting, now. I’ll have to call them to delay, and then field some more calls… .” He looked around. “A hotel,” he said at last, pointing to an ornate building down the street. “I’ll reschedule the meeting for a few hours and we can hole up in the hotel room while I make some calls—it’ll be quiet, at least. Come on.” He strode on, his long legs eating up the distance.


  “Wait!” My stumpier ones weren’t quite so good at speed-walking. “Wait, I’m not going to a hotel with you!”


  He turned and looked at me. “I don’t like this any more than you do. But I’ve already jeopardized this deal by being late. I’m not losing it altogether.” Then he saw my face and his own expression softened a little. “Please?” he asked.


  I hesitated, then nodded. We set off again, and this time I noticed that he slowed his pace a little to match mine.
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  Outside the hotel, he reached for my hand.


  “What are you doing?” I asked.


  “Holding your hand.”


  “I can see that, but what are you doing?!”


  “You want to walk in there in handcuffs? Look at the place!” He indicated the ancient stone columns, the chauffeur-driven limos waiting outside.


  Reluctantly, I offered my hand. He took it in his larger one and something like an electric shock went up my arm. I hadn’t been ready for his hand to be so warm, or to feel so… right.


  “What?” he asked, looking at me strangely.


  “Nothing.”


  We tugged our sleeves down to cover the cuffs and walked inside.
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  The hotel receptionist smiled at Mason. “That’ll be $746 for the room for one night.”


  Mason didn’t even blink. He snapped his gold Amex down on the marble counter with a little click.


  “Didn’t you hear her?” I protested. “Seven hundred dollars for a room?!”


  “It’s worth it,” he told me. “If it means I can get through some calls in peace.”


  I leaned over the counter. “We don’t even need it for the night,” I explained. “We only need the room for a couple of hours.”


  It suddenly went very quiet. The receptionist looked at my jeans and hooded top, then at Mason’s suit, and raised an eyebrow.


  “For the night is fine,” grated Mason, as my face started to throb with heat.
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  Up on the fifteenth floor, I stopped dead in the doorway and gaped.


  The room was bigger than my apartment. It wasn’t really a room. It was probably described as a living space or something, a whole suite but with only the bathroom actually walled off. There was a TV that looked as big as a door and enough plush white leather couches to accommodate a football team. Everywhere I looked there was marble or polished wood.


  Mason got on Google again and found a repo guy who confirmed that yes, he had bolt cutters and yes, he was perfectly happy to cut through some police handcuffs. He didn’t ask if we were criminals and sounded as if he didn’t care.


  “Now… I have to make some calls,” said Mason. “Could you order us something from room service? I missed breakfast.”


  I shook my head. “You shouldn’t miss breakfast,” I told him.


  “I’m aware of that. That’s why I was going to grab a bagel on my way to the meeting… before someone handcuffed me.”


  He started dialing while I read through the room service menu. That had meat in it. That had eggs in it. Wheat. Wheat and dairy. I shook my head in dismay.


  Mason’s call connected and I heard him apologize and ask to reschedule the meeting for two hour’s time. The guy on the other end didn’t sound happy about it.


  I managed to piece together something edible from the menu and ordered on the room phone. Then I sat there on the bed, wondering what to do. I am on the bed, I thought, of a stranger’s hotel room. The thought sent a little twist of heat through me.


  I mean, not that I felt that way about him. He was a suit. It was just the idea of it.


  I glanced sideways at him. He was turned away from me, intent on his call, his suit jacket stretched tight across his broad shoulders, the powerful muscles beneath moving as he stretched his back. And as my eyes traveled down, I realized his ass was just as impressive, tight and firm under his pants. I looked away quickly.


  It was hot in the hotel room. Wasn’t the air conditioning on? I unzipped the hooded top and pulled it off. Then, bored, I started playing with the TV remote. I figured if I turned it on but muted the volume, I could watch the news or something.


  “NEVER BEFORE AT THIS PRICE!” shouted the TV at full volume. “GENUINE ZIRCONIA: LIKE DIAMONDS, BUT AFFORDABLE!”


  Mason waved at me frantically to turn it off, but I’d dropped the remote in my panic. I fumbled for it, then dropped it again and the channel changed.


  “RELAX,” said a breathy woman’s voice, “WITH THE HOTTEST IN ADULT ENTERTAINMENT—”


  I found the power button. Mason looked as if he wanted to kill me, but his voice was light and breezy. “No, ha ha ha! Of course I’m in the office. We just… we’re doing a deal with a TV manufacturer, and they were just demoing—Yeah. Yeah, okay. Talk to you later.”


  He hung up and glared at me.


  “Sorry,” I said meekly.


  I could see him doing that silent counting thing again. I wondered if I should suggest yoga, but decided against it.


  I sat there on the edge of the bed as he started tapping out an email on his smartphone. He kept glancing at me, then quickly glancing away. Probably checking I’m not about to set fire to the room or anything, I decided.


  Three emails in, he was still doing the glancing thing. “What?” I asked at last.


  He gave a start, and for a second he looked almost guilty. “Nothing,” he said. And pointedly turned away from me.


  I blinked, puzzled. He hadn’t been glancing at me like that earlier. I looked down at myself. The only thing that had changed was that I was now in just my scoop neck t-shirt. I mean, I suppose it was quite low cut, but… .


  Nah! Not possible.


  There was a knock on the door. I brought in the room service tray.


  “Thank God,” said Mason and took the cover off the two plates.


  He blinked for a moment. “What is that?” he asked.


  “Fried tofu.”


  He poked at it. “For breakfast?!”


  “It’s in a tomato sauce. With mushrooms. That’s breakfast-ish.”


  He looked at the other plate. “And what’s this?”


  “Alfalfa sprouts, with a blueberry sauce.”


  He looked at me. “I suppose that’s breakfast-ish too?”


  “Blueberries are. Blueberry muffins, blueberry pancakes, blueberries with waffles… .”


  He gave me a long look that I couldn’t quite read. Sort of exasperated. I couldn’t understand why, when all I was trying to do was introduce him to something healthy. But there was something else in his expression, too. He opened his mouth to say something, but then closed it again as if he couldn’t work out what to say. So he started to eat, instead.


  “Good?” I asked, watching his face.


  “Mmm-hmm,” he said in a strained voice as he chewed on some tofu. He swallowed heavily. “You sure you don’t want some?” he asked in a hopeful tone.


  “Oh, no. I ate at home.”


  He nodded and choked down another mouthful. Then he said, “Why do you cover yourself up?”


  I blinked. I hadn’t been expecting that. I glanced down at my chest. So he had been looking. “I—What do you mean?”


  “I mean… with the hooded top and those baggy jeans, you’re sort of… well. They don’t do justice to your shape.”


  I flushed and felt the twist of heat again, the one that had started when I realized I was in a guy’s hotel room. Except this time, it didn’t seem so abstract. This time, it seemed very real.


  Fortunately, I knew what to do in this type of situation, and that was to get righteously indignant. “So I should dress for men?” I asked. “Is that what you’re saying? Maybe I should walk around in a bikini so you can examine me more easily?”


  He put his hands up. “I didn’t say that!” Then I saw his eyes flick down to my body, just once. “Although… ” he added under his breath.


  I flushed deeper. “Typical,” I said. “Typical man. Objectifying and—”


  “I wasn’t objectifying—”


  “Reducing me to—”


  “I wasn’t reducing you to anything!”


  “You just want me to conform to—”


  “I don’t want you to conform to anything! I just meant that I like the way you look!” It all came out in a rush as he tried to get a word in edgewise. Then he slowly added, “Just… the way… you are.”


  We stared at each other for a few seconds. If we hadn’t been handcuffed together, I think we would have been cautiously circling each other.


  His phone rang, breaking the silence. I shook myself. What was I thinking? For a second there, I’d been warming to him. More than warming.


  “Really?” Mason said into his phone. “That bad?” He sighed. “Alright, fine. Get here as soon as you can.” He hung up. “Repo guy,” he said. “Stuck in traffic. We’ll just have to wait here a while longer. Then I can get back to—”


  “Gouging out the American heartlands to make a quick buck—”


  “Work, and you can get back to… well. What you do.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked hotly. “I have a job!”


  He looked a little surprised at that. “You do?”


  “Yes! I took vacation time today to do the protest. You thought that all I did was protest?”


  He opened his mouth and then closed it again. Yes. “What’s your job?” he asked, his voice softer.


  “I work at a florist,” I told him.


  He nodded. “So even you rely on imports of goods, and they in turn are priced based on markets, and—”


  “An ethical florist,” I said. “We pay fair prices and only buy from organic growers.”


  “I should have known. Well, you can get back there as soon as we’re cut free.”


  Which was fine. Except… .


  No. I wasn’t going to say anything. A few minutes passed.


  You know how, when you try not to think about something, you think about it more and more? I sat there trying to put it out of my mind and failing.


  “Um.” I said at last.


  “What?” asked Mason.


  My face was hot with embarrassment. “Um. We have a problem,” I said.


  “What? What problem?” He looked worried. “Are you ill?”


  “No… ”


  “On drugs?”


  “What? No!”


  “Then—”


  “I have to pee.”


  He looked momentarily shocked, then bemused. “So?” Then he glanced down and saw the handcuffs. “Oh.”


  I shuffled my feet. “Any suggestions?”


  “I’ll look the other way,” he said.


  “Look the other way?! That’s not enough!” I looked at the bathroom door. “You can’t be standing there with me!”


  He looked at the handcuffs. “Well… .”
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  Ten minutes later, I was sitting on the toilet in the bathroom. My handcuffed arm was at full extension, stretching out towards the door. The handcuffs were extended as far as they would go, and then came his arm, also at full extension. He was on the other side of the door, with it closed on his upper arm. I’d insisted that he face away from the door.


  “You better not be looking,” I said cautiously.


  “How could I look? If I even sneeze I’m going to dislocate my shoulder. Hurry up!”


  “Don’t rush me,” I told him. “I can’t go in a rush.”


  He went quiet. Too quiet. I suspected he was doing his silent counting thing again.


  “Talk,” I said. “Say something. Otherwise you’ll be able to hear me go.”


  “Talk about what?”


  “I don’t know. Tell me how you ended up a suit.”


  “A suit?” He went quiet for a second. “Is that really how you think of me? We’re all the same, just suits?”


  I shrugged, then realized he couldn’t see it. “I guess.”


  Another second of quiet. “Usual way. I went to college. How’d you become a florist?”


  “I went to college,” I said darkly, and listened for the sound of surprise. But it didn’t come, and that sort of took the wind out of my sails. “Then my mom got sick and… I guess I figured some things are more important than money.”


  And then… relief.


  “You better not be listening,” I said loudly.
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  When I emerged, he gave a sigh of relief and stretched his arm. Except, because his arm had been stretched out straight, what he had to do to relieve it was to coil it inward. And I was doing the exact same thing at the exact same time, so the effect was to spiral me inward to him, like a tango spin. All of a sudden, I was almost right up against him, looking up into his eyes. And there was something there, something happening in the air between us, hot and crackling and—


  “What are you doing?” I asked, just in time.


  “Nothing. Sorry.” And he stepped back.


  I looked away, staring out of the window, pointedly focusing on the distant buildings, a plane in the sky… anything but his face. What the hell was going on? I mean, I hated him, right? That was pretty simple. Or it had seemed simple, that morning. Now, though… .


  “What’s this meeting, anyway?” I asked, to get us onto safer territory.


  He didn’t speak. When I looked at him, he held my gaze for a second, as if to challenge me, and it was only when I looked guiltily away that he spoke. “Just a corporate thing. One company buying out another. I’m planning the stock buys they need to make it happen.”


  I was annoyed. Irrationally annoyed, and I knew full well it was irrational and that annoyed me even more because I was starting to guess the real reason I kept blowing up at him. “So the smaller company will get screwed over? Their CEO gets rich, but half their staff are cut loose for ‘greater efficiency’?”


  “That’s business,” he said tightly. “It’s how business works. You have to be efficient to survive. If you don’t do it—”


  “Oh, ‘if you don’t do it, someone else will’?” I asked. “Isn’t that what arms dealers say? ‘If I don’t give them the guns, someone else will’?”


  “Just because it’s a cliche doesn’t stop it being true,” said Mason.


  I was getting angry, now. And the fact that there was something else going on, something I didn’t want to fully admit to, made me even angrier. “But don’t you get that that’s a race to the bottom? God, you can justify anything with that line.”


  I could hear the anger in his voice, too. “What would you suggest? Share out the wealth evenly and give everyone a smallholding and a goat?”


  I lost it, at that point. “I’m just saying there must be a better way than always screwing over the little guy.”


  “If we didn’t do it—”


  “—someone else would, yes, I get it! But Mason, have you ever wondered what would happen if no one did it?” I was so angry with him, I could feel the fury crackling and sparking between us. I couldn’t remember ever being this angry with a guy.


  At least, I was pretty sure it was anger.


  With a howl of frustration, I grabbed one of the throw cushions off the bed and swung it at him with my free hand. It bounced off his head with a soft but oddly satisfying whump. So I did it again.


  “Would you—” he began.


  Whump!


  “Stop—”


  Whump!


  “Hitting me—”


  Whump!


  He caught my wrist. Now both hands were trapped. We stood there staring at each other, both of us breathing fast. It seemed to have grown even hotter in the room. The air conditioning was definitely broken.


  Suddenly, he yanked the handcuff chain and I was pulled up against him, our chests bumping together. He glared down at me, those clear blue eyes blazing with energy. And then—


  With a quick, decisive movement, he brought his lips to mine. It was so fast, I only said “MMFF!” after he’d been kissing me for a second. The cushion dropped to the floor.


  He broke the kiss immediately and moved his head back. I stared at him, outraged and horrified.


  And then I kissed him as hard as I could. He made a little noise of his own, almost a growl of amused relief. And then a deeper growl as his tongue parted my lips and thrust inside. His free hand was in my hair, tangling in my curls, then sliding down to my cheek. It moved all the way down my neck, cupping my shoulder for a second. Then it was moving over my back, warm through my t-shirt, down to my ass. Pulling me in tighter against him, my breasts mashing against his chest. As I twisted slightly, my thigh brushed his groin and I could feel the hardness of him there.


  I’d closed my eyes at some point. When we broke the kiss and I opened them, I felt drunk. “God… ” I said. “What are we—What are you—”


  We both stared at each other again. And then we both gave a very similar noise of dismissal and just kissed.


  It was different, this time. Our mouths were open, tasting each other, and then he started to nibble and suck on my lower lip, our heads moving together in a dance, back and forth. His free hand was stroking up my side, perilously close to my breast, and I knew that this would be a good, sensible, place to stop him.


  I didn’t stop him.


  My own free hand found his stomach, the hardness of his shirt buttons against my palm and then the smooth ridges of his abs through the soft fabric. I stroked up and down his abs, the edge of my hand rising and falling over each peak and valley. I wanted to see him naked. I wanted to feel him naked.


  As if reading my mind, he reached for the hem of my t-shirt. That wasn’t going to work, with one of his hands cuffed, so I had to help him, grabbing the hem as well and slowly lifting it up my body. I could feel my heart thumping in my chest as it slid past my breasts and over my head and then I was in my bra before him, the t-shirt trapped on my cuffed arm. His eyes roved over my full breasts for just a second. Then he reached around behind me and freed the catch on my bra. I drew in a strangled breath as my breasts came free, pushing up against his chest, skin on skin.


  His hands were on me immediately—both hands, carrying my cuffed one along with them. His palms lifted and stroked and squeezed my breasts together as he kissed me, and my trapped hand opened and closed helplessly in mid-air, reaching for him but not able to touch him. A hot wave went through me at the feeling. Helpless.


  I could only stand it for a few seconds, and then I had to undo his shirt. I had to see what was underneath. Now my hands took his trapped one with them, and together we worked at the buttons, popping them in twos and threes. I smoothed the shirt back from his chest, drinking in the sight of his smooth, tanned pecs and the taut abs I’d felt before. The ridges led my eyes down, down… down to where the lines of his muscles slipped beneath his pants.


  I grabbed for his belt, working it loose, opening his pants. He was doing the same to me, the cuffs making it awkward but we were pressed so tight together now that the chain was almost slack.


  My jeans loosened and then his hands were pushing them down. I panted as he cupped me, fingers stroking and then pushing, my eyelids fluttering closed. I rocked on my toes as his fingers entered me, finding me wet, and the back of my hand rubbed across the hard bulge in his jockey shorts. Then we were falling back onto the bed.


  His hands scooped under me, gathered my panties and jeans into one bundle and pulled them right down to my feet, my ass suddenly naked against the covers. He hauled off one shoe so that he could pull the bundle off that leg. Then he was between my thighs, freeing himself. I gulped as I saw it, thick and long in his fist, and he asked me without words, our eyes locked together.


  I nodded.


  He lowered himself between my legs and then we were kissing again, tongues probing hot and deep, long open-mouthed kisses that left us both panting, his hard chest rubbing against my breasts, my nipples stiffening and straining, and then God the smoothness of him stroking against my lower lips and God the first stretching, gasping penetration and—


  My free hand came up and clutched at the headboard of the bed. I hadn’t realized how wet I was until I felt him slide all the way up inside me, one long, slow thrust that made my knees rise in response, the soles of my feet on the bed, welcoming him in. His powerful thighs pushed up between mine, burying himself deep and spreading me open wider, and I gasped. My breasts were squashed between us, my nipples rasping against his chest with each thrust. I reached for him with my cuffed hand and the chain jangled, pulling me up short. But then he let his arm go loose, taking his weight on his other arm, and I could touch his face, stroking his cheek in wonder as he drove into me again, the pleasure building and spiraling.


  It became a fast, driving rhythm, his hips rising and falling, the firm cheeks of his ass clenching in the mirror as he thrust. He used his cuffed hand to stroke fingers through my hair. Then he placed that hand on the bed and used it to take his weight and I let go of the headboard and suddenly we were both free to touch each other. I ran my fingers down the swell of his biceps, then circled his nipple with my fingertips, making him growl. His hand found my breast, squeezing and rubbing, my own nipple under his thumb, and I began to grind my hips.


  His tempo sped up, building and building as the minutes passed, and soon I was grinding helplessly up to meet him. He was hot and iron hard inside me, filling me, stretching me, and my toes were dancing on the bed, my cuffed hand gripping and twisting the covers. The pleasure was rushing faster and faster now, pushing me ahead of it, beyond any hope of control. I was moaning at each thrust, my cries rising in volume, and then, just as I crested my peak, his free hand reached down between us and caressed my swollen bud—


  My mind exploded. I grabbed at him, clawing at his back with my fingers as my head went back and my body shuddered. I could feel myself spasming around him and then, as he groaned, I felt his own release.
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  I’m not sure how long we lay there, his head cradled in the crook of my neck. It felt like hours. My breathing gradually slowed and he moved back a little, looking down at me.


  “Wow,” he said.


  I just stared up at him.


  “Wow,” he said again, and ran a hand through his hair.


  I looked at him, then looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time. Then I caught sight of myself in the mirror. EEK! Hair all tangled. Lipstick smeared. T-shirt and bra dangling from one arm. Jeans and panties dangling from one leg. My body wasn’t capable of flushing, I was glowing so much from my orgasm, but my face tried its best.


  “What did we do?” I asked in a small voice.


  He looked down at me and then made a calming, shh-ing noise. “It’s okay,” he said. “Relax.”


  “Relax?!” I closed my eyes. “Oh my God. I don’t even know your last name.”


  “Falkner.”


  “I don’t need to know it now! I should have known it before! We should have gone on dates and had dinner and ice cream and you should have known my friends… .”


  “I sort of know Cloud,” he pointed out. “I mean, I feel like I know her.”


  I put my hand over my eyes. “And you’re a suit! Oh my God… .”


  “Would you stop saying that? I’m not a suit. I’m just… me.”


  “You are a suit. I’m sleeping with the enemy. I’ve slept with the enemy.”


  “What are they going to do, shoot you as a traitor? Refuse to share the tofu?”


  “Would you be serious?”


  A smile was twitching at the corners of his mouth. “Are you sure you’re not being a little too serious? It’s only sex.”


  My eyes went wide. Then I was twisting out from underneath him and pulling my bra and t-shirt back into place.


  “Wait,” he said slowly. “Wait, did I—” I wasn’t looking at him, but I could hear the wince in his voice. “Wait. Alice—”


  “That’s okay,” I said tightly. “It’s only sex.”


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “No, I get it. You’ve made yourself perfectly clear. It makes perfect sense: I mean, you think of everything else as a commodity. A resource to be exploited—”


  “That’s not what I —”


  “Don’t worry, as soon as the repo guy gets here, you can cut your losses.” I pulled my panties and jeans up, and began looking for my shoes.


  He drew in a long breath, then placed his hands together as if in prayer. “Listen,” he said firmly, and then wouldn’t speak again until I did. “I’m sorry.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “I definitely do not think of you as a resource—”


  “Well thank you—”


  “Would you let me finish? I like you. You’re different.”


  I wrinkled my nose and looked up at him. “Different how?”


  That smile again, playing across his lips and threatening to turn into a full-blown grin. “I need to figure out how to express that without offending you. But I’ll find a way.” His fingers smoothed through my hair, untangling it. “Give me a chance. Okay?”


  I took a deep breath… and nodded. “Now, would you put some clothes on?”


  “What? Why?”


  I looked downward. “It’s making it difficult to concentrate.”


  He smirked and grabbed his pants. I started trying to fix my lipstick, feeling shaky and ecstatic and wired, all at the same time. What if it didn’t work out? What if it did?


  Mason must have read my look, because he came over and kissed the top of my head as he buttoned his shirt. “How about,” he asked, “we have dinner tonight?”


  I slowly nodded. Dinner sounded good. This could work… right? I mean, stranger things have happened?


  Mason was looking at his Rolex. I tried not to think about how much it cost. “My client’s coming to pick me up in fifteen minutes,” he said. “Where the hell is the repo guy?”


  At that moment, his phone rang. As he spoke into it, his face fell. “What?!” A second later, he hurled the phone across the room. “He’s not coming,” he told me.


  “What?! Why?”


  “Apparently, a BMW needs repoing. It’s an emergency. You know, as opposed to us.”


  I bit my lip. It was the first time I’d really heard him stressed. The whole morning, I’d been the one on edge and he’d been calming me down. “Reschedule?”


  “I can’t. Not again. Damn it.” He put a hand to his forehead. “This deal has to go through, or it could look really bad for me.”


  My guts twisted and knotted. I’d been so sure I was doing the right thing, that morning. I hadn’t thought of it in terms of affecting people’s lives. I hadn’t thought of them as people. “I’m sorry,” I said quietly.


  Mason took a deep breath. “It’s not your fault,” he said. “You didn’t know it was going to turn out like this.” But I knew he didn’t entirely mean it. I’d been trying to stop Wall Street, after all. I’d succeeded, in some small way. Only now, I wished I hadn’t.


  “I can’t just not show up,” said Mason. “I’ll have to call and cancel. Damn it!” He reached for his phone.


  “Wait,” I said quickly. “What if you… went?”
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  “Your PA?” asked the man in the backseat of the limo. “I thought Lauren was your PA?”


  It’s amazing what a few hundred dollars and a platinum hotel loyalty card will buy you. I was wearing the heels, skirt and halter top of one of the receptionists. It didn’t look exactly like a PA’s outfit, but it was a lot closer than my hooded top and jeans (my beloved hooded top was now in tatters—we’d had to cut it off my handcuffed arm with scissors. Mason had promised to replace it). The receptionist wasn’t quite as curvy as me, though, so the top was a little tight and the skirt was a little snug on the bottom. Mason seemed to be quite enamored by the ensemble. And I had to admit that there was a little part of me that sort of enjoyed pretending to be a suit. It was like glimpsing an alternate reality, one where I’d followed a completely different path. One where my mom was still alive, and I’d rebelled against her ways instead of trying to copy them.


  “Alice is stepping in temporarily,” said Mason as he helped me in. He had his jacket over his arm, covering his hand, and I had my jacket over my arm, covering my hand. This is ridiculous, I thought. He’s going to notice!


  But, once we were in the limo with our hands loosely between us, it didn’t look quite so strange. Maybe, just maybe, we could pull this off.


  Mason introduced his client as Bruce Marello, the CEO of a cement company that was about to buy up another one. He was in his sixties, with silver-gray hair. As I listened to him discuss how he was going to “reshape” the company he was buying, I liked him less and less. And the way I could feel his eyes crawling up my calves and under my skirt made me cringe.


  It hit me that Marello was exactly the sort of person I’d thought Mason was, before I knew him. What bothered me was… how did I know that Mason was any different? Was he better, just because he liked me? Or was I just making excuses for him?


  When we pulled up outside Marello’s offices, I stopped Mason for a second, letting Marello walk on ahead of us. “Promise me something,” I whispered.


  Mason looked at me in surprise, but nodded. “Anything.”


  I looked at Marello’s retreating back, then said, “Promise me you won’t screw over that other company. I mean, I’m not an idiot. I know you have to make compromises. Just… don’t totally screw them, okay? For me?”


  Mason stared into my eyes. “Okay,” he said at last. “Deal.” But he looked as troubled as I felt.
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  Upstairs, I sat next to Mason with our joined hands down under the table. I pretended to be taking notes while Mason and Marello discussed the fine points of their deal. I was no expert, but it didn’t sound too bad. It was still typical macho corporate maneuvering, of course, all “hostile takeovers” and “aggressive acquisitions,” but none of the details sounded horribly unfair.


  Then Marello said he was going to get the final set of papers to sign. He turned to me as he left. “Can you give us a minute, Alice? Maybe wait in the limo? There’s something I need to talk to Mason about in private.” He gave me a grin that I didn’t like at all.


  As soon as he’d left, Mason asked, “Now what?”


  When he returned, Marello would expect me gone… and I was still cuffed to Mason. I looked at the conference table, but it was way too narrow and open for me to hide under. Then I noticed the curtains at the end of the room. They went all the way down to the floor.


  Mason followed my gaze. “You can’t be serious,” he said. “You don’t think he’ll notice I’ve got my hand behind the curtains?”


  “Do you have a better idea?”


  Seconds later, I was standing behind the curtains, with my back pressed up against the wall.


  “How does it look?” I asked, my voice muffled.


  I heard him lean against the wall, and then adjust the curtain to cover the handcuffs. “Sort of okay,” he said. “As long as you don’t move. But… .”


  I waited. “What?”


  He sounded embarrassed. “Um. Could you just sidestep a little… ? No, not that much. No, back the other way.”


  “What’s the problem? I can’t see you. You’re going to have to say it,” I told him.


  He sighed. I could hear the blush in his voice. “It’s just that you’re quite… on your top half, you’re quite… blessed.”


  “Blessed?”


  I imagined his face, beet-red. “Bountiful,” he said.


  “Bountiful?” I blinked. “Are you trying to say I’ve got big boobs?”


  “No! Yes. Please don’t get angry. Exquisite big boobs. But the curtain sort of goes in and out, and you go in and out, so if you could move so that you’re matched up—Yes! That’s it. Much better.”


  “What’s much better?” Marello’s voice.


  I froze. Mason coughed. “This curtain,” he said. “I was just adjusting it. It’s much better now.”


  Marello went silent for a second, I assumed to give Mason a withering look. Then, “It’s good that you got rid of Alison—”


  “Alice,” said Mason.


  “Yeah. Nice to have the eye candy, but I need to tell you some stuff off the record.”


  I bristled in response. Eye candy?!


  “Sure,” said Mason, his voice tight.


  “She’s cute,” said Marello. “Are you doing her?”


  “What?” asked Mason, feigning surprise.


  “Oh, come on,” said Marello. “I saw the way you were holding hands under the table. What, has she turned you all romantic? Or is that just the best way to get her legs open?”


  “How about we don’t talk about her that way?” Mason asked, his voice suddenly hard.


  “Man, you really are soft for her. Okay, okay. Whatever. Listen, I wanted to make sure we were on the same page with the deal. Like I said: off the record.”


  Something in Marello’s voice must have tipped Mason off, because he started to frantically backpedal. “Uh… maybe you should call me later on today?”


  Marello sounded confused. “What’s wrong with here? We’re private, right?”


  The problem, I knew, was that I could hear, and Mason didn’t want me to. He didn’t want me to know what he was about to do.


  “Sure,” said Mason at last. “Of course.”


  I could almost hear Marello smiling his slimy smile. “The instant we’re done with the buyout, I want you to start looking at other cement plants. More productive, profitable ones. We’re still going to need one.”


  “But why would you need another, when you’ve just bought… ” I heard Mason’s voice shift as realization set in. “You’re going to close this one? Close it as soon as you’ve bought it?!”


  “We ran the numbers,” said Marello coolly. “The land is worth more to us than the profit that place brings in. We buy them out, close it down, sell the land on. You know how it works.”


  When he spoke again, Mason sounded sick. “But that’s two hundred jobs,” he said. “That place has been open fifty years.”


  “Since when did you care?” asked Marello. “What’s happened to you? Someone cut off your balls?”


  Mason went quiet. Behind the curtain, I was willing him to walk out. To pull me out from behind the curtain and tell Marello he didn’t want to be part of it.


  But real life isn’t like that.


  “Nothing’s wrong,” said Mason slowly. “If that’s what you want, that’s what you’ll get.”


  “Smart boy,” Marello told him, and I heard him slap Mason on the back.
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  Mason snuck me out and we got a cab to the nearest tool hire place. An employee helped us cut the handcuff chain in two. As the links snapped, I felt as if I was going to throw up. I thought I’d been wrong about Mason. It turned out I’d been right all along.


  The employee helped us cut the cuffs off our wrists and then, seeing how we were looking at each other, he quickly fled.


  “How could you do it?” I asked. “You promised.”


  “Alice, I didn’t know he was going to ask for something like that—”


  “Liar! You knew he’d want something similar. You just didn’t know he’d say it today, when I could hear it.”


  Mason went quiet. I could almost see the numbers ticking away in his head: one, two three… .


  “Oh, just say it!” I yelled, startling passers-by. “Stop trying to hold it in and just tell me how you really feel!”


  “It’s just business!” he yelled back, finally snapping. “For God’s sake, it’s just business! It’s not personal! Can’t you see that? We don’t live in a world where we get to be nice to everyone, all the time. Stop being so… so—”


  “What? So what? Go on, say it!” I could feel tears welling up in my eyes.


  “Childish!”


  We stood there glaring at each other. The tears were spilling down my cheeks now, but I controlled my voice. “And there it is,” I said. “Exactly what you people always say, when it comes right down to it. We’re the childish ones. We’re the ones who don’t understand, and you’re so damn smart. Well you know what? Let me tell you some things you don’t understand. It is personal. Every job is someone’s dad, someone’s sister. Every house that gets repossessed is some family’s belongings on the street. It’s always personal.”


  He opened his mouth to speak, but I wouldn’t let him. “And maybe you’re right. Maybe we can’t be nice to everyone all the time. But did I even say I wanted that? I just think maybe we should try!”


  His face had fallen, now. He’d stopped trying to speak. “And you know what? Yeah. Yeah, maybe I am childish. But if you’re what happens to us when we grow up, then I don’t want to.”


  And I stalked away down the street.
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  That evening, after I’d bought myself a new hooded top and returned the hotel receptionist’s outfit, I went to the florist where I worked. Technically, I was on vacation, but the last thing I wanted was to be home alone and Cloud was teaching a fire walking class.


  I stacked boxes and cut stems and tied ribbons and tried not to think about the ache inside me.


  I was being stupid. I barely knew the guy. At 8am that morning, I hadn’t even met him. And yet… .


  And yet I had the horrible feeling that he might have been the one. If one of us, or both of us, had had the courage to back down. If he’d been a little less him, if I’d been a little less me.


  A shadow fell across the counter. “I’m in the market for some flowers,” said a voice. “But I only want them if they’re organic.”


  I looked up into Mason’s eyes, my own eyes suddenly hot again.


  “Something about paying a fair price?” he asked. “Ethical?”


  I nodded, not trusting my voice.


  “Because that sounds good. Ethical sounds good.”


  I crossed my arms and looked everywhere but at his face. But I didn’t walk away, either.


  “Look,” he said. “I’ve been doing what I do for a while and it’s always felt… normal. I’ve never had a problem with it. And then, all of a sudden, after you walked away… I did.”


  Through blurry eyes, I finally looked at him.


  “I think,” he said slowly, “that you helped me grow a conscience. And maybe I needed to.”


  I waited.


  “That deal with Marello? Funny thing. The other company pulled out at the last minute. Someone tipped them off that they were about to get screwed.”


  I could feel the tears spilling over, and wiped them savagely away with the back of my hand. “Wasn’t the deal important, though?” I asked. “Won’t you get in trouble?”


  Mason did something I’d never seen him do before. He shrugged, and it looked good on him. “Marello’s furious, but he can’t pin it on me. My bosses are angry it didn’t go through—I’m not exactly flavor of the month. But I’ll survive. Besides, maybe it’s time for a change.”


  I came around from behind the counter. “Is this where I rescue you from your life of evil and you come and join the other side?”


  He looked at me. “It’s not all evil,” he said slowly. “And if I join your side, I’m not eating tofu. But how about you give me another chance with dinner, right now, and we see how it goes?”


  I had to nod quickly, before the tears started, and then I was kissing him and he was folding me into his arms.
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  Epilogue


  “We’re going to need a slogan,” I said. “How about: Fighting Evil with Evil?”


  Mason ran his hand through his hair. “Didn’t we eventually decide it’s not evil, if it’s the right people doing it? Didn’t we decide that money is just a tool?”


  I thought on it. We had decided that, sometime around our third date, when I’d taken him to Cloud’s fire walking class. On our tenth date (an expensive restaurant with food flown in from around the world—we alternated) we’d hit upon the idea of a consultancy, helping protest groups and nonprofits negotiate the world of finance.


  On our twenty-ninth date (naked yoga) he’d given me a key to his apartment.


  On our forty-sixth date (a corporate day at a racetrack, driving Ferraris) he’d asked me to marry him.


  “Bean counting for bean eaters?” I suggested.


  “Or… ” he said, “We could hire an ad agency.” He was using his diplomatic voice. He did that a lot, and it was one of the things I loved most about him.


  He’d changed… and he hadn’t changed. He’d lost the Rolex but kept the suits. He still did the deals, but he was pickier about who he did them with. And despite my best efforts, he’d still never tried tofu again after that day in the hotel. Not even when I made tofu lingerie.


  I’d changed, too. I wasn’t exactly signing up for a corporate management training program, but I had signed up for Netflix. And while I still did most of my shopping at farmers’ markets, I’d started sneaking into WalMart on occasion. Wearing sunglasses, so no one recognized me.


  “Fine,” I said. “But I have power of veto on the slogan.”


  Mason did an elaborate your-wish-is-my-command bow and then kissed my head.


  “Now… .” I pushed the consultancy documents aside and pulled out the table plan. “Wedding. We need to start thinking about ethically-sourced wedding favors.”


  “Or… ” he said, and whispered in my ear. His hand slid up my thigh.


  “Yeah,” I muttered, turning to kiss him. “That works, too.”


  


Author's Note - Victoria Wessex


  Thank you for reading!


  If you enjoyed Handcuffed to the Stockbroker, it’s a good bet that you’d like my romantic comedy, “Shipwrecked with the Billionaire Rock Star.”


  Adam Sykes, bad boy singer with the rock band Iron Hammer, loves to party. When his latest escapade ends in arrest, he’s packed off by his manager to a private yacht to lay low.


  Fiery ship’s chef Hannah is proud of her curvy body… and she has a tongue as sharp as her knives. She has no time for arrogant rock stars, even when they’re billionaires. So when Adam makes a pass at her, she rejects him.


  Now he’s fascinated.


  When the yacht is caught in a storm, the pair are stranded on a desert island and must rely on each other to survive. As the days pass, the friction between them threatens to ignite into lust… but Hannah’s been hurt before. Can she learn to trust a man with Adam’s reputation? Can he prove he’s changed?


  As they battle to control their feelings, new dangers emerge. Even if they can escape the island, their problems may be just beginning…
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  Shipwrecked with the Billionaire Rock Star on Amazon


  Each time I release a book, I price it at $0.99 for the first 24 hours. My mailing list subscribers get an email so they can snap it up cheap before the price goes up. To get on the list, sign up here! (you must be over 18). There’s no spam, just one mail per book.


  Victoria Wessex news: list.victoriawessex.com


  I love to hear from my readers!


  victoriawessex@gmail.com


  www.facebook.com/victoriawessexauthor


  twitter.com/victoriawessex


  Victoria Wessex

  www.victoriawessex.com
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  EDIBLE: The Sex Tape

  by Cassia Leo


  From New York Times bestselling author Cassia Leo comes a deliciously decadent romantic comedy.


  DESCRIPTION: Max Milan was destined for a decadent future. A penthouse in Vegas. A villa in the Mexican Riviera. Luxury sports cars. And unlimited stops at the pussy buffet.


  Then he made one tiny—epic—sex tape and it all came crashing down.


  Now he’s trying to get back on his feet, trying to secure a deal that will put him back in the spotlight.


  Then she turns up.


  She’s his potential new agent. And he’s never needed to ace an interview this badly. If he can only convince her that he’s not just an ex-con—and ex-boyfriend—with an unsavory past.


  He’s Max Milan. And he’s downright edible.


  Language WARNING: This story is from the POV of Max Milan, who is downright edible and downright dirty. Expressive words are used.


  Turn the page to begin reading EDIBLE: THE SEX TAPE by Cassia Leo, or click here to return to this anthology’s Table of Contents.


  


EDIBLE: The Sex Tape

  by Cassia Leo
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Chapter One


  The Meeting


  Present Day


  At twenty-six years old, I was pretty proud of the fact I’d never actually been on a job interview. In fact, I was so proud of this that, as I walked into the lobby at Pringle & Windsor Management, I was certain my confidence alone would get me a contract. It didn’t matter that Pringle & Windsor was the most prestigious entertainment agency in the business. It didn’t matter that I was coming in here asking for representation after a falling out with my previous agent. It didn’t even matter that I was fresh off a two-year stint in county lockup. I was certain the moment I walked into that office and turned on my charm, Barry Pringle would sign me right there on the spot.


  I’ve never been more wrong.


  The lobby at Pringle & Windsor’s Manhattan office is modern and cold. The boxy gray sofas with no arms and asymmetrical glass coffee table look like they could take an eye out if you tripped in here. I approach the receptionist with her sleek black hair pulled back in a ponytail and her blunt-cut bangs half covering her vibrant blue eyes.


  “I have a ten o’clock with Mr. Pringle.”


  She raises her eyebrows and draws in an exasperated breath as she shakes her head. “You obviously didn’t check your voicemail. Mr. Pringle had a family emergency. He tried to reschedule all of his appointments last night. He’ll be back from his ranch in Montana in eight days. You can wait until then or you can meet with another one of our agents. There are a few who’ve agreed to take his appointments.”


  “I came to see Barry. I can’t reschedule. I can’t book another trip to New York. And I can’t talk to another agent. This is my career.”


  She tilts her head looking unimpressed. “Those are your two options, sir. You can reschedule or you can see another agent.”


  I grit my teeth and take a deep breath. “Fine. What are the names of the other agents?”


  “We have Fred Burton, Jacob Waterstone, and Elara Brinkley. They are all taking Mr. Pringle’s appointments in the interim.”


  My lips curl into a warm smile as I run my hand over my half-inch of dark stubble covering my head. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”


  She stares at me for a moment, unable to speak, then she shakes her head. “I’m Olive.”


  “Olive? What a beautiful name. Olive, I’m not sure if you know who I am.”


  “I do. You’re… You’re Max Milan…. You just got out of jail.”


  I nod slowly. “Correct. Do you listen to my music?”


  “Yeah. I love ‘Whipped.’ That was my favorite song last year.”


  I try to ignore the physical pain in my chest that comes when someone reminds me how popular I was last year. I was in prison last year. But during my twenty-two months in jail, the landscape of electronic dance music changed. There are more opportunities out there for EDM musicians than ever before.


  But I don’t want to take just any job. I want my penthouse back. I need an agent who can get me another Vegas contract.


  “Well, Olive, then you’ll appreciate how important it is that I meet with the right person today. Of the three agents you just named, who’s the youngest?”


  “Elara. She’s, like, twenty-six or twenty-seven and she just started working here a few months ago.”


  “And Barry trusts her with his clients?”


  “She’s really good. If you go with her, you’ll like her.”


  I hook my thumb into the pocket of my jeans and discreetly point to my crotch to focus Olive’s attention on my sizable bulge. “Do you think she’ll like me, Olive?”


  She blinks as she shifts her eyes away from my crotch to look me in the eye. “Yeah, yeah. Of course. She’ll definitely like you.”


  I wink one of my green eyes. “Good. Let’s reschedule with Elara.”


  Olive nods and picks up the handset on her corded phone. “Miss Brinkley? I have a Mr. Milan here to see you. Are you available?” Olive’s eyes dart toward my face and I wink at her again. She tries to suppress a smile as she goes back to staring at her phone. “Yes, of course. I’ll let him know.” She hangs up the handset and appears breathless as she looks up at me. “You can go right in. Her office is through that corridor,” she says, pointing at a beechwood door to the left of her desk, “the third door on the right.”


  “Thank you very much, Olive,” I say, my eyes locked on hers. “I won’t forget your kindness.”


  I can actually see her blush through all the pale makeup caked on her face. I slip through the door and into a bland hallway. From here, I can see the end of the corridor opens onto an open lounge area where they probably all congregate to eat their sack lunches of turkey sandwiches or leftover Chinese, finished with a cup of espresso from their coffee pod machine while bitching about their famous clients. Boring office life. I don’t know how people deal with it.


  In fact, that’s what got me into trouble two years ago. People do the darndest things to break up the monotonous patterns of their lives. I should have known the good times would be over soon when my ex-girlfriend, Bridget Kazarian, the sweetest ass I’d ever fucked, suggested we make a sex tape. Her ass was so sweet, I had to pretend to be monogamous to keep her. So sweet, and always game to try something new. We used to role play all the time. I think one of my favorite scenarios was when we pretended that I was her teenage boyfriend who’d just climbed through her window and stumbled upon her slumber party pillow fight. That scenario required us to enlist a third party.


  But that was Bridget; always putting me first. Which is why she quit her internship in California to live with me in my Vegas penthouse. I was doing four shows a week at the MGM Grand when she moved in. And, of course, it was Bridget who had the idea to make the sex tape. She even titled it Edible.


  Not that I put up much of an objection, but I’d just like to state for the record that it was her who brought it up. How the fuck was I supposed to say no? I wasn’t. The only problem was that, once our tape got leaked online, she didn’t want to make any more videos. And I needed a sequel.


  That’s the biggest mistake you make when you get a taste of something that tastes so good but is so bad for you. I should have let it go. Just accepted that Bridget and I would not be making any more sex tapes. But I couldn’t. And it all went downhill from there.


  I reach the third door on the right and it’s open just a few inches. Pushing it inward, I mentally prepare myself to knock this interview out of the park. So what if Barry Pringle isn’t here. The bastard didn’t even have the decency to call me and tell me he had a change of plans. He just pawns me off on one of his new agents whose name I’ve never heard before today.


  No doubt Elara Brinkley will be some amateur junior agent, maybe even an intern, who knows nothing about booking EDM shows and securing sponsorships and deals. At least I’m more than guaranteed a contract now that the interviewer is young and female. Women can’t resist me. There’s a reason they used to call me DJ Edible. I’ll have Elara eating out of my hand before this interview is over.


  I push the door all the way open and my jaw drops. “What the fuck?”


  “Is that how you greet your ex-girlfriends nowadays, Max?”


  “You’re not, Elara!”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “You changed your name?”


  “So did you, Harry Johnson!”


  I glance behind me to make sure no one heard her speak my real name, then I hastily shut the office door. “Is this some kind of trick?” I say, turning back to Bridget, or Elara. Whatever the hell she’s calling herself nowadays. “Did you set this up to get back at me?”


  She cackles as she leans back in her white leather desk chair. “Oh, puh-leeze! How did they even fit you inside a jail cell with a head that big?”


  “Same way I got inside you. Lots of lube, baby.”


  “Get out!”


  We stare at each other across the glass desk for a moment. I take in her new wavy chestnut brown locks. I used to love her blonde hair, but she looks even hotter as a brunette. Her blue eyes are burning into me, daring me to make a comment about the change in her appearance or her new name. She’s hiding… because of me?


  I don’t know what she’s thinking, but all I’m thinking of is that sex tape. It was her idea to record us having sex. Not mine. But, of course, I was blamed when someone hacked my computer and stole the video. I was just as surprised and angry when the video ended up on TMZ. Though, I must admit, a small part of me felt it was my duty to show that tape to the world. A sexual encounter that hot, between two devastatingly delicious human specimens, should not be kept hidden away on a laptop. It must be studied and savored the world over.


  I can walk out of this office and walk out on my chance to work with the best entertainment agency in the business. Or I can suck it up and put all the bullshit in our past behind us for the sake of my career. I mean, she obviously knew I was coming. The receptionist just rang her office to tell her I was here. And she didn’t order the receptionist to throw me out onto the street. In fact, the receptionist mentioned that Elara’s only been working here a few months. She’s probably desperate to land a hot client. Maybe we can behave like civilized human beings for the sake of both of our careers.


  But first, I have to make sure she knows she doesn’t have the upper hand in this situation.


  “Fine. If you want me gone, I’ll leave.” I turn around and grab the door handle then look at her over my shoulder. “You look beautiful, Birdie.”


  I push down on the handle and pull the door inward. I have one foot outside her office when she calls out to me.


  “Wait!”


  


Chapter Two


  Bye-bye, Birdie


  Four Years Ago


  Geezer was supposed to meet me in the penthouse at six to give me the bird, but he’s late, as usual. I know I’m not supposed to get mad at a sixty-three-year-old man for having a small lapse of memory, but Geezer isn’t like most old folks. He’s my grandfather and he’s one badass motherfucker.


  He was born Gerald Johnson in 1947 to Irish immigrant parents in Minnesota. My mom once told me that Grandpa Jerry came out of his mother’s vagina with his middle finger pointed at the world. It was no surprise to his parents when he got his Native American girlfriend pregnant when they were both just nineteen years old. My mom, Julissa Johnson, popped out nine months later while Grandpa and Grandma were protesting the Vietnam war in California.


  They decided to settle there with Baby Julissa, who really had no chance growing up in a household with hippies. My mom practiced free love and snorted a lot of cocaine until the late '80s. She didn’t know whose name to put on my birth certificate in 1988, so she decided to take out her frustration on me by naming me Harold Gerald Johnson. Harry Jerry Johnson. Just let that sink in for a minute while you imagine my school years. It’s really no wonder I dropped out at the age of fourteen.


  But it all worked out for me. Having an enormous leg-up in the party scene helped me become one of the best DJs in Southern California. By the time I was seventeen, I was booking gigs at the hottest clubs in Hollywood. Back then I was DJ Edible. Terrible name, but girls couldn’t resist my soft seventeen-year-old skin. I lost track of the number of girls I’d fucked by my eighteenth birthday. That’s when I decided to change my name to Max Milan and get an agent. The next four years were kind of a blur.


  I got a record deal and did shows all over the world until I settled on a Vegas show that would pay me double what I was making on the road. And I’d still get to fuck girls from all over the world since people flocked to Vegas from everywhere. It was a no-brainer when I accepted the Vegas contract.


  I guess I didn’t really foresee the fact that a significant part of my set would not be related to music. The producer of the show wanted me to have an exotic bird on stage with me. Tourists love to see performers interacting with animals. I tried to tell them to go to hell when they suggested I perform the whole set with a black eagle perched on my shoulder. But my reluctance to submit to their crazy suggestions didn’t last very long. I wanted to keep this gig. I’d hate myself if I threw away the opportunity to make fifty-grand a show. If that meant letting an eagle shit on my shoulder every night, then so be it.


  So this morning Geezer offered to take my new best friend, Killer the black eagle, to get groomed. He was supposed to bring Killer back by six p.m. so I could be at the MGM by seven for sound check. But it’s 6:12 p.m. and I’m standing in the lobby of the Mandalay Bay waiting for Geezer because he got sidetracked and had an hour-long conversation with the bird groomer. Killer needs his talons filed every week or the leather jacket I wear on stage won’t protect me.


  I’m leaning up against a large column in the lobby with my hood pulled tight over my head, trying to keep my head down so I’m not recognized. But, as usual, it never works.


  “Max Milan?”


  I look up and find a group of five girls lugging designer suitcases and staring at me, their mouths gaping. If I didn’t have a show in three hours, I’d take all five of them up to my penthouse right now. But I’ve never missed a show. I don’t know what would happen to me if I did miss one, but I’m sure it would involve me giving up the penthouse and Killer.


  “Good evening, ladies.” I flash them my sexiest smile and I can practically hear them creaming in their panties. “What brings five beautiful ladies such as yourselves to Vegas?”


  The tallest girl with the pink streaks in her hair speaks first. “A bachelorette party.” Her voice is a bit raspy and I imagine her crying out my name in that voice as I fuck her hard from behind. “I’m the bride,” she adds with a smirk.


  “I’m sorry for your loss,” I reply and they all chuckle. “It was nice meeting you ladies, but I have a show to get ready for. Enjoy your evening of debauchery. And make sure you stop by the MGM to see my show.”


  I head toward the exit where Geezer has just entered with a birdcage covered in a black cloth. His wrinkled skin is flushed pink from the 110-degree heat. I take the cage from his hand and pat his shoulder.


  “Take it easy, Grandpa. You know old people are more likely to die of heat stroke.”


  “Who are you callin’ Grandpa? I warned you about that, son.”


  I chuckle as I peek under the black cloth to make sure Killer is looking okay. “All right, Geezer. Go get yourself an ice-cold Ensure and ask Grandma to change your diaper. I’ve got a show to do. See ya later.”


  “You wish, bird-fucker,” he grunts as he heads for the exit.


  I shake my head as I make my way toward the elevator lobby. I manage to avoid being recognized, but when I reach the lobby I find a gorgeous blonde waiting for the sliding doors to open. I’ve been known to convince many hot elevator companions to come up to the penthouse with me. It’s hard to resist pussy when it’s practically served up on a platter. But I don’t have time to get sidetracked. I have to be at the MGM in forty minutes.


  The blonde glances at me, her sleek hair bouncing as she turns her attention back to the elevator. She’s wearing a skin-tight black dress that’s draped low on her back. Either she’s not wearing a bra or she’s wearing some of those stick-on bra pads that girls wear under their tits when they wear backless clothing. I stare at her round ass for a moment before the elevator dings and she heads inside the cabin.


  I follow her inside and she smiles as she watches me set the birdcage down on the floor. Killer is making soft rustling noises as he moves around inside his cage.


  “I can’t help but notice you staring at my bird. Would you like to touch it?”


  She looks up at me like I’m crazy. “Excuse me?”


  “I’m going to have to ask you to wash your hands and put on some protective gloves first. I’m using him in a show tonight.”


  She still looks confused for just a split second, then something registers in her striking blue eyes. “What kind of show?”


  I flash her my sultry half-smile and her mouth drops open a little. “I’m Max Milan. I work in the MGM. I have to be there pretty soon for a show. I’m a musician.”


  “What kind of musician?” she asks, her eyes lighting up.


  This is too easy.


  “EDM: electronic dance music. The future of music.”


  “EDM?” Her smile fades. “I don’t know anything about that.”


  “That’s okay. Come up to my penthouse and I’ll play something for you. And I’ll even let you touch my bird.”


  She chuckles as the elevator stops on the 19th floor. The doors slide open and she stares at the elevator lobby as she contemplates whether or not to take me up on my offer. Finally, she turns to face me, one eyebrow cocked skeptically.


  “You have a show here in Vegas? You must be pretty famous.”


  I let out a brief chuckle. “You may not know me now, but I guarantee you that won’t last.” She looks a little taken aback by my confidence. “I just mean that my first album with a major label hits next month.”


  “Major label?”


  She smiles as she lets the elevator doors slide shut, then we both stand in silence as the cabin climbs to the penthouse level. This girl is probably a gold digger or, even worse, an attention whore. I should stay far away from her. Especially since I have a show in a few hours. I don’t have time to fuck her the way I want to fuck her. But I can’t stop looking at that ass.


  The doors open and I gently place my hand on the small of her back to lead her to the double doors of my suite. When we step inside, her eyes widen a bit at the fully-stocked black granite bar on the left and the sweeping views of the strip through the floor-to-ceiling windows straight ahead of us.


  I set Killer’s cage down on the ivory marble floor and resist the urge to let my other hand slide down her back and onto her ass. Instead, I yank the black cloth off the cage and Killer squawks. It’s a shrill birdcall that can be quite startling if you’ve never heard it in a confined space like this.


  “You never told me your name.”


  She eyes Killer warily then looks up at me and smiles. “I’m Bridget,” she replies, holding out her hand.


  I take it in mine and bring it to my lips. Planting a soft kiss on the back of her hand, I allow my lips to linger for a while so she can feel my breath on her skin. Out and in. Out and in.


  She swallows hard then begins to pull her hand back. “I’m… I’m from California.”


  “So am I,” I say, nodding toward the bar and she follows me. “What part are you from?”


  She chuckles at this question. “Everywhere. My parents moved around a lot before they got divorced five years ago. Right before I went to college.”


  I slip behind the bar and grab a couple of martini glasses and a bottle of Grey Goose off the shelf. “So you graduated from college? And you’re here for one last hurrah before you enter the corporate world?”


  She blinks a few times then looks down at herself, as if she’s expecting to see a sign with her life story written on it. “Am I that obvious?”


  “Not really. It’s just a guess that happens to be right about fifty-percent of the time.”


  She narrows her eyes at me. “I should not be up here.”


  “Then why are you up here?” I reply, pouring her martini in the glass in front of her then dropping an olive in it. Plink.


  She eyes the drink warily. “Did you slip anything in here while I wasn’t looking?”


  I shake my head. “Sweetheart, you’re the one who came up here. You’re the one who wanted to pet my bird.”


  “What? I never said I wanted to pet your bird.”


  “But you do want to pet my bird.” I round the bar with my martini in hand. “I can see it in your eyes. You want to stroke him and love him and kiss him.”


  She draws in a sharp breath as I stop in front of her, my lips inches from hers. “What… what kind of bird is it?”


  I smile as I watch her lick her lips to make them more enticing. “Killer is a black eagle. He perches on my shoulder through the whole show.” I move my face just a bit closer to hers so she can feel my breath on her lips. “Then, at the end of the show, I set him free.”


  “And he comes back?”


  “Over and over again.”


  I set my martini down on the bar and grab the back of her neck as I lean in to kiss her. She tastes like strawberry daiquiri. She whimpers as I slide my tongue into her mouth and my dick twitches inside my jeans. I slide my other hand over her waist and back to her ass. I have to feel it.


  “Goddamn, Bridget.”


  “What?” she breathes as I kiss the velvety skin over her collar bone.


  “Your ass is perfect. It’s so round and… fuckable.”


  I pull her hips closer to me so she can feel my erection and she moans. Fuck. I should not be doing this. I’m going to be late for sound check.


  I grab her face with both my hands and look her in the eye. “I have to be somewhere in thirty minutes, but I have a little bit of a problem.”


  “What kind of problem?” she whispers breathlessly.


  “I want to bury my cock deep inside you. But first I want to take my time making you come.”


  She smiles and her eyes light up at the suggestion. “So what are you going to do?”


  “I’m gonna devour you and your perfect ass.” She grinds her pelvis into mine. “Is that a yes?”


  She nods slowly as she moves her hips back and forth. “Yes.”


  “Good decision. Max Milan is about to teach you how to have multiple orgasms before the bass drops.”


  She giggles as I pull up her black dress until it’s gathered around her waist. Then I kneel down on one knee and yank her black panties down. She steps out of them and leans back against the granite bar as I lift one of her legs and drape it over my shoulder. Her pussy is pink and glistening wet as I spread her lips and take her clit into my mouth.


  “Oh, my God,” she moans.


  Sucking gently on her pearl, I grab her glorious ass with both hands to hold her steady as she writhes against me. I flick my tongue over her clit as my lips form an O around it, holding it in place. She whimpers and trembles in my grasp. I massage her ass cheeks, then I slowly slide my middle finger between her crease and inside her. She gasps and doubles over as if she’s been stabbed in the gut. Then she lets out an erotic sigh unlike anything I’ve ever heard.


  “You like that?” I say, then I go back to sucking on her clit as my finger massages her hole.


  “Yes,” she breathes, digging her fingernails into my scalp. “Fuck yes.”


  I keep going until she convulses so violently I almost lose my grip on her. I stand up quickly before she can collapse, then I lift her up by the waist and set her down on the barstool so she can get her bearings.


  “Holy fuck,” she gasps, one arm draped over the back of the stool and the other resting on top of the bar, her chest heaving and legs still spread open. “I don’t think I’ve ever come that hard in my life.”


  I slide my hand between her legs and her eyes widen as I shove two fingers inside her pussy, smiling as I feel it contracting around my fingers from the after effects of the orgasm. “Yeah, I’d agree you’re slicker than the hotel pool slide.”


  She chuckles as I pull my fingers out and drag her moisture up to her clit. But when I move my finger in a light back and forth motion, the laughing stops and her mouth falls open in a silent gasp.


  “Oh, God!” she whispers.


  Her knuckles turn white as she grips the back of the barstool. I grab the back of her neck and kiss her hard as I caress her kitten until she comes, moaning and howling into my mouth. When she’s finished, I take my hand out from between her legs and let go of her neck.


  I place my fingertips under her chin and gently lift her face so she can look me in the eye. “Want to touch my bird?”


  She laughs as she pushes me backward. “Yes, but can I please have a minute to catch my breath?”


  “I’m Max Milan, sweetheart. I don’t even know what ‘catch my breath’ means.”


  She smiles as she shakes her head. “Okay, show me your bird.”


  I grab the handle on the top of the cage and lead Bridget into the living room. “Just have a seat. I’ll be right back. I have to wash up or Killer might mistake my hand for prey.” I return from the bedroom a few minutes later with clean hands and two leather gloves. “Put this on your left hand.”


  She pulls the glove over her left hand then stares at Killer as I begin undoing the latches on the bottom of the cage. I swiftly pull the entire top of the four-foot tall cage upward and she yelps when he immediately spreads his giant wings and takes flight. I laugh as she latches onto my arm, shivering as she watches Killer fly off to his perch in the corner.


  “Just do me a favor and watch him. I have to get one of his toys on the balcony.”


  “You want me to watch him!”


  “Just for a second. Just stand next to his perch and if he starts to flap his wings, hold your arm up—the one with the glove—and he won’t try to get past you.”


  I pull open the doors leading to the balcony and, as expected, Bridget yelps as Killer flaps his wings and takes off. I duck so he can fly over me and out into the dusky Vegas sunset.


  “Oh, my God! I’m so sorry!” she cries.


  I suppress my smile and instead put on a faux irate expression, then I turn to face her. “I told you to watch him.”


  “I didn’t know what to do! Oh, shit! Will he come back? Oh, my God. I’m so sorry!”


  “That bird is priceless. It’s the only trained eagle in a Vegas show.”


  “But you’re the one who opened the door.”


  I narrow my eyes at her. “Are you saying this is my fault?”


  “Well… yeah. I mean, I’m not a fucking bird babysitter. How could you even trust me to watch your pet eagle?”


  I stare at her for a moment dumbfounded. Every time I do the bird trick on a girl, she always blames herself. But Bridget has quickly turned the tables on me.


  I hold my left arm up in front of me and Killer swoops in through the door and lands on my gloved fist.


  Bridget glares at me from across the room. “You knew he was coming back?”


  “That’s what he does.”


  “You’re a jerk!”


  “Oh, come on. You had to know he’d come back. That’s what he’s trained to do.” I smile at her and she just stares at me, her eyes wide with fury. But I’m more concerned with the fact that Killer looks restless, flapping his wings as he pecks my leather glove with his razor sharp beak. “Look, I’m sorry if I worried you, but can you please give me a hand? There’s a bowl of raw steak in the fridge. Can you bring it here and help me feed him?”


  She glares at me for a moment, then she heads for the kitchen and retrieves a large glass bowl from the refrigerator. She places the bowl on the coffee table and removes the plastic wrap. She catches a whiff of the meat and cringes as she turns away from it.


  “Ew! What is that smell?”


  “It’s snake meat. It’s his favorite.”


  It takes Bridget a few minutes to warm up to him, but soon she has Killer eating out of her hand. And she’s giddy over it.


  “He’s just a big baby,” she says, scratching his belly as I toss a piece of snake flesh into his beak. “Yes, you are. You’re just a big baby.”


  “Don’t get too friendly with him. Killer’s a notorious mama’s boy. If you treat him like a baby, he’ll never leave your side.” She laughs as she reaches for a piece of meat and holds her hand out for him to take it. “I’m serious. Before he started working with me, he was thirty-seven years old, in bird years, and still living in his mother’s basement nest.”


  “You’re so full of shit.”


  “That’s what I said to him the first time I met him. Trust me, you do not want to live in a basement nest. It’s disgusting.”


  She smiles at me and suddenly I can’t breathe. Something about this girl is different. It’s not just the fact that she’s the only girl who’s been brave enough to feed and pet Killer. Maybe it’s the way the light sparkles in her blonde hair or the way she makes me feel like I’m hanging out with a friend, not a conquest. I don’t know what it is, but I want to stay here and figure it out.


  Once Killer is fed and he’s back in his cage, I check the clock and realize I’m twenty minutes late for sound check. I already have four voicemails and eleven missed calls. I turn my phone off and tuck it into my pocket. Then I pull the black cloth over the cage so Killer can rest. He’ll be happy to have a night off.


  


Chapter Three


  The Dirty Truth


  Present Day


  “Why did Barry have a family emergency in Montana?” I say, taking a seat in the chair across from the ex-girlfriend who makes a cobra look friendly. “Did you kill one of Barry’s kids so you could see me today?”


  “You’re unbelievable. You’d think that planet-sized ego of yours would have deflated just a tiny bit while your prison boyfriend was pounding you in the ass.”


  “Hey, I don’t know what you heard, but there was none of that going on in there. I’m not anyone’s bitch.”


  “Don’t make me pull up the sex tape link.”


  “Well, not anymore I’m not,” I clarify. “But of course I was your bitch. You’ll always be my Birdie whether you like it or not. You can’t quit Max Milan. That’s like trying to quit breathing.”


  “Still referring to yourself in the third person? Are you ever going to grow up? Because I got a phone call from a Hakkasan promoter last week asking if I’d been in contact with Max Milan.”


  “They called you?”


  “Yes, they called me. And I promised Barry I’d let him know whether prison had matured you. Barry and Hakkasan don’t want anything to do with you if you’re going to pull anything like the stunt you pulled two years ago.”


  I let out a hearty laugh. “You’re supposed to determine whether I’m mature enough? Are you fucking kidding me? I mean, I’m sorry, babe, but that’s not really fair to you. Couldn’t they at least get someone who has the slightest chance of resisting me?”


  “You’re a real piece of work.”


  “You’re the artist who painted me. Revel in your creation, sweetheart.”


  “Are you ever going to take responsibility for what happened?”


  “Are you ever going to take responsibility for what happened? I did twenty-two months of hard time and you never came to see me once. Never tried to apologize to me.”


  “It wasn’t my fault that you couldn’t keep your dick in your tight designer jeans!”


  “I wouldn’t have ever gotten the idea to make a sex tape with Kyla if you hadn’t convinced me to make that sex tape with you!”


  “Convinced you? I don’t remember you needing that much convincing.”


  “Sweetie, I know you’re getting old, but your memory can’t be that bad.”


  She picks up a pen off her desk and hurls it at me. “Asshole!”


  I duck and the pen hits the wall behind me. “Listen, Bridget—”


  “Don’t call me Bridget. My name is Elara.”


  “Whatever. Listen, Birdie, I know you want to take credit for signing me and you want the commission from the deal with Hakkasan. So I’m willing to let go of all this shit between us to help you out. Just apologize for swindling me into making that sex tape and I’ll sign with you.”


  “Un-fucking-believable,” she huffs, shaking her head.


  “Fine. Since you’ve obviously forgotten how this all went down, how about I refresh your memory. It all started when I came home from a show on April 26th.”


  “You remember the date?”


  “Of course I remember the date. It’s stamped on the fucking video.” I reach down and adjust my balls in my jeans, partly because my designer jeans are a little too tight, but mostly because I know it will divert her attention to my goods. “Now, if you’ll remember, you were laid out on top of the bar, naked, with fucking whipped cream and a cherry on your muff.”


  She tears her eyes away from my crotch and looks up at me. “There was no cherry.”


  “Yes, there was, because I remember putting the cherry in your mouth while I licked every bit of whipped cream off your freshly waxed skin.”


  She stares at me for a moment, lost in the memory of my mouth on her, then she draws in a sharp breath and focuses. “I don’t want to do this.”


  “Birdie, this is your job. And your job is to determine whether or not I’ve matured. If we’re going to work together after today, then I think we need to set things straight once and for all.”


  She leans back in her chair and closes her eyes. “Fine.”


  I lean back in my chair and get comfortable. “Where was I? Oh, yeah, I was making you come.”


  


Chapter Four


  The Sex Tape


  Two Years Ago


  Birdie must have had a spa day today. Her pussy is freshly waxed, her hands are manicured, and she always wants to have sex immediately after she’s had a massage. Which is exactly why I encourage her to utilize the hotel spa as often as she wants.


  I lick the last bit of whipped cream off her sweet pussy, then I spread her lips to get at her clit. She moans as I devour her. Her hips squirm beneath me, her skin squeaking as it rubs against the shiny granite bar top. Then she pushes me away and presses her thighs together.


  “What are you doing?”


  She sits up and grabs the front of my T-shirt as she slides forward on the bar. “I don’t want to come yet.”


  She wraps her legs around me and I smile as I slide my fingers inside her wet pussy. “It’s kind of late for that.”


  She pulls my hand out from between her legs and places it on her waist. “I’m serious. I want to hold off for now.”


  “Why?”


  She flashes me that sly, sexy grin that always gives me an insta-boner. “I want to do something different tonight.” Wrapping her arms around my neck, she leans forward and takes my bottom lip between her teeth, tugging a bit. “I want to do something naughty.”


  I brush aside a piece of a blonde hair that’s stuck to her lipgloss and look her in the eye. “What do you want to do, baby?”


  She lays her hands flat against my chest and pushes me back a little so she can slide off the bar. Then she kneels down in front of me and begins unbuckling my belt.


  “I want to do something we’ve never done,” she says, unbuttoning my jeans and sliding the zipper down.


  “No offense, babe, but I think we’ve done this at least a thousand times.”


  She lets out a throaty chuckle that makes my boner twitch. Pulling down my jeans and boxers, she smiles at the sight of my erection just inches from her mouth. She leans forward and I hold my breath as she plants a slow, sensual kiss on the tip. One of my favorite things about Bridget is how she starts a blow job by making out with my cock.


  I resist the urge to grab the back of her head and plunge my dick into her mouth. Instead, I lean my back against the bar and try to focus on not blowing my load too early. But it’s not so easy when Bridget knows exactly what turns me on the most. She knows exactly how long to stimulate the tip before she takes me into her mouth. And she knows exactly how long and how fast to bob her head, and when to ease up, to prolong and maximize the pleasure.


  Communication. You hear that, fellas? Communication. Tell your girl exactly how to give you a blow job and let her tell you exactly how to eat her pussy and your sex life will improve exponentially. ‘Cause let’s face it, the best sex is oral sex. Even when it’s not that good, it’s still amazing. But when you get oral sex from someone who not only knows what they’re doing, but they enjoy it, life is good.


  And my life is pretty fucking great. I’ve got a girlfriend who gives the best fucking blow job on the planet. A job that I love, which also happens to pay me eight figures. I live in a city that never sleeps because the party never ends in Vegas. I’m twenty-four years old and millions of women all over the world pleasure themselves to thoughts of me. So you’d better believe when my hot-as-fuck girlfriend says she wants to try something naughty, I’m all ears.


  She takes my cock into her mouth and immediately goes for the gusto, pulling me all the way in until the tip prods the back of her throat. I smile as her eyes widen. I expect her to pull my dick out of her mouth, but instead she pushes it even farther back. This activates her gag reflex and her eyes begin to water.


  I grab her hair to pull her head back, even though it feels so fucking warm and tight inside her throat, but she bats my hand away. What the fuck is she doing? I can see her chest convulsing as she attempts to hold my dick inside her throat without gagging. But she keeps one hand firmly gripped around the base of my cock so I can’t move.


  “What are you doing?”


  Her eyes stream tears as she moves her head back and forth ever so slightly. The sight of her struggling is a little scary but also really fucking erotic, I can’t prolong this. I twist my fingers through her blonde hair and come hard into her throat. She slowly slides my cock out a little so I can finish letting go inside her mouth. When I’m done, her face is red from not getting enough oxygen, but she just smiles as she licks her lips. She isn’t finished with me.


  She kisses my abdomen just above my dick, then she slowly works her way up my six-pack abs and over my rippled chest. “I want to record us having sex,” she whispers in my ear.


  “What?” I ask, not sure I heard her correctly.


  She chuckles softly in my ear and her breath sends a shiver through me. “I want a video of us having sex.” She wraps her fingers around my cock and it begins to harden again. “I want to see what it looks like when your cock is moving in and out of my pussy.” She slides my erection between her legs and uses the friction of her thighs to get me excited. “I want to see what it looks like when you come on my face.”


  “Oh, fuck.” I grab her ass as I swing my hips back and forth, rubbing my cock between her luscious thighs. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Birdie. That shit can get out and that’s how careers are ruined. But holy shit, I want to fuck you so bad right now. Where did you learn to deep throat it like that?”


  “I was watching some porn while you were gone. I want to do it. I want to record us.” She massages my balls as I slide my dick in and out of her thighs. “Do this for me, Max. And I won’t ask you for anything else. Pleeeeease, baby. Fuck me on camera so we can watch it while we’re fucking. It will be so hot.” She steps back and grabs the base of my cock. “I’ll deep throat you on camera and I’ll do that one thing you love so much.”


  She wiggles her eyebrows and my dick stands at full attention at this suggestion.


  “Well, how the fuck am I supposed to say no to that? Go get the camera and get that sweet ass back here, stat!”


  She smiles and immediately lets go of my erection. “I’ll be right back.”


  


Chapter Five


  No One Will Ever Know


  Present Day


  She looks uncomfortable when I finish telling the story. She knows every word of it was true and, regardless of what a complete idiot I was after the fact, she clearly seduced me into making that sex tape.


  “Birdie, baby, you don’t have to apologize. I’m a grown man. I knew what I was getting myself into.” She raises her eyebrows skeptically. “Look, I know it’s taken me way too long to say these words, but… I’m sorry.”


  “Sorry for what?”


  She’s not going to make this even the slightest bit easy for me. But I’m not stupid. I know she needs to sign me as much as I need to be signed. She used to go on and on about how much she wanted to work for Pringle & Windsor Management in New York City. And if she’s only been here a few months, she definitely needs to prove herself to her idol, Barry Pringle. But… and this is a huge but (forgive the pun, but Bridget deserves this one), she’s notorious for allowing her emotions to get in the way of her career. That’s why she moved in with me in Vegas four years ago instead of sticking with the internship in Los Angeles. She always puts her feelings for me, positive or negative, before her success. Let’s hope she’s learned her lesson.


  But, this is also a big but, if she hasn’t learned from her past mistakes, I may need to employ some cock-surance. Cock-surance is a well-timed, mind-blowing fuck, which is meant to insure I get what I want. I’ve used cock-surance on Bridget more times than I can count. It never fails.


  “Baby, I’m sorry for cheating on you and, most of all, I’m sorry for blaming you for my mistakes.” I lean forward in my chair, resting my elbows on my knees, I look her deep in the eye. “Cheating on you was the worst mistake I’ve ever made. And… the worst part of being in prison was not hearing your voice.”


  She scrunches her eyebrows together, but I can’t tell if she’s angry or on the verge of tears. So I continue.


  “I thought of you every day. I wanted to write to you and tell you everything. I wanted to apologize, but you’re right about me. Not even prison could force me to grow up.” I gaze at her for a moment while her eyes begin to tear up. “It was seeing you today that’s made me realize what an idiot I’ve been. Look at what I’ve done to you. You’ve changed your name and your appearance. You don’t deserve that. You deserve the best, Birdie. You deserve someone who’ll never hurt you. Someone who’ll bring you mint chocolate chip ice cream at midnight… with extra whipped cream.” She smiles and I gaze at her lips as I continue. “You deserve someone who’ll take care of you and worship you… every part of your mind and body… every inch of your skin… every day and every night.”


  I drag my gaze away from her succulent lips. She gazes back at me through hooded blue eyes and I know she’s thinking of all the times I worshipped her body. Sex was our religion and I think we earned sainthood with the stuff we did on that sex tape.


  I stand from the chair and she holds her breath, her eyes wide as she watches me round the desk toward her. Leaning over, I take her face in my hands and kiss her tenderly. The way she liked me to kiss her after a fight, right before the makeup sex.


  “Max?” she whispers against my lips.


  “What, baby?” I reply as I lightly trace my fingers over the shell of her ear.


  She looks up into my eyes, her face wrought with confusion. She knows she shouldn’t be doing this, but she probably hasn’t been properly fucked in twenty-two months. That’s a long time to go without Max Milan. She’s twitching for a fix.


  “We have to be very quiet,” she whispers.


  I smile as I thread my fingers through her new dark hair and give it a slight tug. Her eyes widen with excitement as I pull her up out of her seat by her hair. Then I kiss her hard.


  She whimpers softly as my tongue strokes hers. Keeping my right hand tangled tightly in her hair, my left hand slides beneath her creamy silk blouse. I massage her breast as I suck on her lip and she moans. She tries to reach for my belt, but I turn her around and bend her over the desk.


  “You know how much I’ve missed this?”


  I crush my pelvis against her ass so she can feel the erection in my jeans.


  “Your obsession with my ass survived prison?” she replies with a chuckle.


  I reach forward, grabbing a large chunk of her hair, and yank her head back so my lips are next to her ear. “I’ve told you before, you should be an ass model.”


  I pull up her skirt with my free hand. She helps me by slipping out of her white lacy panties and tossing them backwards over both of our heads.


  “I’m not helping you look for those later.”


  “Shut up!” she shrieks, though she can’t help but laugh.


  Bridget was notorious for losing everything from keys to shoes to underwear. She once lost a pair of panties in a strip club when she got it in her head that she could give me a better lap dance than a stripper.


  Now that I think about it, why the hell did I ever cheat on her? I really was an idiot.


  “I’ve missed you so fucking much,” I growl in her ear.


  Unbuttoning my jeans, I push them down with my boxers. My cock makes contact with her perfectly smooth ass and just that small touch drives me wild.


  “Are you still on the pill, baby?” I ask, rubbing the tip of my cock against her wet opening.


  “Shit,” she whispers. “No, I’m not.”


  “What? Why not?” I shriek, my dick beginning to soften.


  “I… I haven’t been with anyone else, okay?”


  And up he goes again. She’s still mine.


  “That’s okay, Birdie.”


  I kiss her neck and trace my tongue inside her ear as I slide the tip of my cock through her wetness, then I drag it upward. I enter her ass slowly, just a fraction of an inch deeper with each stroke, but she still has to bite down on the strap of her purse to keep from screaming. Her asshole is practically re-virginized after two years of no Max Milan.


  I stand up so I can watch as my dick slides into her. I’ve got it about halfway in when she cries out.


  “Are you okay?” I ask and she nods as she lets out a low grunt.


  I smile as I realize she’s close to orgasm.


  I smack her ass and she laughs. “Don’t stop, Max.”


  Grabbing her by her tiny waist, I rock my hips back and forth, savoring the heavenly friction as her muscles contract around my cock. I’m really fucking glad I knocked one off in the hotel room this morning, or I’d have blown my load the second I saw her ass. I reach around her hip and between her legs to stroke her clit. She was already on the verge of an orgasm, so it doesn’t take long for her sex-deprived body to yield to me. She writhes and almost kicks me when she comes. Finally, I let go and lie down on top of her to catch my breath, my dick still twitching inside her.


  “Birdie? Do you want me to call you Elara?”


  She moves a little and I slide out of her so we can both stand. “You can call me Birdie or Bridget. The only people who call me Elara are the people in this office.”


  She begins to pull down her skirt, but I stop her and slide my hand between her legs. Her pussy is waxed just the way I like it, with a small triangle of hair above the slit.


  “You knew I was coming today?”


  “Of course I did. This is never going to happen again and no one can know about this.” I pull my hand out from between her thighs as a knock comes at the door. “Get over there!” she whispers urgently, pointing at the guest chair where I was sitting earlier.


  I smile and shake my head as I realize we both played each other. She probably lied when she said she hadn’t been with anyone since I went to jail. We both take our seats and she smooths her hair down.


  “Print up the contract, Birdie, and no one will ever know.”


  “Come in!” she calls out as she types something on her keyboard and the sound of the printer firing up is like music to my ears.


  The door swings inward just a few inches and the receptionist juts her head in. “Um… I’ve been trying to call you for the past ten minutes. Your mom is on line one.”


  The receptionist’s eyes keep falling to the floor as if she’s too embarrassed to look up. She must smell the sex in the air.


  “Tell her I’ll call her back,” Bridget replies as she continues to send more documents to the printer.


  The receptionist looks up, meeting my gaze, she smiles a little and nods as she closes the office door. I turn around and I immediately see the cause of the receptionist’s shyness. Bridget’s panties are hanging from the spine of a book on a shelf behind her. I press my lips together to try to keep from laughing, but when she looks up from her computer all clueless and flushed, I can’t hold it in.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “Nothing,” I chuckle.


  “Are you making fun of me?” I stand up from my chair and round the desk until I’m standing next to her. “I told you we’re never having sex again and I meant it!”


  I smile as I reach behind her and lift the panties off the bookcase. “You’ve always had interesting taste in decor, Birdie.”


  She snatches the panties off my finger and stuffs them inside her purse. “Did she see those?”


  “Yes, she did. And judging by the conversation I had with her earlier, she’s a saucy little minx. She’s seen the sex tape and she wants a piece of me. You’re going to have to do some damage control to get her to keep quiet. But I’m sure it’s nothing a new multi-million dollar client won’t fix.”


  She glares at me as she reaches under her desk to retrieve the contract she just printed. Slamming it down on the surface of the desk, she reaches for a pen and holds it out for me to sign. I stare at the pen and, for a moment, I consider putting her out of her misery and just signing the damn thing. But I have a strong feeling she set up this whole meeting today knowing she was going to seduce me into signing. Just the way she seduced me into recording that damn video.


  I lean over and press my lips to her ear. “Bring the contract to the Four Seasons on the upper east side.”


  “I know where the Four Seasons is.”


  “Good. And bring your giant makeup case. We have a sequel to shoot.” I lay a soft kiss on her cheekbone then head for the door. “And bring your A-game, Birdie. This is going to be even better than the first one.”
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Can't Stop Wanting You


  With each one of her generous inches jiggling in the skimpy bikini, Jody Lapinski jogged up the stairs from her bedroom in the basement and flung open the kitchen door. She wanted to show her grandmother her new purchase before she lost her nerve.


  “Check this out, Nana,” she said, striking a suggestive pose in the doorway. She’d had to order the plus-sized swimsuit online, since size-16/18 bikinis were thin on the ground in most stores. So to speak.


  “Hello,” said a man near the refrigerator. He was drinking out of her PMS=Pass My Shotgun coffee mug, and looked horribly familiar.


  Her grandmother looked up from where she sat at the kitchen table. “Jody, this is Simon Brogan. He’s moving into the upstairs apartment.”


  Kill me now, Jody thought. She was wearing a bikini. In front of the prom king, the senior class president, the guy who’d driven her best friend into a psychiatric ward.


  “Lapinski,” he said, grinning. “I thought that name sounded familiar. Small world.”


  “Yeah.” Jody tried to find a place to put her hands. They twitched to wrap around his throat and squeeze until his pretty blue eyes bugged out of his pretty blue face.


  “I wondered if you two might know each other,” Nana said, “when Simon mentioned he’d grown up in Huntington Beach.”


  “We knew each other,” Jody said. Melissa, her friend, had tried to tattoo his initials over her heart, but her fake ID hadn’t been good enough.


  “A little bit,” he said. “You’re looking good.” His gaze flickered over her half-naked body.


  Yeah, sure he thought she looked good. Every girl he’d ever dated in high school had weighed less than her left thigh. “What brings you to the Bay Area?” She assumed he’d be living in a suburban tract home with a wife and kids by now. Maybe, she hoped, brightening, he’d spent the last few years in jail and was only now rejoining society, a tragically ill-fated attempt to reclaim a fragment of the success of his youth.


  “I’ve just started as the in-house counsel for a tech company in Berkeley,” he said. “I didn’t have time to find a permanent place. This is perfect.” He smiled politely at Nana.


  So he was a lawyer. Not an ex-con. But she was an optimist; there was still a chance he’d be incarcerated someday soon.


  “He’ll be eating three dinners a week with us,” Nana said.


  Jody suddenly imagined spiking the pasta with arsenic. “With us,” Jody asked, “or on a tray?” Most renters didn’t want to eat with a retired English teacher and her granddaughter, and chose to eat in their suite upstairs.


  “Whatever’s easier,” he said.


  Jody put her hands on her hips, pretending she was comfortable to be seen in a bikini, as if she wore them around all the time, like global-warming lounge wear. “Trays are the easiest.” Her voice was cold.


  The phone rang, and Nana made an apologetic gesture. “I’m so sorry, I’m expecting a call about my trip. I’ll be quick.” She hurried out of the kitchen, adjusting her hair as if the caller would see her over the phone.


  Jody turned to Simon, narrowing her eyes. He wore cargo pants and a T-shirt over an athletic, lanky body; and his wavy auburn hair was a little longer than she remembered, falling into his blue eyes; but otherwise he looked just like he had in high school. “It’s not too late to change your mind,” she said.


  “Still hate me, I see.” He stared openly now at her body. “Nice of you to put me at ease, though.”


  She felt her face warm, and hoped the flush didn’t extend to her torso. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Wearing the swimsuit. No place to hide a weapon.” His gaze drifted over her breasts to her crotch. “Of course, we’d need a cavity search to be sure.”


  Her fingers twitched, hungry for the feel of his neck. “My grandmother would help me dispose of the body if I killed you right now.”


  “Go ahead and try. It’s past time you got the professional help you need.”


  “You have that effect on people,” she said. “Causing suffering wherever you go. No wonder you became a lawyer.”


  He laughed, but his eyes stayed cold. “Pays the bills.” He sipped his coffee. “So I don’t have to live in my grandmother’s basement.”


  “I’m quite capable of paying any bills of my own.” She had a master’s degree in chemical engineering and a job at a local biotech company—hardly a slacker. “I live here because—”


  Her grandmother returned before she could say, because my grandmother is getting too old to live alone, which would’ve annoyed her.


  “It’s none of your business,” Jody finished.


  Nana crossed the kitchen, took the mug out of Simon’s hands, and gave Jody a look. “Is there a problem here?”


  Jody read the warning in her grandmother’s pale blue eyes. Nana wanted a tenant to help pay for her big all-expense tour to Europe later that summer. The last guy had been a graduate student with cash-flow problems. Any adult with a job was good, but a corporate lawyer was like a blue-ribbon pig at the state fair.


  “There’s no problem,” Jody said.


  Nana nodded. “You can get dressed before you make the salad. Simon is staying for supper.”


  Without turning around, which would’ve given the prom king too much time to ogle her backside, Jody edged to the door to the downstairs. “No problem,” she repeated, feeling for the doorknob behind her.


  “I don’t want to be a bother,” Simon said.


  “Of course it’s no bother,” Nana said. “You’ll be a paying guest. You should be sure of what you’re getting before you move in.”


  His eyes drifted over to Jody and scanned her quickly from head to toe. “Very considerate of you,” he said, a smirk twitching on his lips.
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  Face burning, Jody ran downstairs and threw on jeans and a sweatshirt, the baggiest she had. He’d enjoyed seeing her exposed like that, at a disadvantage, beneath him, uncomfortable; she wasn’t going to let it happen again.


  She was halfway up the stairs when she changed her mind.


  If she showed up in these old, oversized clothes, he’d know he’d rattled her. She returned to her dresser and, with a sigh, put on skinny jeans and a slightly fitted T-shirt. She wasn’t going to wear a cocktail dress, but this would do.


  She checked her face in the mirror. Her dark-blond hair was pulled up into a high ponytail, which was fine. But a hike over the weekend before had sunburned her nose, and now it was peeling. She spit on her finger and rubbed away the dead skin.


  Then she stopped. What am I doing?


  She didn’t care about what a man like that thought about her, about anything. Suppressing the urge to put on some lip gloss, she went upstairs without another glance in the mirror. Her grandmother stood at the counter chopping broccoli into florets, which told Jody everything she needed to know about tonight’s meal. Nana didn’t complicate her life with new recipes, new foods, new menus; she rotated between the same dozen dinners; each detail, down to the brand of butter, stayed the same. If she was chopping fresh florets, they were having chicken stir-fry. Frozen broccoli would’ve meant London broil. Both called for a mixed-green salad, although the stir-fry meant she’d throw in a few vacuum-packed chow-mien noodles and canned mandarin orange slices.


  Jody was taking the cans out of the pantry when her grandmother said, “He changed his mind about staying for supper.” Her tone was flat, which hinted at disapproval.


  “Oh.” The tension eased in Jody’s shoulders. “Is he… ”


  “He’s still moving in, thank goodness.”


  “Mm,” Jody said.


  “I take it you two had a history together when you were in high school,” Nana said.


  Closing her eyes, Jody peeled off the plastic lid from the chow-mien noodles. “He wasn’t my boyfriend.” She ground out the last word.


  Nana waved the possibility aside. “Of course not. You didn’t have any boyfriends. You were such a late bloomer.”


  “That’s me.” Jody popped a crunchy noodle in her mouth. It tasted like a cross between a pencil and a potato chip. She ate another one and went to the fridge to take out the lettuce.


  “Well, he is a very handsome man,” Nana said. “No wonder you had a thing for him.”


  Jody spun around, clutching the bag of spring mix. “There wasn’t a thing.”


  “It’s not his fault you found him attractive,” Nana said. “No reason to carry a grudge.”


  “I don’t. At least, not about that.”


  “You were a late bloomer,” Nana continued. “He could hardly see a pretty girl under all those sloppy men’s clothes you used to wear. You looked a little bit like your grandfather after he retired.”


  With anyone else, Jody might’ve been insulted, but her grandmother didn’t intend to be hurtful; she was simply—agonizingly—honest. Jody walked over and kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t be mean, Nana.” In high school, she’d been really into 1990s grunge. Her four closest friends chose decades of their own to emulate: '50s, '60s, '70s, and '80s. Hers was the most recent but hardly the most cool, not in trendy southern California. They’d called themselves the Fab Five, but nobody else had; their classmates called them the Freaky Five, Flab Five, Fat Five…


  “I’m sorry, dearheart,” Nana said, shaking her head. “I’m just afraid of losing this one. He has such a nice credit rating.”


  “I’ll get along. Don’t worry.”


  “You seem awfully angry at him.”


  Jody fitted the can opener over the mandarin orange slices. “Do you remember that friend of mine who ended up in the hospital?”


  “The crazy one?”


  “Melissa had some issues.”


  “Crazy issues,” Nana said.


  Jody drained the oranges, sighing. She hoped Melissa never had to chat to her old-fashioned grandmother about mental illness. “She was dating Simon when she tried to kill herself.”


  “Did he try to help her finish the job?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Then you can hardly hold him responsible,” Nana said. “Especially after all these years.”


  Jody sprinkled the oranges over the lettuce. “He never visited Melissa in the hospital. We’d all known each other since kindergarten, lived on the same block, went to the same schools. And then they started dating. But after she dropped out of school, he never talked to her again. Not even an email.”


  “He was young.”


  “He was the same age as I was,” Jody said, “and I knew I never would’ve done that.”


  Nana grunted and then measured out one tablespoon of olive oil and poured it into the nonstick frying pan. “We’ll use the sesame ginger dressing tonight on the salad, don’t you think?”


  Glad her grandmother had dropped the topic, Jody shook the bottle on the counter. “Got it.”


  The aroma of sizzling garlic filled the kitchen. Conversation halted as they finished preparing the rest of the meal. Ten minutes later, when they were done and sitting at the table, filled plates in front of them, Nana poured Jody a glass of iced chamomile tea.


  “Do you think he ever figured out you were in love with him?” Nana asked.


  Jody brought the tea to her lips and closed her eyes. I sure as hell hope not, she thought.
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  Simon set down his last box at the top of the stairs and wiped the sweat off his forehead.


  The morning was unusually warm for June in Oakland. It was supposed to hit ninety-six later, the forecast said, and his new residence lacked air-conditioning.


  As he pushed the box into the front room of his new apartment, he wondered, not for the first time, if he’d made a mistake moving in a house loaded with personality instead of a generic, corporate long-term rental apartment. Mrs. Lapinski had offered to tear up the contract the night before, when the psycho bikini babe had gone downstairs, but he’d been too soft to take her up on it. She’d already told him how she was relying on his rent to pay for her European tour that summer. He could hardly ruin the poor woman’s vacation, one she said she’d been waiting all seventy-something years to take.


  No. He could put up with a rare heat wave and a few hateful looks—especially if the hater was half-naked.


  He made a face. Jody Lapinski. She hadn’t changed. Seemed to despise him as much as always.


  Well, not always. They’d been friends, real friends, when they were kids living on the same block of suburban tract homes. She’d been as fun as a boy, he’d thought, playing with Legos, skateboarding, laughing at fart jokes, lending him her video games…


  Until puberty had separated the boys from the girls, making friendship impossible. Even if it hadn’t been for Melissa, they never would’ve managed to continue what they’d had. It would’ve had to change…


  Just as he rolled his suitcase into his bedroom and knocked it onto its side, he heard a knock at the door. The apartment was only two small rooms and a bathroom, but it did have a privacy door of its own. He went over and opened it, wiping more sweat off his brow. Maybe Mrs. Lapinski had brought him a fan.


  “Morning,” Jody said. She wore clothes this time, normal clothes from the current decade: a white, tight T-shirt and turquoise shorts. Her long hair was pulled up into a ponytail, showing off her rosy cheeks, big brown eyes, and nice lips.


  Well, they would’ve been nice if they weren’t pressed into a flat line.


  Damn it, she was annoying. She didn’t know what had happened. Why he’d done what he had. And apparently didn’t care.


  He slumped against the door, crossing his arms over his chest, looking her over. “No bikini today?”


  “Not part of the rental agreement.”


  “Pity.”


  She paused, looking as if she was making an effort to control her temper. “My grandmother would like to know if you’ll be eating with us tonight.”


  “Will you be there?”


  Her eyes met his. Something sparked between them. “Yes.”


  “Then I’ll pass,” he said, turning and reaching for the doorknob. “Was that all?”


  “No tray, either?” Her voice was strained.


  He stroked his chin, studied the ceiling. “What’s on the menu?”


  “Spaghetti.”


  He stifled a laugh. Being polite was killing her. “Salad?”


  She nodded.


  He tilted his head. “Excuse me?”


  “Yes, there’s a salad.”


  “I do like salad,” he said. He continued to ponder the ceiling.


  “How nice for you,” she said.


  “Your grandmother mentioned you’re growing organic greens in the garden. Would those be in tonight’s salad?”


  Her face flushed a darker shade of pink. The hot, stuffy hallway was making her sweat, giving her skin a sexy sheen.


  He didn’t mind admitting he found her attractive. He’d always found her attractive. Didn’t mean he didn’t want to throw her off a bridge.


  “She mentioned my garden?” Fresh unhappiness bloomed in her expression.


  “She did. She told me all about it.” He rubbed his hands together. “I can’t wait to enjoy the fresh tomatoes, cucumbers, zucchini—let’s see, what else did she get me excited about—oh, I remember. Peppers. Bell peppers.”


  “Calm down. There’s only arugula. And that’s about to bolt in this heat.”


  “But you’ve planted more vegetables for later this summer, surely?”


  “Afraid not,” she said.


  “But she said you had.”


  Her jaw tightened. “I decided not to. The neighbors will be using part of our yard for a wedding in a few weeks. I planted flowers instead.”


  He’d been teasing, trying to get a rise out of her, but saw she wasn’t going to take this particular bait. “Nice of your grandmother to let them use your property.”


  Her smile was uneven, hiding something. “Yes.”


  “You didn’t think she should be so nice?”


  “Look, it’s hot. I’m tired of standing here,” she said. “Do you want a tray tonight or not?”


  “You still haven’t answered my question,” he said.


  She sighed. “Which one?”


  “Will the salad include your home-grown greens?”


  “Since you’re so excited about them,” she said. “Fine.”


  “Then never mind. I’d rather eat out.” He gave her a polite bow as he shut the door, laughing when he heard her curse him from the other side.
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  Jody picked up the tiny mixed-breed Chihuahua and let him lick her face. Zeus was cute in a hideously ugly way—bugging eyes, lolling tongue, tufts of hair in the wrong places. He belonged to Trixie Johnson, the sixty-something woman who lived next door, and charmed most who met him with his loving, irrepressible personality.


  “It’s so wonderful of your grandmother to let us use your yard for the wedding,” Trixie said. They stood together in the only stretch of flat land behind their two houses, a patch of grass lined by three young redwoods that framed the view of the San Francisco Bay beyond them. The Johnson’s yard was too sloped to allow for any seating during the ceremony, but the Lapinski’s had room for at least thirty folding chairs, if the guests had good balance. The wedding was set for the following Saturday, only six days away. “Liam and Bev got fed up with the big fancy places. Now that she’s expecting a baby, they just wanted to keep it small.”


  “Nana always loved Liam,” Jody said. Liam, Trixie’s son, had been an Olympic swimmer and was now an executive at Fite Fitness, the trendy fitness apparel company. His gorgeous blond Adonis looks matched his resume. “She still tells me I missed my chance.”


  “Afraid so,” Trixie said, twinkling. “But I saw Simon has moved in to your place. How’s that going?”


  Jody turned to her in surprise. “You know the new guy?”


  “Not personally. Mark told me WellyNelly’s new lawyer was homeless, so I told him about your place.” Mark was her youngest son.


  Jody stifled a groan. She’d fought off Trixie’s efforts to set her up for years. Looks like she was at it again. “Did you?”


  “I knew your grandmother was eager to get a tenant before she left for Europe,” Trixie said.


  “I don’t know why,” Jody said, frowning up at the top floor. In the two weeks Simon had lived there, he’d been insufferably polite when her grandmother was around, but pointedly rude whenever she wasn’t. The day after tomorrow, when Nana was on her flight to Paris, he’d probably become difficult 24/7. “I told her I could pay for her trip, or at least cover the difference. She charges me way below market for rent. It’s the least I can do.”


  “Maybe she’s matchmaking,” Trixie said.


  Jody snorted. “Nana? Hardly. She’s always telling me I should stay single. Get a dog if I need love.” She kissed Zeus’s head. “Or a cat if I just want to stroke something.”


  “She was very happy with your grandfather, she told me.”


  “Sure, but she knows me. I don’t have any patience with romantic bullshit.” Jody covered the dog’s pointy ears. “Excuse my language, Zeus.”


  “He’s quite good-looking,” Trixie said. “The lawyer.”


  “One reason he’s such a pain in the butt.”


  “Then you agree?” Trixie asked.


  “I hate to disappoint you, Trixie,” Jody said, setting Zeus in the grass, “but Simon and I go way back. It’s not happening.”


  “Really? You’ve met before?”


  “Grew up on the same street.” He’d been fun. A nice boy. A good friend.


  Then.


  Trixie peered at her through a pair of red sunglasses with rainbow peace signs marking each temple. An Oakland A’s baseball cap covered her pixie-cut gray hair. “Shame,” she said after a moment. “Deep down, you probably know each other really well.”


  “Exactly,” Jody said. “So, how are you going to handle the parking?” The hilly street was narrow and cramped, with no room for dozens of visiting cars.


  “They’re setting up a shuttle system.” Trixie reached out and fluffed Jody’s hair. “You and Simon are invited, of course.”


  Jody ignored how she’d paired them up in the invitation. “Oh, no, it’s such a small wedding, you’ll want just your family there.”


  “There’s still plenty of room for a couple of neighbors. Promise me you’ll come by for a glass of champagne. Toast the bride and groom.” Trixie smiled.


  “We’ll see,” Jody said, uncomfortable about crashing such a small wedding, especially with her mortal enemy in tow.


  “It’ll be for good luck.” Trixie smiled. “Yours and Simon’s.”
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  She was driving him insane.


  No matter what time it was he came home from work, she was there in the front garden, in dirty jeans and an old T-shirt, driving him insane. Waving her round butt where he had to look at it; leaning over, exposing her deep, soft cleavage; making him dream about her.


  He couldn’t stop looking at her, and looking at her drove him crazy. He knew she had a job somewhere, but she worked strange hours, always home early, impossible to avoid. Mrs. Lapinski had left for Europe on Monday, three days earlier. Now it was just the two of them. For an entire month.


  He pressed the remote for the garage door and rode his bike inside. His commute was downhill in the morning and uphill—extremely uphill—in the evenings. He was short of breath, sweaty, and exhilarated, pleased with his decision to live within biking distance of his new job. Jody, he’d noticed, rode sometimes, too. Mrs. Lapinski had mentioned she was a chemist.


  That wasn’t surprising. Smiling, he set his black bike against the garage wall, next to Jody’s silver one, remembering the time she’d shown him the contraband gunpowder she’d made from saltpeter and other stuff in her mom’s gardening shed. The first explosion had been impressive, but the second, with its blinding staccato light and cracking blast, had been awesome.


  They’d both been suspended from school for a week. Luckily for both of them, your fifth grade crimes didn’t show up on your permanent record.


  “What are you smiling at?” Jody asked, appearing in the doorway to the house.


  There she is again.


  She punched the wall button for the automatic door, and it moaned as it descended, closing them inside the dim garage. The bright hallway behind her illuminated her silhouette. She was wearing something form-fitting, and for a long moment he stared, transfixed. He’d always liked her curves.


  With an effort he tore away his gaze. He was getting tired of planning to avoid her and then failing at it. “I was thinking about gunpowder,” he said, hanging his helmet over the handlebars.


  “Thinking about becoming a terrorist?” she asked.


  He brushed past her in the doorway, then lingered, meeting her gaze over his shoulder. “Just reminiscing.” He held her eyes. “Fifth grade?”


  Her mouth fell open slightly in surprise, then curved into a smile as she shared the memory. Years fell away; the chasm between them narrowed. “That was awesome, wasn’t it?” She chuckled, low and throaty.


  He nodded. “It sure was.”


  “My mom was furious,” she said, “but my dad was impressed. He sent me off to science camp that summer.”


  “I remember,” he said. “We were bored without you.”


  “We?”


  He’d walked right into that one. If he mentioned Melissa, she’d probably get all bitchy again. “Sure,” he said. “The whole neighborhood.”


  Maybe she’d decided to let it slide, because she looked away and closed the door without a word. He readjusted his backpack on his shoulder and glanced toward the kitchen. “What’s for dinner?” Before Mrs. Lapinski had left on her trip, he’d settled on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Thursdays for his board. Having skipped lunch, he was starving.


  “Dinner?” she asked. The tone of her voice confirmed his worst fears.


  “No dinner?”


  “What day is it?”


  “Thursday,” he said.


  “Are you sure?”


  “What do you mean, am I sure?” he asked, pulling out his phone. Was he wrong?


  “All right, all right, don’t cream your shorts.”


  “I assure you, my shorts are not creamy.” He’d almost thought they could talk to each other like normal people. “Would you like to see for yourself?” He slipped a thumb under the waistband of his khakis.


  She froze, then made a point of staring at his crotch. “Go ahead. Let’s see what you’ve got. You always did like to wave your dick around.”


  The urge to drop trou was overwhelming. After a mighty battle, he fought it off. “Never mind.” He turned and strode down the hall to the stairs.


  “There you go again,” she said. “Running away.”


  Keep going. You do not want to continue this conversation. He bumped into the banister as he rounded the stairs.


  He needed to remember: they couldn’t talk to each other. She was impossible. She’d twist everything he said, everything he did, into a despicable crime.


  His rooms smelled stale as he walked in, and he spent a few minutes storming around, throwing open the windows to let in the evening breeze. Only 7:00 p.m. and the temperature outside had already dropped into the low 60s, the low sun hidden by a thick blanket of fog in the west. Earlier that morning, he’d overslept, knocking the bedding to the floor on his rush to the bathroom. He picked up a pillow and stared out at the Golden Gate, clutching it to his chest. The lights from the bridge flashed above the fog.


  For a few minutes he stood there, staring, letting the fresh air and impressive view seep into his psyche. His thoughts drifted, as they kept doing since he’d moved into the Lapinski house, to the past.


  Would it be any better if he told her he was sorry, that he’d regretted—


  No. He wasn’t going to think about it anymore. To drive home the point, he turned and pitched the pillow across the room.


  Jody cried out. “Eep!”


  He hadn’t seen her in time. The pillow struck her shoulder and fell to the floor. “What are you doing here?” He’d propped the door open for the air but hadn’t expected her to come upstairs, let alone into his bedroom.


  Shoulders hunched, she held a tray, one that thankfully had escaped the airborne bedding. “I’ve made you a sandwich. There’s a salad, too.” Her voice was businesslike, but her movements were awkward, nervous. She looked around for a place to set it down, but the room only held a bed, a desk covered with papers, and a bedside table. “I’ll put it on the table in the kitchenette.”


  Embarrassed, he watched her walk away. After a moment, he followed her, catching up to her just as she was heading for the door at the stairs. “Hold on,” he said. “Sorry about the pillow. I didn’t know you were there.”


  She stopped but only turned around halfway. “I thought you were still mad I forgot it was Thursday.”


  It sounded so ridiculous, he almost smiled. “I wasn’t mad about that.”


  “I promised my grandmother I wouldn’t be rude,” she said. “I apologize.”


  He stared at the soft curve of her cheek under the curtain of her loose hair, thinking that must’ve been hard for her to say. He cleared his throat and said, “Takes two to tango.”


  She gave him a quick smile over her shoulder, knocking the breath out of him. If only she always looked at him like that.


  “It’s chicken,” she said. “The sandwich.”


  “My favorite.”


  “I know,” she said, then looked at the floor, her cheeks turning pink.


  Well, now. That was interesting. “Will you eat with me?” he asked.


  “What?”


  “How about it? Have you already eaten?”


  “No, but… ” She licked her lips.


  He looked at the tray. “It’s a huge sandwich. Split it with me.”


  Her eyes darted to the tray, then to him. “Really?”


  “We can’t keep fighting like children,” he said.


  “Funny you put it like that, since we didn’t fight until we grew up.”


  Their eyes met. Suddenly, he really, really wanted her to stay. He went over and pulled out one of the two chairs at the tiny bistro table under the window. The neighbor’s house was visible through the rounded branches of a California buckeye. “Please?”


  With a shrug, her eyes wary, she walked over and sat down. Oddly nervous, he quickly found a clean plate in the small cupboard over the toaster oven and set it in front of her, then scooped up half of the sandwich and moved it over. “Looks great. Love the bread. Do you make it yourself?”


  She snorted as she rearranged the triangle on her plate. “I should say yes, but it’s my grandmother’s. Homemade. I got it out of the freezer.”


  He reclaimed his seat and took a bite with mock seriousness. “Thanks for thawing it first. Bet you were tempted not to.”


  “Only for a second. I told you, I promised Nana I’d be nice.”


  “I wouldn’t tell.”


  “Don’t tempt me,” she said.


  “I can defend myself. Don’t worry.”


  She took a bite. “I’m not worried.”


  They ate in silence for a few moments.


  “The arugula’s from my garden,” she said. “It’s a little bitter.”


  The mouthful got caught in his throat, and their eyes met.


  “Like me,” she said. “Is that what you’re thinking?”


  He patted his mouth with a sky-blue cloth napkin she’d provided. “I’m thinking this is a delicious sandwich.”


  With a half-smile, she put her sandwich down on the plate and looked out the window. “The neighbors’ wedding is Saturday at noon. It might be kind of noisy around here. Just so you know, in case you want to avoid it.”


  “I’ve been invited to come by for a piece of cake.” His boss was the best man; the groom, his boss’s brother.


  “Champagne, too,” she said. “You were included in an invitation to me.”


  “Then I can hardly refuse.”


  Her expression was unreadable.


  “You don’t want me to go?” he asked.


  “I wasn’t sure I was going to go myself,” she said. “I’m not good with crowds.”


  “Neither am I. We could go together. Protect each other from the horde.” He caught her eye and smiled. His heart was beating too fast.


  “We’ll see. I might be busy.” Her hands fumbled with the plate that held her half of the sandwich. They fell into silence again.


  This was the longest they’d been together without insulting each other since they were twelve. The thought crossed his mind that if they were ever going to talk about the past, this might be a good time to do it.


  “So,” he asked, pushing the plate away, “why exactly do you hate me?”
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  She swallowed the mouthful she was chewing and stared at him, wishing she’d never sat down. If only she hadn’t forgotten it was Thursday; she could’ve made him a casserole and served it on a tray, no words exchanged. Now she had to sit close enough to see the stubble on his jaw, the flecks of gold in his eyes, the hint of hair under the open collar at his throat.


  “You make it sound one-sided,” she said.


  “I don’t hate you.”


  She forced a laugh. “Right.”


  “I don’t.” He looked serious. “One day we were friends, the next you hated my guts.”


  “It wasn’t quite like that.” She had a flashback to Melissa vomiting into the floorboards of her Honda Civic on the drive to the hospital. Some sixth sense had led Jody to go by her friend’s house and force the screen door. Afterward she couldn’t explain how she’d known it was an emergency. Because she’d known Melissa’s parents were out of town for the weekend? Because Melissa had been suspiciously cheerful on Friday afternoon, after weeks of lethargy, crying, scary ideas…


  “Melissa?” he asked.


  “Yes, Melissa.”


  His voice lowered. “I’m not comfortable talking about that.”


  “She wasn’t comfortable living it.”


  “You think I abandoned her,” he said.


  “Yeah.” His bleak face made her say it more gently than she might have. “Don’t you?”


  “Yes. I think I did.”


  “Then… ”


  He crossed his arms over his chest. “Why’d I do it?”


  She waited.


  “You’re actually going to listen to my explanation?” he asked.


  “I’d love to hear it.”


  “Don’t worry,” he said, “it’s not a very good excuse. You’ll still feel comfortable hating me later.”


  “I’ve never—”


  “Her parents asked me to stay away,” he said. “I shouldn’t have listened, but I was scared. Terrified, actually.”


  She sat back in her chair. Melissa’s parents? “What?”


  “We weren’t really serious. Me and Melissa. You must’ve known that. I didn’t even refer to the few times we went to the movies or Starbucks as ‘dates’—it was just, you know, going out with a friend.”


  “It was definitely serious to her.” But doubt crept into Jody’s thoughts. Melissa hadn’t been entirely in touch with reality back then.


  “Which was making me uncomfortable,” he continued, “so I told her I wasn’t ready for a girlfriend—”


  “You’d had girlfriends since seventh grade,” Jody said.


  “I didn’t want to hurt her. I was seventeen, all right? She was an old friend. She seemed to want more than I did, I told her I couldn’t be that for her.”


  Jody ran a hand through her hair. “All right. But later, when she was in the hospital, you couldn’t even—”


  “Like I said, her parents told me to get lost. They came to my house, talked to my mom. They were afraid that any contact with me would set off her obsession again. The only way she could recover was if I disappeared.”


  Jody sat, stunned. “They let her think you were that heartless?”


  “They thought it would be better than thinking I was wonderful.” He gave her a smile that didn’t touch his eyes.


  Anger surged through her. She got to her feet, needing to do something, to move. “I can’t believe it.”


  “It’s true. You can ask my mother if—”


  “No, damn it, I believe you, just can’t believe it, you know? But it is just the sort of overbearing thing they would’ve done. Damn it.” She flushed, angry at Melissa’s parents, at herself, thinking of the years she’d wrongly harbored such bitterness.


  She needed time to think. Process.


  “I’ve always regretted it,” he said. “I don’t think she tried to kill herself just because she couldn’t have wonderful, perfect me. I’m not that great.” He smiled again, this time with more humor. “As you know.”


  She couldn’t help but look into his eyes. Her stomach fluttered. I don’t know that at all, she thought. What was she going to do now? The levee had broken. The floodwaters were rising. She was a goner.


  Below them outside, a truck beeped as it backed up into the driveway. She moved to the window and looked out. “It’s the event supply people. With the chairs and tables, for the wedding.” Grateful for the interruption, she pivoted to the door. “I’d better go make sure they don’t trample my dahlias.”


  He rose to his feet, gathering the plates. “I’ll clean up.”


  “No, no, that’s not right.” She snatched them and hurried to the door. “You’re paying for real meals, not half a sandwich. Sit down, watch a game on TV, whatever it is you do to relax.” Without looking back, she jogged down the stairs, her pulse racing.


  What the hell was she going to do now?


  His voice drifted down after her. “How about we go over at noon Saturday for that cake?”


  She stopped on the landing, looked up at him over her shoulder, her breath tightening in her chest. “I don’t know,” she said. Her voice sounded stronger than she felt.


  “Sure you do,” he said. His smile made her knees weak. Just in time for the floodwaters lapping at her calves.
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  Around nine on Saturday morning, Simon looked out his bedroom window, watching people hang garlands along the folding chairs in the yard below for the wedding later that day. The vows were scheduled for noon, with the reception immediately after. Simon had met the groom (his boss’s brother) but not the bride. Liam Johnson, the fashion VP and former Olympian, was marrying a former preschool teacher and current owner of Liam’s company. Simon didn’t know how that unlikely love affair had taken off. He was a little curious to see them together.


  Especially if Jody would agree to walk over with him.


  He sipped his coffee, thinking about her. Some more. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. It surprised him that she seemed prepared to drop their years of hostility because of one little conversation. He’d always suspected her animosity had been born the moment he’d first gone out with Melissa—instead of her. That it was his relationship with Melissa, not the ending of it, that had made Jody furious.


  Was he a fool to think she’d been jealous? That she’d just been a loyal, protective friend?


  He frowned into his empty cup. He’d been so angry, so hurt, when she hadn’t given him the benefit of the doubt. All those years they’d been pals hadn’t meant a thing. She’d assumed the worst and gone on assuming it. Except he’d always wondered, always hoped…


  Well, looks like he was wrong about the jealous thing. She’d just thought he’d broken her friend’s heart, driving her to suicide and then abandoning her to her failed dreams of being valedictorian and Harvard MBA before her twenty-second birthday. That was more than reason enough to hate him. A secret obsession with his truly wasn’t necessary to explain the depth of her feelings.


  But he could hope.
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  Somebody was knocking on the kitchen window.


  Jody hurried over from the dining room and saw Trixie, in a cream-colored silk pantsuit, waving at her through the purple blossoms of the butterfly bush. In a flash, Jody, in her old flannel bathrobe, was opening the back door for her. The morning fog had just burned off, and a beam sunlight struck her in the eyes.


  “Are you coming?” Trixie asked, short of breath. Her elaborate corsage was missing a pin and was about to fall into the recycling bins next to the steps.


  Jody reached forward and straightened the flowers, replaced the pin, and smiled at her. “You look beautiful. I love daisies.”


  “Yes, thank you, but are you coming?”


  Until ten that morning, Jody would’ve said no, but watching the family and friends next door set up the chairs, hang the flowers, carry boxes of bottles and trays of food—she realized she had to go. It would be mean-spirited of her not to toast the happy couple.


  Jody unbelted her robe and held it open with a smile. “Of course I’m coming.” She wore a butter-yellow sundress, but hadn’t wanted Simon to see it until… well, until later. “I was putting on my makeup. What time should we come over?”


  Trixie beamed. “You and Simon—doesn’t that sound nice?—should hurry up and get over here as soon as possible. Bev’s walking down the aisle in fifteen minutes.”


  “But you—it’s just family—we were—”


  “See you soon!” Trixie was already jogging across the grass to the temporary arbor set up between a pair of redwoods.


  “Nice outfit,” Simon said behind her.


  She spun around, the plaid flannel from the robe fluttering around her thighs. He was looking her over, a mocking smile on his face. When he saw the sundress—cut low on top and high below—he sobered.


  “Really, really nice outfit,” he said.


  Why did she have to blush so easily? She felt like she’d just put her face on the barbecue. “Thank you.” Her voice was thick, so she cleared her throat and gave him a look of her own. Navy suit, no tie, extra sexy. Oh, oh. She loved that look. Powerful but about to be naked. “Trixie is expecting us at the ceremony. She just ran over to make sure we’d come.”


  “Well, okay. I don’t mind. It’ll be fun to see Mark—my boss—all decked out as best man in front of everyone. He’s brilliant, but infamously shy.” He grinned. “Maybe he’ll faint.”


  “The lawn will break his fall.”


  “Exactly. I don’t have to feel guilty if I laugh.” He brought his hands to his collar. “I’d better get my tie.”


  “No!”


  His eyebrows went up.


  Her face took another turn on the grill. “You don’t need it. It’s a small family wedding.” She turned, taking off the flannel robe, and squinted out the window. “The other men aren’t wearing them,” she lied.


  “Well, all right. Shall we go?” He moved to the door and held it open. They looked at each other for a moment, the gentle sounds of a string quartet floating over to them. Her heart was pounding in time to the music.


  “I’m sorry I misjudged you, Simon,” she said.


  He looked away. “Yeah, well, everything’s better now, isn’t it?” He sounded a little grumpy.


  Not understanding his tone, she followed him down the steps to the small patio, then around the house to the rows of chairs. Heads of giant sunflowers dotted the grass in a row, lining the aisle with their happy faces. Garlands of daisies draped behind the seats and over the arbor at the other end, where a woman in a black robe and pink floppy hat stood, holding a book. Mark, the best man, already stood next to her, hands folded, looking awkward but happy. She realized they were late.


  “Here?” Simon whispered, putting a hand on her bare shoulder as he gestured to the last row.


  Shivering at his touch, Jody waved back at Trixie in the front row; they quickly took two empty seats near the aisle. The three dozen people were already sitting, some of them in dresses and suits that looked runway-ready, most more casually, in button-down shirts and khakis or inexpensive knit dresses like the one she wore. Quite a few of the men were extremely big and well-built thirty-somethings; Liam’s former swim teammates, she assumed. She tried to admire them, told herself she should look for the unmarried ones and enjoy the rare opportunity to meet new men…


  But all she could feel was an aching curiosity about the man next to her, stare at his tanned hands resting on his well-muscled thighs—they must be well-muscled, right? from all that cycling?—and inhale the scent of his shampoo, drawing it into herself like sexy oxygen.


  Suddenly everyone turned and stared behind them. The exhalation that people make when they see something cute blew across the scene: an adorable little girl with a serious expression began walking, throwing flowers ahead of her like a professional baseball player. She was followed by three women in sage-green dresses, none of them she knew, and finally, the bride.


  Bev Lewis, a raven-haired woman with bright blue eyes, laughed and gave everyone a wave. Her dress was white, shimmering with seed pearls, and fitted to show off an hourglass figure like a 1940s film star. An older man who looked like her father patted her hand on his arm, and they began to walk. As they passed, Jody heard Bev mumble, “I’m gonna puke,” and the man’s gentle reply, “No you won’t.”


  Liam, the gorgeous groom, his blond hair mussed in the breeze off the bay, gazed at Bev with glittering love in his eyes. She took his hands and they turned to face the wedding official.


  Only two minutes into the wedding and Jody was already feeling dizzy. The second-hand love-fumes were giving her a contact high. She couldn’t help herself; she glanced at Simon, just to glimpse his profile. He caught her looking, and winked. Then shifted in his seat so their thighs were pressing together.


  She tried to take in a complete breath and pay attention to the show.


  The ceremony included a funny poem and a few traditional vows; at least Jody was pretty sure that’s what she heard through the haze of her distracted lust, longing, and love. Simon had moved his arm to rest along the back of her seat. Coherent thought was impossible.


  “You’re everything I’ve ever wanted, everything I’ve ever needed,” Liam was saying, holding both of Bev’s hands.


  Jody felt pricking behind her eyelids. Oh, wow, that’s sweet.


  Her thoughts drifted to when the man next to her had been sweet. When she’d blown up the pile of bark chips in their grade school playground, every other boy had ran for safety, leaving her to face the music on her own.


  Except for Simon. He’d watched the others flee while he kept his ground (what hadn’t been blown away) next to her. He’d let them assume he’d been the one to make the gunpowder and bring the lighter to school, as both were crimes the teachers readily attributed to male delinquency, but she’d immediately corrected them. Damned if she was going to let him take all the credit. Or blame.


  How could she not love him forever after that?


  “I now declare you married,” came a loud, happy voice, and the crowd held its breath for a moment as Liam and Bev came together in a long, slow kiss. Jody stopped breathing.


  Like a defibrillator, the crowd’s burst of applause shocked her out of her empathetic love coma. Barely aware of the wedding party dispersing, she gripped her elbows and hugged herself. Simon’s body pressed against hers as they turned to watch the end of the ceremony. The flower girl, her face as serious as before, marched ahead of Liam and Bev, blowing bubbles. Several adults along the aisle, also holding bubble-gum pink plastic bottles, added bubbles of their own to the dancing cloud rising up into the blue sky.


  When the wedding party was laughing in an informal group near the lavender hedge, the rest of their small row stood and filed out in the other direction, while she and Simon remained in their seats. Jody was hyper-conscious of his knee pressing into her right thigh, his left arm draped across the back of her chair.


  She looked down at his hand, heart skipping in her chest, and watched his fingertips brush her bare shoulder. Her limbs felt weightless, as if she were floating up into the air with the bubbles.


  It was the most sensual out-of-body experience she’d ever had in her life. She and Simon sat, frozen except for his hand, which now cupped her upper arm and stroked, gently, upward.


  She didn’t look at him, afraid if their eyes met, it would stop. The touching would stop. She didn’t want the touching to stop.


  Oh, no, don’t, don’t, don’t stop.


  “Jody,” he said roughly. His hand slid over her shoulder to the curve of her neck, up to her jaw. Electrical shivers ran through her veins. Desire pooled between her legs.


  He paused, as if waiting for a sign. For permission.


  She tilted her head, pressing her cheek into his palm, to give it to him. But still she didn’t look at him.


  “Jody,” he said again. His breath was hot below her ear.


  She’d kissed him once before, behind the privet lining the playground of their elementary school. Back then, he’d wiped it off with the back of his hand, horrified, discouraging her from making any other romantic overtures in the future.


  She thought of this now as she felt his lips brush her temple, felt his strong fingers tunnel into her hair.


  Still superstitious of making eye contact, she closed her eyes as she slowly turned her head, her breath so shallow she was hardly breathing at all. The moment their lips touched, what had been slow suddenly went into overdrive, a race to get closer, to burn on impact. His mouth slanted across hers, open and demanding; she slid her tongue past his teeth, just wanting to be with him like this, after so, so long, finally, so sweet and hot and wet, inside and outside, together.


  She could feel how he wanted her. She’d always wondered, never known if it could be true. When he’d been with Melissa, she’d been devastated, too young to tough it out, convinced he couldn’t possibly ever want her if he’d agreed to date her friend.


  His fingers splayed across her cheek, holding her in place as he continued to kiss her. From across the lawn, the rich music of the string quartet drifted around them. Jody put her hands on Simon’s broad, warm chest, thinking through her haze of lust that the cello was the most erotic instrument ever played. Who knew classical music could be so hot? Haydn, you sexy devil…


  Perhaps because they weren’t sixteen anymore, they both seemed to remember where they were, stopping themselves from diving headlong into the grass and ripping each other’s clothes off. Barely. Simon’s hand had moved under the thin strap of her sundress, his thumb caressing her collarbone as his fingers tickled the hollow between her breasts. At the same time, they each softened the kiss, withdrawing just until their foreheads were touching and their breath, coming raggedly for both of them, mingling together with the music.


  “I’ve always wanted to do that,” Simon said.


  He did? Could this be real? “Me too,” she said.


  They stayed as they were for a long moment, breathing each other’s breath, thinking each other’s thoughts.


  “I think I’ve always loved you,” he said.


  Her heart shuddered, seized up, stopped completely.


  “Jody?” He sounded worried. Drawing back a few inches, he brushed her hair away from her face and looked into her eyes.


  Her mouth was dry. Desire would’ve been enough for her; but love, too?


  It was too much to take in at once.


  She gazed into his eyes and let him see everything, all the raw need, the hope and the longing, the love.


  The crease between his brow melted away. A wolfish smile formed as he caressed her mouth with the tips of his fingers. “Thought so.”


  “Please,” she said. “You did not.”


  “Did too.”


  She put a few more inches between them, but he kept a strong arm around her shoulders, and his other hand continued to stroke her throat. “Then why didn’t you do anything about it?” she asked.


  “Why didn’t you?”


  She licked her lips. They felt bruised, hot. Her heart began to pound, imagining the quiet, empty house behind them; her big bed; his big bed.


  “I felt guilty about Melissa,” she said.


  “Yeah,” he said with a sigh, “so did I.”


  “You shouldn’t. Neither of us should.”


  “I like the way you think,” he said. “Can we go now?”


  A giggle bubbled out of her. It really was happening. “We’ve been so rude. People must be staring at us.” She glanced around, still trapped in his arms, and saw a few people to their left lifting champagne flutes from a caterer’s tray. “We should stay for the toast.”


  “And then we can go?”


  She cupped his jaw, savoring the feel of his skin. There was so much of him she wanted to touch. Nodding, she broke away from him to stand up; her knees wobbled beneath her, and she nearly fell over on the sloped lawn.


  “Easy.” He hooked an arm around her waist. “I’d better hold on to you. Wouldn’t want you to have an accident.” He pulled her close and kissed her again. Hungry for him, she pressed her hips against his and felt all that hard desire pressing into her pelvis. What few clear thoughts she held burned off like the morning fog.


  He broke away and said roughly, “We’ll toast them privately.” Grabbing her hand, he tugged her behind him into the aisle and across the grass, through the laughing crowd—were they laughing at them? She couldn’t bring herself to care—to the back steps of her grandmother’s house. He pushed her through the door ahead of him and kicked the door shut behind them. She heard the dead-bolt click.


  The journey up the stairs to his bedroom raced past in a blur. Her shoes littered the living room carpet, his pants fell on the stairs, her dress landed on the bannister. For every garment he removed from her, she claimed one of his, and by the time he was throwing her on the bed and she was reaching for him, gasping and laughing, they were both completely stripped, as naked as the day they were born.


  It was no surprise the first time sped by in a shaky rush; a lifetime of foreplay was too much for either one of them. They fell upon each other, starving for taste and smell and connection, penetration. He drove into her with a kiss. She cried out and scratched at him, years of frustration shattering with rising pleasure. They moved together, hard and mindless, nothing between them.


  Her climax struck; she cried his name and broke into pieces.


  “Jody,” he gasped, following her off the cliff.
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  The second time was slower. It had to be, since they were in the shower, and the soap kept falling onto the tile and one of them had to reach over and retrieve it, which led to more groping, giggles, slippery kisses, and inefficient penetration. No man had ever made her feel so beautiful, so fun, so loved.


  Late afternoon, they curled up in Simon’s duvet under a beam of sunshine and gazed into each other’s eyes, two empty champagne flutes on the bedside table next to them.


  “Is your grandmother going to be annoyed with me?” he asked.


  “If she is, will you move out?”


  “Only if you come with me.” His voice was dead serious.


  Butterflies danced in her stomach. “I will,” she said, matching his tone. “But I think she’ll be happy if I’m happy.”


  “And?”


  “And what?” she asked.


  “Are you happy?”


  “I haven’t been this happy since I blew up the playground in fifth grade.” She stroked his cheek. “No, I’m even happier.”


  He gave her a goofy grin. “And that’s really saying something.”


  “It really is.”


  Sighing, he tightened his arms around her, pulling her against him under his chin. She rested against him and ran her palm over the soft hair of his chest, without a care in the world.


  “I love you,” she said softly. Finally, she’d said it.


  His chest rose and fell with his breath. His heartbeat thudded under her ear, a little faster than it had been a minute earlier. “I love you, too,” he whispered.


  “This is going to sound silly, but… ” She trailed off, suddenly choked up.


  He tipped her chin up to look at him. “What?”


  Laugh lines creased the corners of his eyes, and his face was more angular, but the friend she’d had in her childhood was right there, smiling at her.


  “I missed you,” she said. “That’s all. I missed you.”


  He closed his eyes and pulled her against him. “I’m here now.” He stroked the back of her head, twisting a long lock between his fingers. “And I’m not going anywhere this time.”


  “Good. Because I won’t let you,” she said.


  “That really means something, coming from you. You’d probably blow up my car or something if I tried to escape.”


  Grinning, she pinched his nipple. “I just might.”


  “Good thing I’m staying right here, then.”


  “Good thing.”


  “I love you, Simon.”


  “I love you too, Jody.” He rolled her onto her back. “Let’s see if we can spark another explosion, shall we?”


  


Author's Note - Gretchen Galway


  Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed Can’t Stop Wanting You, a story in my Oakland Hills series. The story fits between books #2 and #3 in the series, and will have more related stories to follow.


  [image: LOL_antho_lovehandles_ad_20140804b]


  See how Liam and Bev, the happy bride and groom in this story, met in Love Handles (Oakland Hills #1)…


  … and swoon with Rose over the geeky, lovable Mark in This Time Next Door (Oakland Hills #2).


  If you’ve already read the first two books, (huge thanks for that), another full-length novel in the series is coming Summer 2014! Click here for news about Not Quite Perfect (Oakland Hills #3).


  Happy reading!


  About the author: Gretchen Galway writes romantic comedies because love is too painful to survive without laughing.
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Chapter One


  Adam and I were still blissfully happy twenty-four hours after our wedding. Everything had been absolutely perfect. Well, the Elvis impersonator who married us was a bit odd, but hey, he was a last-minute substitute for our own rabbi who had food poisoning. It was Las Vegas after all. And, of course, the wedding night wasn’t what we had planned. The reception had been exhausting, so exhausting, in fact, that rather than fulfill our naughty fantasy of playing harem girl and desert sheik in our Moroccan-themed hotel room, we had, instead, fallen fast asleep without even a quickie.


  It’s not like we hadn’t been getting freaky on a regular basis before we were married, but it was our wedding night, in a room that looked like a harem tent. I had even taken belly dancing lessons. We had also taken a week off from our regular amorous adventures, so that by our wedding night, we would be very much “in the mood.” What’s that old Yiddish saying, “Man plans and God laughs?” Oh well, at least the wedding and reception had been wonderful, and we were finally married and on our way to our dream honeymoon in Rio de Janeiro.


  We had slept late, very late, and by the time we had gotten up, we needed to pack, check out, and say goodbye to friends and family before heading to the airport. We hadn’t even had time to eat breakfast. And so, here we were, at McCarran International, newlyweds Adam and Lily Roth, two twenty-something, attractive, if rumpled, lawyers from Philly, waiting to board our fifteen hour flight to paradise. We were slumped down in uncomfortable vinyl chairs, watching out a window as airline personnel abused people’s luggage, when my stomach started to rumble. Adam glanced over at me and smiled.


  “There are dubious noises emitting from your stomach, Mrs. Roth.”


  “I guess the saltine I had for breakfast wasn’t quite enough to tide me over. I suppose I should grab something,” I replied, turning and craning my neck to see past the man in the seat behind me. “There’s probably a fast-food joint close by.


  “Burger Hut,” the stranger answered, looking up from his copy of Jugs and pointing off in the distance. He sniffed his armpit. What a catch. I tried not to cringe as I thanked our eavesdropper. Even though I had just lost most of my appetite, I knew I had to eat something. Adam and I got up and quickly found the Burger Hut in question.


  “I know it’s not your first choice, but it’ll do, and least there’s no line,” he said as we walked up to the sole cashier on duty. His nametag said “Skippy,” but he looked more like a “Vlad” or an “Igor.”


  “Um, I’ll have the grilled chicken sandwich,” I said, figuring that looked sort of healthy, or at least not too toxic.


  “Grilllllled Chicken,” Skippy repeated, leaning in and speaking into a microphone. I glanced up at the kitchen area, which was in plain view. Nobody was there.


  “And a diet coke please.” I furrowed my brows.


  “Diet Coke. And you, sir?”


  “I’ll have the double cheeseburger meal with Coke,” Adam answered.


  “Nnndouble,” Skippy repeated into the microphone. Again, I scanned the kitchen for signs of life and found none. Who in the hell was he talking to?


  “Fries with that, sir?”


  “Uh, onion rings,” Adam answered, raising an eyebrow. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who found it odd.


  “Onion rrrings,” our helpful Burger Hut employee said in the microphone.


  “Who are you talking to?” Adam asked, sounding as puzzled as I was.


  “Huh?” Skippy turned around and looked into the kitchen himself. “Oh crud,” he mumbled and stormed over to pound on a steel door. “Dwayne! What are you, living in that bathroom?”


  AND there went the rest of my appetite. I knew I had to eat something, though. Five minutes later, the mysterious Dwayne had still not reappeared, but we were the proud owners of an order of onion rings MacGyvered by Skippy. Grilled chicken and double cheeseburgers, however, were apparently beyond his expertise. We went and found a place to sit, and I picked at my lunch, suspiciously.


  “Are onion rings supposed to be charbroiled?” I realized Adam was just sitting there and I glanced up at him. He was staring at me and smiling. “What?” I asked.


  “We’re married. You’re my wife. I have a wife.” He sounded amazed.


  “You’re just realizing that now?” I teased, looking at my handsome husband. His dark hair was kind of messy; his deep brown eyes looked tired, and he needed a shave, but the sight of him still made me tingle.


  “It’s just sinking in. We haven’t consummated our marriage yet, though,” he said in a husky voice, and the tingling grew stronger.


  “What, are you thinking about getting an annulment?”


  “No! I’m thinking about consummating our marriage.” His look intensified and I shivered. I wanted him so badly.


  “At a Burger Hut at the airport?” I asked coyly.


  “In Rio. Our hotel room has a balcony overlooking the beach. I’m thinking balcony sex.”


  “It’s only a little Juliet balcony, not big enough for balcony sex. Sorry.”


  “I don’t care where at this point. I just really need to get laid.”


  “Me too. And we’ve got fifteen hours on the plane to think about it.” I stared at his sexy mouth and tried not to think of what superpowers it possessed when placed between my thighs.


  “Maybe we should join the Mile High Club,” he said, biting into a blackened onion ring and wincing a little.


  “No way am I consummating our marriage in a public restroom.” Yes, I wanted him, but I really didn’t want to associate port-a-potty smells with sexual arousal.


  “Just a thought.”


  “Rio,” I replied, filling the word with sensual promises.


   


  Forty-five minutes, and a case of indigestion later, we finally boarded our plane. When we arrived at our row of seats, though, we were in for a surprise. There were three seats in our row and Mr. Jugs was settled in the middle one. For the first time, Adam and I took a close look at our tickets and realized that he was A aisle and I was C window.


  “Uh, pardon me.” I gave Jugs what I hoped was a friendly smile. “We’re on our honeymoon.”


  “Congratulations.”


  “Thanks. Um, we would really love to sit together. Would you mind trading?”


  “You’re not supposed to do that,” Jugs answered without looking up from the copy of the inflight magazine that he seemed fascinated by.


  “Okay, but what difference would it make?”


  “I don’t like the window. It makes me airsick.” He tore his attention away from the map of the airport in Buenos Aires and gave me a petulant look.


  “Well, then take the aisle,” I said, smiling through clenched teeth, as the line of people behind me began to grumble.


  “People walking past brush against you. It skeeves me out.” He had to be kidding.


  “You read Jugs magazine and sniff your pits and people brushing against you skeeves you out?” I growled. Adam finally intervened, taking my arm and gently pushing me aside before I lunged for Mr. Seat B’s jugular.


  “Dude, either move into that aisle seat, or I’m going brush against you for fifteen hours nonstop.” Jugs gave us a hostile look and stood up. Adam slid into the window seat and I took the middle. We situated ourselves and as we prepared for takeoff our flight attendant, Melody, gave us our instructions, assisted by her colleague, Agnes.


  “Okay now everyone, may I have your attention please,” Melody said in a chipper voice. “Your seat cushions can be used as floatation devices in the event of a water landing, and you can even keep them, at no extra charge.” She gave us a sunny smile.


  Agnes, who looked rather like Mr. Burns from The Simpsons, was less sunny. “All right, people, listen up, to operate your seat belt, insert the metal tab into the buckle, and pull tight. If you can’t handle that, you probably shouldn't be out in public unsupervised.”


  “Smoking on this flight is prohibited,” Melody warned, shaking her finger like Glenda, The Good Witch of the North. “Anyone caught smoking in the lavatory will be asked to leave the plane.”


  “At thirty thousand feet?” Adam whispered in my ear. “That’s pretty harsh.” I snorted loudly, earning myself a reproving look from Melody and a sneer from Agnes, who went on, once again, exuding warmth and charm.


  “In the event of a sudden loss of cabin pressure, oxygen masks will drop from the ceiling. Stop screaming, grab the mask, and pull it over your face before helping children… or adults acting like children. If you are traveling with two small children, decide now which one you love more. Now, there may be 50 ways to leave your lover, honey, but there are only 4 ways off this plane, so pay attention for real… ”


  When the Melody and Agnes show was complete, our captain’s voice came over the intercom giving us the details of the trip. I loved his big finish. “And, in conclusion, we would like to let you know that this airline employs some of the best flight attendants in the industry, although none of them are actually on this flight.”


  It was probably the longest fifteen hours of our lives. The inflight movie had “Part Twelve” after the title, which should tell you something. Mr. Jugs snored like a banshee, and our “dinner” was so meager it wouldn’t have satisfied Adam’s four year-old nephew. Even worse, the tiny bit there was of it tasted like cardboard, and I nearly chipped a tooth on something brown. It might have been gravy.


  “Are you going to eat that peanut?” I asked a few hours later, mouth watering as I eyed up one lonely little left over scrap of food on the corner of Adam’s seat tray.


  “I picked it up off the floor.”


  “I don’t care.”


  “I was saving it for later, but, it’s yours, as a demonstration of my devotion,” he held it out to me tenderly and I started getting misty-eyed.


  “Let’s share it,” I said, putting my love for him before my survival instinct. I accepted our precious morsel like I was accepting a fine gem. “Okay, I’m just going to break it in half.”


  “Be careful for God’s sake.” I saw a bead of sweat form on his brow, and from his tone, you would have thought I was defusing a bomb.


  Just as I positioned my pincer grasp around the peanut, the nut in the seat next to me, who was still fast asleep with his mouth wide open, let out a snore that sounded like a Harley Davidson backfiring. Then, it was like everything happened in slow motion. I startled and my fingers came apart as I flung the peanut. Our eyes followed its upward trajectory, and Adam cried, “Nnooooo!” as we watched our snack fly above the seats, execute a lovely arc, and fall into the crack between the seats in front of us. There was a moment of stunned silence and then I leaned forward, searching desperately, refusing to give up hope!


  “I see it! It’s on the floor in front of you.” Adam didn’t hesitate. He immediately tried to squeeze his six foot two frame into position to retrieve our lost treasure, but it wasn’t working despite the fact that he was twisted into a position that would have made a circus contortionist jealous. “How did you get it off the floor before?” I asked on the verge of panic.


  “It was closer to you. You’re smaller than I am. You try.”


  I answered his call, and sprung into action. Trying to get to the floor, I leaned across his lap, squirming and writhing. “Grab my waist,” I ordered. He did as I thrust against him trying to reach the final quarter inch.


  “Oh God, Lily,” he said, and I noticed his voice sounded husky. Before I could contemplate that too deeply, though, my fingers closed on the peanut.


  “I got it,” I cried excitedly, pulling myself back up. When I gazed at him triumphantly, I saw his that eyes looked dark and slightly hazy. I knew that look. I glanced down and saw that I definitely had his attention.


  “I’m glad you got it, baby,” he said, sounding pained.


  “Oh, Adam. Let me get a blanket from overhead.”


  “Are you cold?” he asked, looking puzzled.


  “No. I’ll help you.” I stared down at the tent in his lap.


  “No. Not here. You were right. Our first intimate act as a married couple is not going to be a quickie in the john, or a hand-job under a blanket. I can wait a few hours to make love to my wife properly.”


  “Okay,” I answered, trying not to get depressed even though we were starving and I had given my already sexually deprived husband a boner halfway through a fifteen-hour flight.


  Somehow, we survived. I like to think it was our love that carried us through the ordeal. By the time we got to Rio, though, we were a little afraid of commercial airline travel.


  


Chapter Two


  The gorgeous Copacabana Palace was one of the most famous hotels in the world, and somehow, my friend Bruce had managed to get Adam and me a room here on fairly short notice and at an affordable price. How a law librarian had pulled that off was a mystery. I would suspect he had sold his soul to the devil to pull this off, except everyone knew Bruce was undoubtedly going to Hell anyway.


  I tried not to gawk as we entered the ornate, Art Deco lobby. We went up to the front desk to check in and, immediately, it was like a siren had gone off. The desk clerk’s face lit up and bellman appeared out of nowhere. I almost expected them to break into song.


  “The Roths! The Roths have arrived!” our clerk announced, as if he were announcing the arrival of movie stars. I wondered if he had mistaken us for the Rothschilds, or David Lee Roth, or someone besides two tired lawyers from Philly.


  “That’s Adam and Lily Roth,” I pointed out helpfully.


  “Yes, and do not worry, Mrs. Roth,” he said leaning in and looking around as if he were imparting confidential information. “Nobody will bother you, even though you are the famous novelist, Lilah Alden.”


  “Famous? Uh, well, yes, I do write romance novels under the pen name… ”


  “How did you know who she was?” Adam interrupted suddenly.


  “Your agent, Mr. Weiss, ‘tipped us off,’ as you say.”


  “My agent?” I laughed. “Bruce is… ”


  “Most thoughtful to have let you know in advance,” Adam broke in again. “So, uh, have you made any special accommodations for us?”


  “But of course, we have upgraded you to the penthouse suites, at no extra charge. There are only seven, and only two are occupied at present. You will have your own private terrace overlooking beautiful Copacabana Beach.”


  “Private terrace?” Adam asked looking like he might jump for joy. “Wow, that’s even better than a balcony.” He smiled, undoubtedly picturing some wild terrace sex.


  “We have also scheduled some special activities, some publicity, for you, and for the hotel. You will enjoy them very much.”


  “May I have a word with my husband privately for a moment?” I asked with a friendly smile, pulling Adam off to the side and leaning in closely to speak to him. “Adam, they think I’m some big Bestselling author.”


  “You are a Bestselling author.”


  “My books have been Bestsellers in the Women’s Fiction, Erotic, Romantic, American Saga category. I don’t think most people would consider me a big famous author.”


  “That’s just because you’re an independent author, and fewer people know about your books, but you get amazing reviews and you have lots of fans.”


  “Well, first of all, that answer just earned you a whole lot of sex, but secondly, that’s not the point. The point is, it would be dishonest not to explain to them that I’m not really famous.”


  “Lily, you didn’t ask for an upgrade, and they could easily check their facts. Besides, he said that only two are occupied.”


  “What about the special stuff they scheduled?”


  “He said the hotel would get publicity out of it too.”


  “If I were famous!”


  “They’ll say you’re famous and nobody will question it. What do you think, the Holiday Inn people are going to ‘out you’ as an act of revenge?”


  “I don’t know… ”


  “We’re only staying here for one night before we move on to Bouzios. What would it hurt if for one night, on your honeymoon, you got the first class treatment you deserved?”


  “Well, when you put it that way. I’ll agree if, when we check out, we pay the difference in hotel rate. That way we didn’t cheat them on the room cost, okay?”


  “Okay, it’s a deal.” He paused, looking deeply into my eyes. “Lily, tonight on our private terrace, under the moonlight, overlooking the beach in Rio, I’m going to make you my wife officially, and then I’m going make you come so hard you’re going forget your name.”


  I took a deep breath and followed Adam back to the front desk, where we now encountered a crowd. Joining our desk clerk were a handsome man with salt and pepper hair and nice green eyes, along with an attractive blonde and brunette.


  “Hello, I am Marcelo, the manager of the Copacabana Palace.” He took one of my hands in both of his warmly. Apparently, it was too warmly for Adam’s taste, and he elbowed his way in to pump Marcelo’s arm hard enough to dislocate his shoulder.


  “Attorney Adam Roth, I’m Mrs. Roth’s husband,” Adam said in a slightly menacing tone. Mr. Roth was Mrs. Roth’s husband. Imagine that.


  “Hello,” the blonde woman greeted us warmly. “I’m Flavia and this is my colleague Meire, and we’re literary agents here in Brazil. Your North American agent, Mr. Weiss, contacted us to let us know you were coming.”


  “We’re very excited to have such a popular author visiting us,” the brunette, Meire added. They did seem very nice, but Brazilian literary agents? This was starting to get out of control. I was going to kill Bruce. But how could they not know?


  “You’re literary agents? And you took Bruce’s word for it that I’m a well-known author?” Even Adam didn’t intervene this time. This was getting a little weird.


  “We didn’t have to,” Flavia answered. “We were familiar with your books. They’re very popular here.”


  “Um, to be honest, I never really understood the international sales stuff very well,” I admitted, feeling simultaneously like an idiot and an ugly American. That was the moment that I resolved to do a better job appreciating my readers in other countries.


  “Well, perhaps we can help you with it,” Meire said, glancing at her partner. “We would be interested in representing you, which is why we would love to see you get plenty of publicity before you move on to Bouzios.”


  “Okay, I’m thrilled, but this is our honeymoon, you know?” I looked over at Adam, feeling a little guilty.


  “We’re going to a small romantic city tomorrow,” he said, reaching up and tucking a strand of my long, wavy brown hair behind my ear. “We’ll have plenty of time to ourselves then. I would like to see you get the big author treatment for a day.”


  “Thank you,” I whispered and my heart swelled with love for this man who cared so much about me. “I want to connect with Brazilian readers while I’m here. Show them that I’m interested in their city and their culture,” I said turning back to the agents. “Can we do that?”


  “Of course! Let’s get going then!” Flavia said enthusiastically. “We don’t have much time and there is a pre-Carnival Ball tonight here at the Copa. They’re famous. You’ll love it.”


  “A ball? But we didn’t pack… ” I began.


  “Not a problem,” Marcelo broke in, snapping his fingers. A concierge appeared and wrote down our sizes. There would be clothes for the ball waiting for us when we got in. It was like a scene out of a Disney movie, but without the talking animals or the dead parent. I have to admit, I liked the famous author treatment.


  


Chapter Three


  Marcelo bid us goodbye and Flavia and Meire agreed to meet us in the lobby in half an hour. We checked our penthouse suit. It was beautiful. There was a spacious sitting room done in sage green and cream. The bathroom had a separate shower and deep whirlpool tub, easily big enough for two. The bedroom had a luxuriant-looking king-sized bed, and stretching along both the sitting room and the bedroom was the promised private terrace overlooking Copacabana beach. I had never stayed anywhere so luxurious or exotic.


  I stood for a moment feeling the breeze against my face and taking in the view, as I sighed a happy sigh. Even though Adam and I were tired, I still felt filled with excitement and anticipation. I felt my husband come up behind me and put his arms around my waist.


  “I can’t wait to see how your bare skin looks in the moonlight tonight,” he whispered provocatively in my ear and began kissing my neck. My belly clenched and a wave of heat rolled through, heading south. He was making me ache for him.


  “Thank you for not minding the publicity stuff. I know you must be as tired and hungry and horny as I am.”


  “We’ll eat. We’ll nap. And we’ll make up for last night. All night.” I sighed with contentment. I knew he was a man of his word. We returned inside, hand-in-hand, unpacked and made our way down to meet our guides.


  Both of us were starving, and we had agreed that food would be our top priority. Marcelo insisted that lunch be on the hotel. Even though the restaurants at the Copacabana Palace were world-famous, I had now fully embraced the idea of connecting with the Brazilian people. I wanted to eat Brazilian food, not French or Italian, no matter how good. Luckily, there was also a restaurant called Siri Mole that served traditional Brazilian dishes.


  “I’m in the mood for fish, but some Brazilian recipe,” I explained. “While I’m here, I want to sample the local cuisine.”


  “Well, there’s Moqueca, but it’s very spicy,” Meire suggested.


  “I like spicy,” I replied with a flirtatious glance at Adam, and the naïveté that only an American tourist can truly exhibit.


  We placed our orders and went over our itinerary for the day. We would take a trip in a cable car up to Sugarloaf Mountain, where a photographer would take some pictures. Then we would come back down and get ready for the ball that night. Our food arrived, accompanied by a photographer who the hotel had sent. He set up next to us and I posed signing a copy of my book. It made me feel almost giddy.


  A young woman came over, and Flavia explained that her name was Ana, and she was a fan of mine who they knew. She spoke English very well, and the photographer kept shooting as I chatted with her. At one point, I glanced up at Adam and saw him watching me, looking happy and proud. I smiled and took a big bite of my Moqueca. Then, I nearly passed out.


  I decided right then and there to make myself a list of traveler’s tips to remember when abroad. Traveler’s Tip #1 was that when a native of a foreign land warns you that a local dish is hot, assume it’s closer to lava-like. You don’t understand hot just because you’ve had the spicy Buffalo wings at the local pub. Trust me.


  My eyes filled with tears, but I couldn’t do anything, because the photographer was shooting and Flavia, Meire and Ana were all watching. So I valiantly tried to hide the fact that I was eating a fish prepared with a nuclear level hot sauce. I smiled and calmly finished off my water. And then Adam’s water. And then Flavia and Meire’s water. And then the guy at the next table’s water. The Brazilians looked a little surprised, but they were very classy ladies, and so they just requested more water. Ana moved on to let us eat in peace. And I use that term loosely, because there was nothing peaceful going on in my mouth.


  A plate of “God almighty that’s a spicy fish” and three pitchers of water later, the photographer had mercifully moved on as well. We finished up and left for our trip to Sugarloaf. That became my Traveler’s Tip #2, don’t drink three pitchers of water before taking a cable car ride to the top of a mountain. I think you can probably figure out why.
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  The view from the cable car and the top of Sugarloaf Mountain was simply breathtaking. I’ll never forget the experience, and not just because I almost suffered a ruptured bladder and renal failure trying to avoid an unfortunate accident in a crowded cable car at thousands of feet in the air. Luckily, they have facilities on the mountain. I just had to get to the mountain.


  I was beyond good manners by the time we arrived, and so I was a bit pushy trying to get off the cable car. Just as I made it to the door, the guy in front of me dropped his bag and a bunch of magazines spilled out. I looked down in distress at the copy of Jugs and an inflight magazine and a completely irrational rage came over me.


  “You!” I growled, shoving him forward with the force of a Berserker. What, did he carry a fucking newsstand full of weird magazines with him everywhere?


  “Hey!” he said grumpily and then scratched his balls with one hand and picked his nose with the other. I vaulted over a small child to get around him without actually touching him.


  Landing on the other side, I blindly tossed tourists of various nationalities out of my way, with my husband, two agents and a photographer hot on my heels. By the grace of God, I did make it to a restroom on time. Just to find out there was no toilet paper.


  It did get better from there. Adam managed somehow to explain my actions enough to avoid causing an international incident. I believe there was a whispered mention of some medical issue. We spent half an hour up there looking out over Rio as the photographer snapped away and fellow travelers looked on curiously. One approached tentatively and asked Flavia something in Portuguese. When she answered “Lilah Alden” the other woman got all excited and asked for my autograph. It felt really weird, but really good.


  Just before it was time to go back, the two agents gave Adam and me a moment alone. I stood at a railing, gazing out in wonder at the incredible view.


  “Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?” I asked Adam, who was standing beside me.


  “No,” he answered simply, and something in his tone made me look up. He was looking at me. My stomach flipped over and I felt my eyes fill with tears. He bent his head down and kissed me gently on the lips, lingering there for a moment, and I took a mental snapshot because I knew I would be adding that memory to my collection. It was an unforgettable afternoon.


  


Chapter Four


  When we made it back to the hotel, we crawled into bed together and started making out like teenagers. As wonderful as it was to feel my husband pressed up against me, I sensed both of us slowing down quickly. We hadn’t slept in twenty-four hours and we were exhausted. Finally, we gave up and passed out on our luxurious bed, which incidentally, was just as comfortable as it looked. We slept soundly for a few hours, until a knock at the door woke us. Adam got up and went over to answer. Our ball gown and tuxedo had arrived.


  I have to admit, I was a little surprised to see the faux leopard skin dress with the plunging neckline and the huge slit up the front, but not as surprised as I was to see the rhinestone tiara. Now, I’m not a fashion connoisseur, but it seemed a little… much. When I slithered into it, that opinion was magnified. Just a little tighter and I would have needed to be greased up to get into it. I shimmied into the sitting room to show Adam. He looked up and his eyes widened.


  “That’s the dress they gave you?” He got up and walked over to check me out as he slowly circled. “Don’t get me wrong. You look sexy as hell, in a sort of, Miss Porn America way. Hey, maybe it’s a local thing.” He shrugged.


  “Well, you look amazing,” I said, coming over and straightening his bow tie. “I say we just stay for a little while, and then come back up here and check out that terrace by moonlight.”


  “I say, yes,” he answered in a sexy voice and pulled me up against him. He lowered his head, and for the first time in far too many hours, his delicious cinnamon-tasting tongue invaded my mouth and rubbed sensually up against mine. I sighed and felt goose bumps form on my arms as a shiver of delight ran through me. And then we were interrupted, of course.


  The phone began to ring and we stepped apart resignedly. It was Flavia. It was time to go to the ball. We left the room holding hands and took the elevator to the Grand Ballroom. When we arrived, I noticed that the other ladies present, including the two agents, were also dressed in animal print. Apparently, it was a theme, not just an entire nation really into fake leopard skin. Meire explained that it was a party in anticipation of Carnival the following month, and that there would be Samba dancing, which sounded kind of fun. Adam and I enjoyed dancing together, although I wasn’t sure I could handle the Samba.


   


  “Is there a particular drink I should try?” I asked Flavia and Meire as we sat down to dinner at an elegant table.


  “There are Caipirinhas,” Flavia suggested. “They’re very sweet and fruity.”


  “Oh, I like fruity drinks!” I smiled. They weren’t just fruity, they were fruity delicious, and I gulped Caipirinhas all through dinner. I assumed that because they were so yummy, that they couldn’t really be that strong. That became my Traveler’s Tip #3, never assume. Let’s just say I was feeling no pain when the Samba dancers arrived.


  I hadn’t really been very familiar with Samba dancers before, but one thing that I quickly noticed, was that their costumes included feathers, beads and a whole lot of skin. The music was full of primal rhythm and the moves were very sexy. When the dancers started moving around the room, the party really started, and I was ready to party!


  A Samba dancer came by, shaking her groove thing, and the next thing I knew I was part of a big group out on the floor and everyone was cheering me on. The hotel photographer was back, and he was right there preserving all of it for posterity. Adam came out and joined me on the floor, and I shook my tipsy American bootie for him shamelessly, with a confidence only alcohol can instill. If Brazilians didn’t know who I was before, they certainly knew me now.


  The good thing about vigorous dancing, is that it helps you to burn off alcohol. The bad thing is, that you may just sober up and find yourself doing something embarrassing. Like dancing the Samba when you’re not a Samba dancer. Adam and I eventually made our way back to the table, where Flavia and Meire were looking very amused.


  We stayed a bit longer, and then warmly thanked our new friends for the wonderful day, with promises to be in touch soon to discuss the details of our new partnership. I couldn’t believe that I actually had international literary agents. Hell, I couldn’t believe I even had so many international readers. The photographer took some final photos of me posing by the agents, and with Marcelo, the hotel manager, and then they all left, and Adam and I were alone. Well, alone with all of the drunken revelers floating through the lobby.


  It had been an incredible day, being given the celebrity author treatment, eating and drinking at famous restaurants, and seeing amazing sites with our own private tour guides. I smiled thinking about how special all of it was. When I looked up at Adam, though, immediately all of the trappings of my fifteen minutes of fame seemed completely unimportant. What made this more special than anything else, was that it was our honeymoon. I was enjoying all of these things with the person who I loved more than anyone else in the world. Suddenly, all I wanted to do was to get out of the lobby, and back to our penthouse suite, so that we could finally consummate our marriage on a romantic terrace overlooking the ocean in Rio.


  


Chapter Five


  When we got back to the room, I took a bath while Adam changed out of his tux. When I emerged, I found him dressed in a thick terry robe that matched my own, and my tummy fluttered with anticipation. Sugarloaf Mountain was breathtaking, but nothing compared to the sight of Adam Roth without clothing.


  The door to the terrace was open, and he came over and took my hand, leading me outside into the warm night air. A candle burned on a small table next to a chaise lounger built for two, and we sat down, cuddled, and held each other close.


  “I love you so much, Adam,” I said with my cheek pressed against his chest, listening to the beat of his heart against the backdrop of the waves crashing on the beach below.


  “I love you too, Lily.”


  He tipped my chin up and leaned down to kiss me. Our tongues entwined with a wave of sensation that was positively sublime. He buried his hands in my hair, and held my head still as his mouth moved against mine and his tongue began to explore more boldly. A soft moan escaped my throat, and it seemed to excite him.


  One hand moved downward and slid inside my robe, kneading and teasing my bare breast. I arched, and pushed against him, dragging my fingers up along the hard muscles of his back, and I noticed that he was breathing heavily. It was such a powerful feeling, knowing that I could excite him so easily. He untied the belt of my robe and slipped it off of my shoulders, breaking our kiss and pulling back to let his eyes travel over my body.


  “Beautiful,” he mumbled in a low, thick voice, and then stood up and let his own robe fall to the ground. Standing there with the moonlight shining on those perfectly formed muscles, he gave me a look that set me on fire more than any spicy fish could. My own breathing was pretty noticeable at that point, as I watched him walk around to the back of the lounger and ease it into the fully reclining position. I laid back and rested on my elbows, waiting for him to join me, and he didn’t keep me waiting.


  Settling beside me, he urged me to lie down and then he covered me with his body, trailing kisses along my jaw and neck, working his way down until he pulled one hard nipple to his warm mouth and began caressing it with his tongue and then sucking vigorously. I gasped and tipped my head back as I began to run my hands along his chest, tracing the hard planes and angles.


  “Adam,” I said on a moan, “let’s make love.” He lifted his head and positioned himself over me, as I parted my legs wider and looked up into his eyes. Then my incredibly sexy husband slid inside me, and I took another mental snapshot, because I knew that was a moment I would always remember too.


  He moved slowly at first, as I wrapped my legs tightly around him, and savored the sensation of him buried inside me. Eventually, our movements became more urgent as we climbed closer to release. His hips rolled against me faster, and he pushed my knees back so that I could take him more deeply. The sounds of our moaning and swearing, and our declarations of love and desire, floated out from the terrace into the night air, as I passed the point of no return and fell over the edge.


  My muscles contracted sharply, and I squeezed my eyes shut and cried out, shuddering while waves as powerful as those hitting the beach below crashed through me. Adam was close behind, and after a few more powerful thrusts, he groaned and went still, collapsing and covering me in his warm weight. We held each other quietly as our breath returned to normal.


  “That was worth waiting for,” I mumbled contentedly, tracing his bicep with my fingertip.


  “Yes it was. It was a great ending to a great day. We should find your fans in other countries. You can be like the Hasselhoff of Erotic Romance,” he joked, making me giggle.


  “At the moment, I’m much more excited to be Mrs. Adam Roth.”
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Chapter One


  The water lapped softly against the side of the marina walkway, the sound of muffled conversations and kids laughing occasionally floated by, the heat of the sun warmed skin while the breeze off the water kept the temperature pleasant, and a time-traveling vampire pirate was dragging a sensual, yet innocent, fiery redhead off to have his wicked, wicked way with her while her billionaire werewolf almost-lover chased after them.


  It was a very good day, indeed.


  Rachel Chapman smiled, looking down at her scribblings. The best parts about summer vacation were moments like this—sitting at one of the picnic tables by the harbor, sipping an iced lemonade, acquiring a respectable tan, and writing sexy romances about guys with ripped abs and adoring gazes, just for fun. No pressure, no due dates, no waiting for the bell to ring. Just a whole lot of fun and relaxation.


  Rachel chewed on the cap of her pen, staring down at the page. Her heroine, Grimelda, had just asked in a quaking, yet husky, voice what the wicked, wicked Pieter was going to do to her. Oh my dear, you have no idea…


  A moment later, Rachel was yanked out of that hazy fantasy world when someone sat down at her table.


  And just like that, the day went from very good to very bad, indeed.


  Tyler Kalinger smiled at her from across the table, and bit into an ice cream sandwich.


  Rachel slammed her notebook shut, before he showed any interest in what she was writing. “Yes, of course. I’d love for you to join me.”


  “That’s what I figured.” He winked at her, and Rachel tried not to grit her teeth.


  Tyler had teased her all through high school, with his laughing hazel eyes and his infuriatingly smug smile. He loved to do this thing where he’d try to make her promise to do something and he’d do something in return, but it was usually stuff she’d never say yes to.


  The day last year when she’d walked into the teacher’s lounge after starting her new job at the same local high school—and realized Tyler was also starting a job there—was the day Rachel finally realized that the universe hated her.


  Like, really hated her. Because the adult Tyler still teased her, still had the smug smile and ready laughter, but there was a wicked glint in his eyes and a sexy edge to his laughter that sent heat cascading through Rachel no matter how many times she told herself to ignore him.


  “What are you working on?” Ice cream had started to melt down his hand, and he ran his tongue along his thumb before glancing back at her.


  Rachel suppressed a shiver. The air off the lake could be deceivingly chilly even in the midst of summer. Um. What was the question again? “Oh, just some ideas.” About rakish pirates. “For when classes start again.” And jealous werewolves. “Something I’m sure you’d find pretty boring.” And love caves. And look at that, her cheeks only flamed a little.


  He shrugged. He probably did find it boring. As the high school boys’ soccer coach, he was only in charge of a couple study halls and free periods—nothing that required he do anything other than flip through magazines and occasionally tell the kids to pipe down, and which left him with more than enough time to stop by her classroom and imply her lesson on Othello would bore anybody within hearing distance to death.


  He’d finished his ice cream, and was regarding her steadily. “Oh, I don’t know about that, Rachel. I think I’d find anything interesting that had you smiling like that.” His own smile reappeared, and Rachel’s hand tightened on her pen. He continued, “Were you, by any chance, thinking of a good book you’re reading, Teach? The latest episode of Downton Abbey? The cardigan sale at the mall?”


  He was, as her mother would say, trying to “get her goat,” but if truth be told, this man had gotten her goat a decade ago. And her fish. He threw out the bait and she always took it, hook, line, and big, fat sinker. There was something about this man she could never resist, not even his teasing.


  And for the record, she wasn’t a Downton Abbey fan.


  (Cardigans were okay, though. She rather liked them, actually.)


  Not today, though. She was determined to keep her goat, and her fish, and whatever part of her animal kingdom he might try and get, locked up tightly.


  In that spirit, Rachel closed her eyes and took a deep, calming breath, taking in the tanginess of lake air and a faint woodsy scent she suspected might be coming from her unwanted guest. Hmmm. That was nice…


  Her eyes popped open. She was so not going there. She was a seasoned pro at ignoring her inconvenient attraction, as well as his muscular, athletic build, thick chestnut hair, green-flecked hazel eyes, and one adorable dimple creasing his cheek. All of which he used to great effect, flirting with females one and all.


  But he’d never indicated that he’d wanted to do more than banter with Rachel.


  Tyler’s smile hadn’t wavered, though he raised his eyebrow in question at her continued silence. Maybe it was that pervasive thought that he didn’t even think of her that way that made her say, “How do you know I wasn’t thinking about the hot date I had last night?”


  Tyler said, “Were you?” His smile didn’t fade, but it seemed to tighten, and there was something different in his eyes as he looked at her…


  She felt her cheeks grow hot, and suddenly, she couldn’t remember what they were talking about. “Was I what?”


  Then the odd look in his eyes was gone, and the pure amusement was back. “Were you thinking about a hot date you had last night?”


  Um. Right. She said, “Of course. Tonight is going to be even hotter.” Crap. She was a terrible liar. She should have just let him assail her with the prim-and-proper English teacher jokes, his laughter winding her tighter and tighter until she stalked off—their usual routine.


  “Who’s your date?” He started fiddling with the edge of her notebook, which she’d forgotten was lying on the table between them. Her stomach clenched as she thought of the embarrassment and decades of teasing she’d have to endure from him if he read one of her stories. She tried to surreptitiously slide the notebook closer to her side of the table.


  She said, “Oh, you wouldn’t know him.”


  “Is this the sexy and exciting podiatrist from A-Bay?”


  Rachel tried not to scowl. Figured he would know about that. There were never any secrets in a town as small as Bliss Harbor, and everybody pretty much knew that her sister, Becky, was on a mission in life to set Rachel up with as many boring doctors and lawyers from nearby Alexandria Bay as she could find. Becky said it was because she wanted to see Rachel settle down with someone nice, but Rachel was pretty sure nice meant boring, just like you. The podiatrist had shown up wearing brown, right down to his tie, and the highlight of that date had been when he started talking about his owl pellet collection.


  Rachel had had to remind herself for days afterwards of all the reasons why she actually loved her sister.


  “Oh, no. Pffft. That was all Becky’s doing. My hot date tonight is a—” Rachel knew she couldn’t say pirate. Or billionaire. And definitely not werewolf. Think. Surely there was something realistic but more exciting than a podiatrist. A sad commentary on her love life that she couldn’t think of anything other than… “—he’s a…jockey. He’s a jockey! From Saratoga.”


  A jockey…


  Way to go, Rachel. If Tyler hadn’t already looked so amused, she’d go ahead and thump her head on the table right now.


  “Really? Now that is exciting. Maybe I’ve heard of him—what’s his name?” He wasn’t going to leave it alone, the jerk.


  “His name…is…” She couldn’t think, not with Tyler’s dimple practically winking at her, taunting her. “…His name is…”


  “Yes?” The least Tyler could do was try to pretend he wasn’t enjoying the hell out of her lie.


  “His name is…Red.” Rachel suppressed a groan. She was an idiot. An idiot who had fallen asleep on the couch last night while Seabiscuit played on TV.


  Tyler laughed, the sound warm and husky. “Does Red, the jockey, have a last name?”


  “No, he just goes by Red.” She knew when to call it quits. She stood up and started shoving her things in her bag. “Well, as much fun as I’m having right now, I have to run. I have to get ready for my, um, big date.”


  Tyler leaned back, his hands laced behind his head like he was surveying his field of victory. “So…short guys, that’s what revs your engine, eh?”


  “What?” Her gaze shot to his. Tyler retained his casual pose, grinning up at her.


  He said, “You know—jockeys are usually around five feet tall.” He skimmed his gaze up and down her five-seven frame. “Unless your Red is unusually…big?”


  Heat scalded Rachel’s cheeks at the innuendo and the wicked twinkle in Tyler’s eyes. “You’re right, that totally revs my engine. Red has a really big”—she paused—“heart.”


  With that, Rachel grabbed her bag, and barely refrained from stomping out of the park, Tyler’s laughter following her the whole way.


  


Chapter Two


  It wasn’t until she got home that she realized her notebook was not in her bag.


  She had dumped the bag’s contents onto her coffee table, though she knew it wouldn’t help. The bag wasn’t that big and the notebook wasn’t that small. Everything was there except the notebook.


  She blew out a breath. How was that even possible? The notebook was the first thing she snatched away from Tyler and shoved in her bag; she was positive she had.


  Well. She was positive she shoved it down toward her bag. She’d been too focused on Tyler while she did it to actually look down. Maybe it hadn’t actually gone into her bag, but had fallen onto the grass below.


  Oh no.


  She forced herself to ignore the small curl of panic that was starting in her stomach. She didn’t want anyone, especially Tyler, stumbling across her notebook filled with stories like that of Grimelda and the time-traveling-vampire-pirate-billionaire-werewolf love triangle. Stories that, unlike Grimelda’s, were finished and filled with lots of naughty, sexy times—that Rachel would prefer to keep totally private.


  Maybe Tyler hadn’t noticed it, though. Maybe the notebook had fallen underneath the table, and was still there, waiting for her to rescue it.


  Hoping she’d get lucky, Rachel grabbed her keys and practically ran the eight blocks back to the harbor. No one was at her table, and there was no bright red notebook lying on the grass underneath it.


  “Damn, damn, damn.” She smacked her hand against the tabletop, but plastered a smile on her face when she noticed old Mrs. Swinton was looking questioningly at her from her own table a few feet away. “It was a bee, Mrs. Swinton. I hate those little suckers.” Mrs. Swinton went back to her game of solitaire.


  Rachel wanted to race over, grab her shoulders, and demand to know if she’d picked up a red notebook or if she saw who did. But she’d lived in Bliss Harbor her whole life, and she’d probably get arrested for harassing a little old lady.


  She walked calmly over to Mrs. Swinton’s table. “How are you today, Mrs. Swinton?”


  Mrs. Swinton blinked up at Rachel, her faded blue eyes taking a moment to focus on her, and then she smiled and waved a gnarled, wrinkled hand at Rachel, inviting her to sit. “Oh, Becky, you’re looking lovely today. How is your mother?”


  Rachel sat, suppressing a sigh. “It’s Rachel, Mrs. Swinton, the middle daughter. And my mother’s good.” She and Becky shared the same petite frame, though Rachel’s hair was longer and a darker blonde, and Mrs. Swinton called her by Becky’s name at least half the time. Rachel leaned forward. “I left a notebook, by accident, over by that table about an hour ago. You didn’t happen to pick it up, did you? A red notebook?”


  Mrs. Swinton smiled kindly. “You remind me so much of my granddaughter, Eliza, who married a man down in Charleston last year. He’s a lovely man, an attorney, and…” What followed was a twenty-five-minute update on all of Mrs. Swinton’s children and grandchildren—holy cow, could that family reproduce!—which Rachel normally wouldn’t have minded. She liked Mrs. Swinton, who was often at a picnic table not too far from Rachel’s on hot summer days. Rachel felt bad for her, too. Mrs. Swinton had been widowed for almost ten years, and most of those offspring she loved to talk about had moved away to find greener pastures than Bliss Harbor.


  But the more time that passed, the more chance Tyler had of reading what was in Rachel’s notebook. She kept herself from drumming her fingers on the table, barely.


  Finally, Mrs. Swinton wound down, and said, “Oh Becky, listen to me”—Rachel didn’t bother correcting her—“go on and on. It was so nice to catch up, though. What was it you were asking me?”


  “Did you happen to notice a red notebook on the ground, over by that table? Did you pick it up by any chance?” That would have been the kindest thing the universe could have done for Rachel; Mrs. Swinton probably would have taken one look at the word “pirate” and slammed the notebook shut.


  Mrs. Swinton looked toward the table Rachel was pointing at and frowned, before confirming Rachel’s worst fear. “I think I saw the older Kalinger boy with one in his hands. He stopped by to ask about my grandchildren. Such a nice boy.” Mrs. Swinton blushed. “And such a handsome devil.”


  Naturally, Tyler would have stopped to flirt with an eighty-six-year-old woman.


  “He’s a devil, all right,” Rachel muttered. She stood, offered Mrs. Swinton a quick goodbye, and promised to share an iced lemonade and card game with her here next week.


  Rachel started the trek to Tyler’s house, the same one he’d lived in since he and his family had moved to Bliss Harbor when he was thirteen—his parents had moved across the bay, last she heard—and it wasn’t far from her own place, just on the other side of Flynn Woods. Sending up a prayer with each step that Tyler hadn’t actually looked inside the notebook, Rachel tried to figure out what she would say once she knocked on his door.


  If she looked nervous, it would just pique his curiosity and Tyler would never hand the notebook over without looking inside it first.


  Like that time in tenth grade, when they had both been at their lockers and a piece of paper she’d been doodling the name of a senior she’d had a crush on had fallen out of her textbook. Tyler had picked it up, holding it out of her reach before she could snatch it back. When she’d demanded the paper back, Tyler had told her that if she promised to be nice and “smile real big” at him for the rest of the month, then he would give it back.


  Even back then he’d made her grit her teeth, and she’d refused.


  He’d never given it back, and the next thing Rachel knew, the whole school was laughing about her calling herself Mrs. Travis Marks in her doodles.


  But they were adults now and high school was a long time ago.


  Ha!


  That was the thing about high school, especially in small towns—it was never that long ago, no matter how old you were.


  But no, even Tyler had grown up enough to know that it wasn’t all practical jokes and teasing these days. Hadn’t he?


  As Rachel slipped through the woods, she tried not to think of what would happen if the people of Bliss Harbor found out that one of their high school teachers was writing romance with lots of raunchy sex in her spare time. She was pretty sure that if she was going to write about sex, and make that fact public, it was supposed to be awkward and terrible sex that no one enjoyed, least of all the reader, and the main character should probably die at the end because it wouldn’t have literary merit if it wasn’t depressing as hell.


  She’d have to double-check, but she thought that might even be in her contract.


  Bliss Harbor might be a picturesque small harbor town on Lake Ontario, boasting a calming refuge from city life and a quaint sense of community, but it also had its share of busybody jerkwads who wouldn’t think twice about trying to get her fired for writing smut.


  Arriving at Tyler’s backyard, Rachel stood at the tree line for a moment and tried to psych herself up, before walking around to the front of his house.


  His truck wasn’t there.


  Great. He wasn’t even home. And she didn’t have his cell phone number—though he’d tried to give it to her a few months ago.


  He’d walked into her classroom right before spring break, snatched her phone off her desk bold as he pleased, and punched in his number. He’d said at the time, “If you promise to call me if you get lonely over break, Teach, I promise I’ll come running.” He’d winked at her and she couldn’t ignore the thrill that flowed through her.


  She’d removed temptation and deleted his number as soon as she’d managed to shove him out of her classroom.


  She knocked on his door now just in case, but no answer. She peeked in the window beside the front door, telling herself it wasn’t half as stalkerish as it seemed.


  And there it was, her bright red notebook, sitting on a table by the front door.


  It wasn’t unusual for people to leave their doors unlocked in Bliss, especially if they weren’t going far or for long. A small-town cliché, but true nonetheless. Hoping, Rachel reached for the door handle and tried to turn it.


  Nothing.


  “Well, crap.”


  She should have known it wouldn’t be that easy, that she wouldn’t be able to just snatch the notebook back and play dumb-as-a-rock if Tyler ever brought it up.


  On the bright side, Tyler had locked the door, so he probably wouldn’t be back for a while. Which was good, because her brain had seized on the idea of getting that notebook back without asking Tyler’s permission and risking his interest in what her notebook contained. All she had to do was find a way into his house.


  And forget that she hadn’t been invited in and that it was—in the strictest sense—wrong.


  Rachel examined the windows for a possible way in, but a pick-up truck went barreling down the road behind her and made her jump.


  Her heart pounding, Rachel realized that if she was going to break into Tyler’s, she probably shouldn’t let anyone see her doing it. She needed a lookout. Someone more experienced with this kind of thing…


  And she knew just the person for the job.


  


Chapter Three


  “You want me to help you break into some guy’s house to get a notebook back?” It probably wasn’t a good sign that even Winnie Porter, Becky’s best and most hijinks-prone friend, sounded incredulous.


  Rachel said, “Oh boy. That sounds…criminal. So I’m going to go with no. I just want to get back something that belongs to me. It’s sitting right there, on a table by his front door. I could see it through the window.”


  Winnie paused, stirring whatever it was she was getting ready to bake, and looked at her. “You were already there, looking through the windows? Creeper.”


  “Yeah.” No sense not admitting it now. “I tried the front door, but it was locked.”


  Winnie gaped at her. “You already tried to get in?”


  “Why do you look so shocked by that?”


  “Because that definitely doesn’t sound like something Becky’s upright little sister would do. Actually, it sounds like something…”


  “Like something you would do? Why do you think I’m here?”


  Winnie lifted the wooden spoon out of the bowl and pointed it at Rachel, a glob of batter-y goo flying onto the counter. “Who told you about that?”


  Rachel swiped her finger through it and taste-tested. Mmm. Cake batter. “I overheard Becky saying something about it on the phone. I think she was lecturing you.”


  Winnie tossed the spoon back in the bowl, groaning. “Brian is going to kill me. Nobody else is supposed to know about that. He’s convinced I’ll cost him his badge someday.”


  Funny how things work out sometimes—Winnie, who had a knack for shenanigans, hooking up with Brian, her by-the-book FBI agent boyfriend.


  “Well I certainly won’t be telling anyone. ‘Hey, did you hear that Winnie broke into somebody’s house last month, which I know because she confirmed it when I asked her to break into another house.’ Yeah, no.”


  Winnie pushed the bowl of batter aside and gave Rachel her full attention. “Why don’t you just wait until this guy is home and ask for your notebook back?”


  “Because I have no clue when he’ll be home, and what if he starts to read it before I can get it back? That absolutely can’t happen or I’m finished.”


  “And I thought I was the dramatic one. What could possibly be in that notebook? You didn’t threaten to murder a student, did you?”


  “Of course not.” Rachel liked working with kids.


  Winnie continued, “Because Lord knows I would if I had to spend all day with beastly little high schoolers.”


  “They’re not that bad.” Winnie raised an eyebrow at that. Rachel said, “Okay, some high schoolers are. But mostly they’re not that bad.”


  “Agree to disagree and all that jazz.” Winnie walked into the living room, motioning for Rachel to follow, and plopped down on the couch. “So what is in this notebook of yours?”


  Rachel ignored Winnie’s invitation to sit and began to pace. “Well, you see, I write things.” Rachel paused, dreading the rest of this explanation.


  “Not things! Never say that you’re writing things!”


  “Har har har, you’re hysterical.”


  “I try. Well, actually, that’s a lie. It comes naturally; I was born this funny.”


  Rachel rolled her eyes. “And Brian gets a daily dose of this. Gee, what a lucky guy.”


  “I’m going to ignore your obvious sarcasm and just say, why yes, yes he is. Just as I am a lucky woman.” Winnie sighed, a soft smile playing around her mouth. She practically glowed with new love.


  It’d be a little nauseating if Rachel wasn’t genuinely happy for Winnie.


  It didn’t mean that they had time for that now, though. Rachel waved her hand in front of Winnie, snapping her fingers. “Hey, no time for mushy-lovebird stuff. You can sit here and moon over your life-sized action hero boyfriend later.”


  Winnie gave her a disgruntled look. “Fine, what kind of things do you write in this notebook of yours?”


  Rachel swallowed. “Um, stories.” Her cheeks were on fire. She wasn’t sure why she was so embarrassed by this. She’d always considered her writing as something just for her to enjoy, but she didn’t think there was anything wrong with writing it—or enjoying it. Plus, Winnie was practically family, and probably the least likely to judge her. Still, Rachel preferred to keep her stories totally private. She forced her shoulders to relax and continued, “They’re mostly…sexy stories.”


  Winnie sat forward, intrigued. “Like your sex fantasies and stuff? Is it about the guy who has the notebook?”


  “No! Gosh, no.” Any resemblance between her fictional heroes and Tyler was purely accidental. Purely. Rachel cleared her throat. “It’s just fiction, these silly, outlandish stories I write for fun.”


  “Tell me more.”


  Rachel tried not to squirm. “Look, we don’t have time for that. They’re sexy stories, and no one else was ever supposed to see them, least of all Tyler Kalinger, who would probably delight in telling the whole town that the proper and boring high school English teacher is secretly a sex fiend or something. Oh God.” Okay, a little dramatic…


  Winnie’s brow furrowed. “Maybe Tyler wouldn’t tell anyone?”


  “Oh God. I’m so fired.”


  “Isn’t it possible that you’re overreacting?”


  “Ha!”


  “Well, since we’ve obviously moved on to the logic portion of the conversation…” Winnie paused. “What about Becky, why didn’t you ask her for help? She is your older sister and all.”


  “Are you kidding? Becky will first do that silent, reproachful thing she does when she thinks you screwed up, and then she’ll probably just go knock on Tyler’s door to ask for it back and leave him a note if he’s not home.”


  “I’m going to go out on a limb here, bear with me…would that be such a terrible idea?”


  “Yes! Oh my gosh, yes. Trust me, I know Tyler, and there is nothing he’ll enjoy more than teasing me mercilessly if he reads what’s in that notebook. He’d never give it back to her, anyways.”


  Winnie shook her head. “If you didn’t want anyone to know you like to get freaky-deaky with the written word, why didn’t you write this stuff on your computer instead of in a notebook that could get lost?”


  “I thought it would be safer doing it old school. People steal stuff from the cloud all the time, right?”


  Winnie snorted. “Um, I don’t think that’s actually how the cloud works—”


  “Whatever, it doesn’t matter now. Are you going to help me or what?”


  Winnie looked at her, drumming her fingers on the armrest of the couch. “I’ve been in your place, kid—”


  “Kid? Please. You’re only three years older than I am.” At Winnie’s pointed look, Rachel said, “Sorry. I’m totally a kid. Continue.”


  “I tell you what, grasshopper. I’m gonna help you, because you need someone to watch your back and keep you from getting arrested.” Winnie grinned. “Fancy that, this time I’m being the sensible one.”


  Rachel didn’t think agreeing to help someone commit a burglary counted as being sensible, but she wasn’t going to be the one to point that out to Winnie. “You are seriously the best.”


  Winnie held up her hand. “There’s only one thing. Brian can’t know about this.” Winnie grimaced. “I promised him I wouldn’t commit any felonies this month.”


  “Well he won’t hear it from me.” Rachel watched Winnie gnaw on her bottom lip some more. “Are you sure about this? How mad will Brian be if he finds out?”


  “Weeeeell. It’s not like Brian could have thought a life with me would be totally without funny business.”


  “Yeah, you’re probably right.” Whatever Winnie had to tell herself. Rachel could see the light of anticipation in Winnie’s eyes, anyways. She clearly loved this kind of thing. “We should probably not mention it to Becky either.”


  Winnie nodded vigorously at that. Becky would just lecture them both. “Good idea.”


  “So, you ready to go?”


  “Now?” Winnie gave Rachel the once-over. “No, I’ll park somewhere and meet you. Tyler lives near town, right?”


  Rachel nodded. “Yeah, his house backs up to the Flynn Woods. The cut-through path puts you practically in his backyard.”


  “Great. I’ll meet you there in thirty minutes. Hopefully Tyler will still be out, because you need to go home and change before we do this thing.”


  “Change into what?”


  Winnie scoffed. “You say you’re a writer, Rachel. Use your imagination—try for something more suited to burglary than a bright yellow summer dress. You know, try for something inconspicuous.”


  


Chapter Four


  Forty-five minutes later, Rachel stood in the woods, listening for Winnie, who should have been there fifteen minutes ago. No real surprise there. Becky called it “Winnie Time.”


  Finally something rustled toward Rachel. She sure hoped it was Winnie and not a rabid deer or something. Whatever it was crashed through the foliage, like it had tripped over something, followed by a yelped, “Shit!”


  Definitely Winnie. Rachel clapped a hand over her mouth to hold in her giggles, the absurdity of the afternoon finally hitting her. Was she, Rachel Chapman, who had never done anything naughtier than write a few sexy stories she’d never shown anyone, really going to break into Tyler’s house?


  If she was fired, she’d have to figure out how to put burglary on her résumé. Takes initiative, analyzes entry points, skilled at insertion.


  The giggles turned into full-scale laughter when Winnie came lurching around a tree looking like the Swamp Thing wearing a massive bright green New York Jets sweatshirt and teal garden Crocs.


  Rachel could only stare. In addition to the garish Crocs and three-sizes-too-big sweatshirt, Winnie was wearing bland brownish-green leggings and some kind of green and brown…gunk all over her face. There were also twigs and leaves sticking out of Winnie’s long brown hair, though that was probably from the fall.


  This was Winnie’s version of inconspicuous? Rachel laughed harder.


  Winnie had stopped, staring back at Rachel and shaking her head. She said, “That’s what you’re wearing? All black? And is that a ski mask?”


  Rachel looked down at her black jeans, black sequined tank—all she could find—black cardigan, and, yes, the black ski mask in her hand. She’d had to go raid her dad’s closet for the ski mask, thanking her lucky stars her parents weren’t home to ask why she needed a ski mask in July.


  For my new life of crime.


  Rachel said, “You said to change into something more suited to breaking and entering—everyone knows you wear black for that.” And not Swamp Thing attire, which she left unsaid. She still needed Winnie’s help, after all.


  “Yeah, they wear black because they are usually breaking in at night. It’s three o’clock in the afternoon! The sun is shining. Your shirt is even sparkling.” Winnie sighed a long-suffering sigh, as if she had tried so hard with Rachel, and the lessons just wouldn’t take. “Don’t you think people will notice you when you’re dressed like that?


  “They’ll notice me? Me? Winnie, you look like a swampy blob drowning in a football sweatshirt. I think people might notice that.” Rachel ignored Winnie’s scowl. “Why are you wearing that stuff?”


  “Hey, it’s not like I had a ton of time or I would have tried to get something better from my brother. I had to make do with what I had. But I wanted to try and blend in with the woods.”


  “Oh, you totally do. If the person looking at you is on acid,” Rachel quipped. “And seriously, what is on your face?” Parts of the gunk on her face looked chunky. And gross.


  “I wanted to use some of Brian’s face paint from his soldiering days to cammy up.” Winnie wrinkled her brow, or at least that’s what Rachel thought she did. There was some movement in the gunk, anyways. Winnie said, “But if he still has some, I couldn’t find it. So I improvised. I mixed some liquid eye shadow with some foundation, but that wasn’t quite right so I tried some powdered eye shadow, then some bronzer, and okay, maybe it got a little out of hand.” Winnie smiled, her teeth glowing white against the surrounding muck.


  And the giggles were back. Rachel was definitely going to have to write this down to include in a story some day.


  A story.


  Her notebook!


  She’d almost forgotten why she and Winnie were tramping around in the woods in the first place. They had a mission to complete, and they’d already come this far and looked ridiculous to prove it.


  Rachel said, “We need to get moving and get this over with before Tyler comes home, if he hasn’t already.” She tucked the ski mask in her back pocket and considered both of them for a moment. “If we’re lucky, we won’t see another living soul. Unless they’re blind.”


  “Yeah, the black is really going to pop against the trees.”


  Rachel rolled her eyes. “Maybe I should scout around the front, make sure his truck is still gone.”


  “Good idea, though maybe I should be the one to do it.”


  Rachel looked down at the teal garden Crocs. “No, definitely me.” She jogged around Tyler’s house to the front, breathing a sigh of relief when she saw that he still wasn’t home. She stepped onto the porch and peered in the window. Her notebook was still on the table. Maybe things were going to work out after all.


  Smiling, Rachel made her way back to Winnie. “He’s not back yet.”


  “Good.” Winnie examined the house, then glanced at Rachel. “How are we getting in?”


  Rachel’s mouth dropped open. “What do you mean, how are we getting in?”


  “I mean, how are we supposed to get into Tyler’s house if the door is locked?”


  Rachel took a deep breath. “I figured you would know.”


  Winnie’s eyes widened. “Me? How would I know how to get into a locked house?”


  Rachel couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You broke into Seth Parker’s house, right? How’d you get in?”


  “I knew where the spare key was hidden, that’s how. What did you think, that I knew how to pick a lock?”


  Rachel stared. “Well. I guess I assumed that, yeah, you knew how to do something like that.” Or maybe she hadn’t really thought through this plan very well because she was not a very good criminal. Any other time she would take comfort in that.


  Winnie, however, was looking far too pleased, as if being told she seemed like the type to know how to pick a lock was a compliment. “Unfortunately, I don’t know how to pick a lock. I assumed you already had an idea for how we’d get in.”


  “If I had an idea, why would I have needed your help? Burglaress fashion advice?”


  Winnie shrugged. “Make fun of my experience with these things all you want, but when I had to break into someone’s house, I managed to get myself in.”


  “Because you had a key!” Seriously, how did her sister not strangle Winnie, just a little sometimes?


  “Maybe Tyler has a spare key under a brick or a rock or something?”


  And the plan was back in business. Rachel said, “Now you’re talking. You search the back, and I’ll take the front.”


  “Yessir!” Winnie saluted and marched toward Tyler’s back deck.


  Five minutes later, Rachel was thinking it might be time for a good cry. She’d poked around every rock big enough to hide a key and the two big hanging plants Tyler had on his porch—probably a gift from his mom or one of his other adoring fans—and even in his mailbox.


  Zero. Nada. Zip. Zilch.


  If there was a spare key hidden somewhere in the front, it was under an invisibility cloak or something.


  So this was it. Rachel was going to have to act like an adult, ask Tyler face to face for her notebook back, and hope he acted like an adult as well.


  Obviously, this was the worst-case scenario.


  “RACHEL!” Winnie blared from the area of the backyard.


  “Yup, totally inconspicuous. I don’t think they heard you across the bay,” Rachel muttered, as she jogged around back to see what Winnie wanted.


  And there was Winnie, Swamp Thing extraordinaire, hands on what Rachel assumed were her hips under all that material, looking triumphant as she stood in Tyler’s doorway.


  Tyler’s open doorway.


  


Chapter Five


  In that moment, Rachel was so happy to be breaking the law.


  She bounded up the back deck stairs of Tyler’s house, and threw her arms around Winnie, uncaring about the chunky face gunk. “You did it, Winnie! Thank you, thank you, thank you.” She pulled back and looked at the sliding glass door. “But how did you do it? Doesn’t this lock from the inside?”


  “Yeah, but it wasn’t actually locked.”


  “But…” The door had been open the whole time. The last couple hours were a big, fat waste of time and she looked ridiculous. And worse—she reached her hand up to confirm—she’d gotten some of Winnie’s face gunk on her cheek when she’d hugged her.


  Winnie patted her on the shoulder. “It’s okay. You’re a newb at these things. Mistakes like this are to be expected.”


  “Let’s just grab my notebook and get out of here.” Rachel stepped into the house, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness. The inside was neat and tidy, and Rachel was surprised. She would have guessed Tyler would be a messy housekeeper—like, why would he do housework if there was fun to be had?


  Rachel suppressed the urge to go exploring in the rest of the house—especially his bedroom.


  Get a grip, girl!


  “Earth to Rachel!” Winnie waved a hand in front of her face. “What are you waiting for?”


  “Right.” Rachel moved through the kitchen and started down the darkened hallway toward the front door, Winnie close on her heels. One small ray of sunlight broke through the window next to the door, hitting her notebook in just the right way, as if to say, “Here, we’re going to make this as easy as possible on you from here on out.”


  But then, thinking she heard something, Rachel stopped and Winnie slammed into her back.


  “Hey!”


  “Shhh!” Rachel glanced over her shoulder and whispered, “I thought I heard something. Didn’t you?”


  “No,” Winnie whispered back, and they stood there, listening, barely breathing.


  Rachel strained her ears, but she couldn’t hear anything but the faint sound of birds chipping outside and someone down the road running their lawnmower.


  Neither of them spoke, but Winnie poked Rachel in the back and Rachel hesitantly took another step toward her prize.


  “Winnie Porter, you’re pure trouble,” a male voice boomed out.


  Rachel and Winnie screamed and clutched each other. Rachel’s heart galloped along and she put a hand over it, just in case it decided to actually escape her chest. She could see a figure standing at the other end of the hallways, but the dim light came from behind him and she couldn’t make out who it was.


  It wasn’t Tyler, though. She would have recognized his voice.


  The figure started toward them, and Rachel lurched back, trying to drag Winnie with her. The man must have flipped the light switch then, because the overhead light in the hallway blinked on.


  Brian.


  Who worked in law enforcement. Who might feel like he had to, oh, arrest someone when they were breaking the law. Who was currently standing legs apart, arms crossed, doing his best impression of formidable badass. Rachel tried to shrink into the wall. Maybe he wouldn’t notice her and she could avoid the whole jail-and-you’re-fired thing. Rachel cast a sad look down at her clothes. Turned out Winnie had been right. Her all-black ensemble was sticking out against the white wall like a sore thumb.


  Winnie whispered to her, “Save yourself while you still can.” Winnie stepped forward. “Brian. Lover. I thought you had to work late tonight.”


  “And I thought you were at home, enjoying your day off. But when I came home to grab a file I’d forgotten, I saw you hopping into your car looking like…” Brian paused. “Help me out, here, Win. I’m not sure what you look like.”


  “It’s, er, nouveau-hipster-chic couture. I wouldn’t expect you to understand the intricacies of feminine fashions, though. I forgive you.”


  The corner of Brian’s mouth twitched, like he was trying not to smile. “Right. And this was the perfect outfit to wear in order to clomp through the woods and skulk around someone’s house with”—he looked toward Rachel—“Becky’s younger sister.”


  “Well, yeah. You see…Rachel and I were…well, I was thinking that…” Winnie struggled for words, and Rachel prayed she wouldn’t mention the notebook that got them there in the first place.


  You see, Brian, this all started with a time-traveling pirate and a jealous billionaire werewolf.


  Winnie continued, “Actually, the person who lives here asked us to…”


  Brian just stood there, waiting patiently for Winnie to finish whatever story she was trying to come up with. Thinking back on her earlier exchange with Tyler, Rachel had a lot of sympathy for bad liars.


  Winnie blew out a frustrated breath. “Oh, fine. I won’t bother.”


  “Good. After the nouveau-hipster-chic couture, it’s probably all downhill from here.” Brian’s smile finally broke through, and Rachel had to admit, he was one sexy guy. Winnie was a lucky woman after all.


  At least one of them was.


  Rachel abandoned her wall impression, and braced herself. “Are you going to arrest me?”


  Brian looked at her, but before he could answer, Winnie said, “Of course not! He’s going to pretend that he had a hunger hallucination or whatever since he probably skipped lunch. He never saw you here, and even if he did, he doesn’t know why you might happen to be here.” Winnie nodded not so subtly toward the front door and her notebook.


  Before Winnie could draw Brian a map to her notebook, Rachel said, “So I guess we should get out of here.” If he’d only just start toward the back door, Rachel could make a grab for the notebook and be right behind them.


  Brian, either too much of gentleman or far too used to Winnie-level mischief, said, “After you.”


  “No. No, really. After you.” Rachel hoped he’d leave it at that.


  “All right.” He added, “But if I were you, Rachel, I’d be right behind us.”


  “Of course,” Rachel assured him, ignoring Winnie, who was making some kind of waving motion at her with her hand. But still, no matter how Winnie went about things, she’d tried her best to help Rachel when she asked. She was a good egg, so Rachel added, “And Brian, you should know that I practically kidnapped Winnie and forced her to help me with this totally legal, not-a-big-deal thing we were doing. Winnie didn’t want to come, like, at all.”


  “Oh, I think I have a good idea of exactly how this all went down,” Brian said, his face serious. But he winked at Rachel before turning and dragging Winnie toward the back door by the hand, proving Rachel’s theory that even the zaniest person had a perfect match out there somewhere.


  Rachel was grinning like a silly idiot as she went to pick up her notebook.


  And that was when she heard a key turning in the lock on the front door.


  


Chapter Six


  Rachel froze.


  Five more steps.


  That’s all it would have taken to grab her notebook and make a run for the back door.


  But the sound of someone about to open the front door had frozen Rachel to the ground, unable to move forward to get her notebook or move backward to freedom.


  And then it was too late.


  The front door swung open and Tyler walked in, a case of beer in his arms. He dropped his keys on the table next to the door, kicked the door shut with his foot, turned to walk down the hallway, and came face to face with Rachel.


  “Shit!” He stumbled back. “Jesus. Rachel?”


  She tried to think of something to say—anything—but nothing she thought of would explain away this situation. And he was probably expecting something more than, “Gotta run. See ya!”


  “Rachel? Is everything okay?” He set the beer down, and then he was in front of her, his hands warm and large on her shoulders, his face filled with concern, his hazel eyes serious as he examined her face.


  If her tongue hadn’t been frozen before, it certainly was now. It was quite possible she could drown in the way he was looking at her.


  “Rachel? What’s wrong?” He smoothed his hands down her arms and back up again, as if he thought she was cold and he’d warm her.


  She wasn’t cold. If anything, it was suddenly too hot in there. But that didn’t stop her from shivering.


  “Rachel, you need to tell me what’s wrong, because I’m really starting to get worried here,” Tyler said.


  She shook her head. “I’m fine. Really.” She didn’t want this moment to end, though, and she knew it would as soon as she tried to explain away the fact she broke into his house.


  Tyler frowned. “Not that I’m not relieved to hear that, but…what are you doing in my house?” He ran his gaze down her body and back up again, and there, finally, was the beginning of smile. It was just the corner of his mouth, his full lips curled slightly, but he’d definitely moved on to amusement. He asked, “Are you here to kill me?”


  “What?” She stared at him.


  “You’re wearing all black. Is this your ninja assassin outfit? Have you finally had enough of me?” He tugged on the sleeve of her sweater. “I never thought I’d be done in by the infamous Sparkles Cardigan, though.”


  Was it a trick of light that made it seem like Tyler’s current smile was more gentle teasing than mocking?


  “No, I was…” Seriously, how was she supposed to finish that sentence?


  “Yes, you were…?” Tyler prompted, holding back his laughter. Barely. She should probably be grateful he was amused at the situation, instead of angry and willing to press charges…


  Rachel mentally urged Tyler to pick up his case of beer and head toward the kitchen. She’d make a beeline for the front door as fast as her legs could carry her, snagging her notebook on her way out. But Tyler stood there in front of her like a great big plan-ruining obstacle in her path, hands on his lean hips and a smile on his face.


  Did he have to look so sexy as he stood there laughing at her?


  Apparently he wasn’t in any hurry to get back to his day, and Rachel realized she was going to have to say something or he would never move out of her way. Worse, the longer they stood there, the more likely he’d probably remember her notebook. Which he must not have read, because otherwise he’d remember that the first thing he had to do when he saw her again was tease her mercilessly about it. Which gave her an idea.


  Best defense is a good offense, right?


  Adopting her frostiest tone, she said, “Actually, I was looking for you.”


  Tyler’s smile grew wider. “Really.” Had his gaze grown warmer, or was that her imagination?


  She channeled Becky’s haughtiest look. “Yes, really. I think it’s about time you stopped antagonizing me, don’t you?” Tyler’s smile hadn’t slipped, but his eyes narrowed. Warming to her pretend grievance, Rachel continued, “You’re not a kid anymore, Tyler. It’s time you wipe that smile off your face, stop yanking girls’ pigtails, and be serious for once in your life. You’re an adult now—act like one!”


  Whoa.


  So she guessed her frustration had just had its say.


  And Tyler wasn’t smiling anymore.


  In fact, there was a muscle jumping along his tanned, clenched jawline.


  And for the first time in her whole criminally minded afternoon, Rachel grew just the teeniest, tiniest bit afraid.


  Because in all the time she’d known Tyler, she’d never seen him angry, tightly controlled, tense. She realized that she much preferred his teasing and constant laughter.


  He started toward her, prowled toward her, and she backed up against the wall. A thrill ran through her.


  Tyler kept coming until he’d caged her in, a hand against the wall on either side of her head, and he leaned in until she could feel his breath on her face. “You don’t have to be an adult to be serious all the time.”


  “Tyler, I didn’t mean—”


  “Do you know how I spent most of the first thirteen years of my life?”


  “No.” Tyler had moved to Bliss when she was in eighth grade, and the only thing she had wondered about him was why he drove her a little nuts. But now she was desperate to know what put that pained note in his voice.


  “I was in and out of hospitals.” He paused. “Leukemia.”


  Her breath caught. “Tyler,” was all she could get out. She’d had no idea.


  “I spent most of my childhood thinking I was going to die, surrounded by sad, serious faces. Everyone was so careful around me. I can still remember my little brother sitting on my hospital bed one day, and he giggled at something I said. My mom whisked him out of my room as if it was happiness that would upset me.” He took a ragged breath. “Do you know what I asked for the Christmas I was seven?”


  He didn’t wait for her to answer. She wasn’t sure she even could.


  He said, “Someone to make my family laugh. I couldn’t remember what my parents’ laughter sounded like.”


  Tears tracked silently down Rachel’s face.


  “When I got better, when I got out of that last hospital, I decided that I’d never spend another day being sad or serious if I could help it.”


  “Oh, Tyler.” She’d never known. The idea that playful, fun-loving Tyler might not have been around to tease her all these years, that she might not have ever even met him, that her life might be devoid of the sound of his laughter…she shuddered and wrapped her arms around him.


  He buried his face in her neck and some of the tension seemed to leave his body. They stood there for a moment in silence, his breath brushing against her neck, in and out, comforting her, reassuring her.


  Finally he lifted his head and looked at her, sweeping her tears away with calloused fingertips, and said, “Please don’t cry for me, Rachel. I can’t stand it.” His lips quirked. “Things got so much better after we moved to Bliss. It was a fresh start for me, I got to be the class crack-up and make good on my promise to myself. And there was this girl with a mop of blonde hair, who’d wrinkle her nose at me and always say something to make me laugh.”


  Her heart sped up at his words and she was caught by the soft look in his eyes. How many times in the last year had she dreamed he looked at her that way? “Careful, or I’m going to think you actually like her rather than you just like teasing her.”


  “And I’m going to wonder why it can’t be both?” Then he leaned in close again, his breath warm against her ear, the scent of pine and musk intoxicating. She suppressed a shiver as he said, “It’s time you drop the act.”


  Did his lips just skim the side of her neck?


  She said, “What act?” She’d lost the thread of conversation, though something tickled at the back of her mind. Her eyes drifted shut as she tilted her head to the side, subconsciously giving his mouth better access.


  “Your come-here-go-away act you do with me. Stop pretending you don’t want me.”


  


Chapter Seven


  Stop pretending…


  She didn’t want to pretend anymore.


  And she’d tell him as soon as she could find the strength against this sweet lassitude that had invaded her body at the touch of his lips.


  Tyler said, “I know how much you want me with”—he coughed—“every beat of your tender, loving heart.” He pulled back, and it finally filtered into her sluggish brain what he’d said.


  And where he must have gotten that quote from.


  She gasped, her eyes flying open to see him grinning at her. “You looked in my notebook!” That whole time, he’d been making her feel…making her think…and he was just… “You jerk!” She curled her hand up and socked him in the stomach.


  “Oof.” He stepped back, rubbing his stomach, but he was still smiling. “Don’t you mean, ‘you dastardly scoundrel’? Or maybe it should be ‘incorrigible blackguard’? Here, let’s check.”


  He turned toward her notebook, and Rachel tried to scoot around him, but he body-checked her, snagging one arm around her waist so she wouldn’t fall and grabbing the notebook with his other arm. Disgusted, Rachel pushed away from him and lunged toward her notebook, but he held it above his head, out of her reach.


  “What are we, eight? Playing keep-away?”


  He laughed. “Well I’m certainly taller than an eight-year-old.”


  Rachel gasped and her eyes narrowed. Another height joke, and instead of his stomach, the next punch would be aimed about a foot or so lower.


  Tyler hadn’t lowered the notebook, and he stood there eyeing her as if he was waiting for her next move. Jumping up and down was not going to do the trick, and he was obviously enjoying this way too much.


  Despite, well, pretty much the whole afternoon, Rachel did have some dignity left, and she wasn’t going to squander it by chasing Tyler around the house, leaping toward the notebook he held out of reach.


  Rachel crossed her arms and glared at him. “You’re never an ounce as amusing as you think you are, you know.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that. Though I’d say it’s hard to beat this…” Tyler backed up a couple steps, eyeing her closely, before flipping open her notebook and turning pages. “Now, where did I leave off? Oh yeah, here we are. I believe we just left, um Chastity, yes, that’s what you named her, crying in her room over the fact that her father, Lord Toadstall—man, I love these names—will never let her marry the dashing and charming butler that’s she’s fallen madly and”—Tyler looked down—“swooningly in love with. You have such a way with words.”


  Rachel bared her teeth at him. “You are so going to regret this.” Being mad was better than, say, crying over the fact Tyler wasn’t into her.


  He ignored her. “But little does she know that the butler, her saucy lover, is actually a government spy! Sent to spy on her very own father for treason against the Crown!” Tyler flipped the page. “And if being a secret government spy posing as a butler is not enough, he’s actually a duke! He’s the one and only, here, let me make sure I get this right, it’s quite a mouthful…he’s Devlin Ashton Hawkesbury Raventhornemasters, Duke of Sin, Marquess of Dare, and Baron Wilde. I have to wonder what he’s compensating for with all those titles, if you know what I mean?”


  Tyler winked at her and Rachel barely held in a growl. “I swear, Tyler, if you don’t stop making fun of me…”


  But he was having way too much fun to stop now. “But regardless, good ol’ Chastity won’t be up in her room crying for long, will she? Because she’s just about to have a tryst with her rascally butler, isn’t she? He’s going to do her against the wall in the buttery; you made it seem like that’s a place, but I’m wondering if it’s not all some naughty sex thing, because let me tell you—the next scene? When they move to the floor of the pantry? It even made me blush. I didn’t know they did it like that in the 18 th century.”


  Tyler let out a whistle, followed by a chuckle, and that snapped something inside of Rachel. She let out a small shriek and launched herself at Tyler, with no plan other than to make those words stop coming out of his mouth and make him pay for getting her all hot and bothered for a joke.


  Rachel might be pint-sized compared to Tyler, but her weight was enough to drive him back, and he must have run into the end of the couch because then Tyler went tumbling onto the cushions and Rachel went tumbling onto him.


  He’d wrapped his arms around her as they fell, and Rachel was now plastered over his warm, lean strength, where she was acutely aware of every inch of hard muscle pressed against her.


  Her brain yelled at her that this was dangerous and she had to get up and move, move, move, but her body refused to listen. Tyler’s full lips were barely an inch from hers, and if she just leaned down, then she would finally know what he tasted like…


  But then those lips were smiling and he said, “This isn’t the pantry floor, but I guess we can make it work.”


  And just like that, the moment was gone. She needed to get up, get her notebook, and get out of there before she made an even bigger fool of herself. “Ugh, let me up before I smother you with a pillow.”


  “Hey, that doesn’t sound as fun as the pantry-floor stuff. What about a pillow fight instead? I could get into that.” Tyler turned, wedging Rachel between his body and the back of the couch, sliding his leg between hers.


  Concentrate! Notebook, job, fired!


  Doing her best to ignore their position, she said, “This is all one big joke to you, isn’t it? You probably won’t be happy until I’m fired, right?”


  Tyler’s smile fell away and his brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”


  “Oh, come on, I know how this goes. You’ll share it with anyone who will listen, all of you having a great time laughing at the prissy English teacher who writes smut in her spare time. Meanwhile, I’ll get fired because even though most people won’t care, it’s the assholes hiding in every small town who will make the most noise about it not being an appropriate activity for a teacher.”


  Tyler looked at her, his eyes searching hers, and for a second Rachel could have sworn he looked…hurt? But that didn’t make sense. And then the look was gone, replaced by a bitter twist of his lips.


  He said, “You really think that.” It wasn’t a question. “I’m sorry if I got carried away as a kid—I probably was a little asshole myself sometimes, and yeah, I like to have fun with you now, but Rachel, I would never hurt you like that. Never.”


  His words echoed like a vow, and his eyes burned into hers.


  She took a deep breath, ignoring the way it pushed her chest more firmly into his. “I want to believe that.” Badly.


  And I want other things from you. I need you to want them too.


  Tyler pulled her hand up along his chest until it rested over his heart, which thudded a quick tempo underneath. He covered her hand with his, pressing it harder onto his chest.


  He said, “If you promise to believe me, then I’ll tell you something I’ve wanted to say for a long time. No jokes this time.”


  Her hand on the steady beat of his heart, her body pressed against the heat of his, her eyes ensnared by the serious look in his gaze—she wanted to take this chance. Looking steadily into his eyes, she said, “I promise.”


  For a second he didn’t move, and Rachel started to worry that maybe this was a joke after all.


  But then he moved his hand to cup her cheek, slowly sliding it down her neck until his finger rested over the pulse beating there. He moved closer until his lips almost brushed hers, and he whispered, “I have so much fun when I’m with you, Rachel, the way you look at me sometimes—being around you makes me feel alive.”


  With what she’d learned about his past, those words pierced through her, stole her doubts, and the rightness of being with him settled into her bones.


  When it came right down to it, he made her feel alive too.


  So she kissed him.


  


Chapter Eight


  The kiss started out as light and playful as Tyler usually was. His hand hadn’t moved from the side of Rachel’s neck, and she knew he could feel how wild her pulse went at the touch of his lips, the light swipe of his tongue against hers.


  And her pulse wasn’t the only thing that was throbbing.


  If Rachel hadn’t been pressed up against Tyler, hadn’t felt his hardness against her, she might have thought he was just lazily enjoying himself, because he didn’t make a move to deepen the kiss or move his hands to any of her body parts that were practically crying out for his touch.


  It was like sipping champagne when you wanted to down a shot of bourbon. Either way, Rachel so wanted to get drunk on Tyler Kalinger.


  He pulled back and looked at her, his thumb, big and warm, sweeping along her jaw line. “I’ve been wanting to do this for a really long time.”


  Whatever hesitation Rachel might have been able to scrounge up—and if she were being honest, with all that throbbing going on, it wouldn’t have been much anyways—fled. He wasn’t making assumptions, he wasn’t pushing her, and he kept admitting that, contrary to what she’d thought, he’d been thinking about her just as she’d been thinking about him.


  This was really happening.


  She grinned. Turns out she was telling the truth when she’d told him earlier that day she had a hot night planned.


  “You know, the funny thing is, I’ve been wanting to do this for a really long time too. We should really compare notes more often.” Unable to hold back any longer, she pushed him onto his back, straddled his hips, and inhaled him, kissing him deep and hard. Her hands were everywhere, too, mapping out bones and sinew, up under his shirt, luxuriating in the heat of his skin and firmness of his muscles. He felt so good against her hands, against her mouth—he was delicious and she was ravenous.


  Tearing her mouth from his, only because her lungs demanded air, she kissed her way along his jaw, stopping only to spend some quality time with her tongue on his neck.


  He laughed, the sound warm and thick, rolling along her skin in a caress just as powerful as the hands he stroked over her curves. “If you promise to do that all again, without clothes, I will pick you up in a swooningly manly display of strength and carry you off to my very large and comfortable bed.”


  Rachel smiled at that and sat up, eliciting a groan when she pushed against Tyler. Had she mentioned how good he felt against her? And she’d never had so much fun before, not with such heat blazing through her body. “Your bed? Not the pantry floor?


  “You have no idea how much I wish I had a walk-in pantry right now.” He caressed her hips, moved his own up against her, making them both groan this time, before gently moving her off of him. He stood up and grabbed her forgotten notebook. “Let’s not forget this—I might need the inspiration.”


  He put out his hand, that smile of his warm and inviting, and it occurred to Rachel that laughing at someone was not the same as laughing with them.


  And the difference between the two could be a wondrous thing.


  “Okay, I promise to do more of that, much more,” she said. Then she slipped her hand into his, letting out a startled laugh when he yanked her up and swung her into his arms. He headed toward what she assumed was his bedroom.


  At her look, he said, “I always keep my end of the bargain. Marvel at my strength, milady. Are you swooning yet?”


  She might be if she could stop laughing. “You are a scoundrel.”


  “A dastardly one?” He set her down, but she didn’t notice if her feet actually touched the floor. “Are you sure that’s even a word? Is it supposed to be a bastardly scoundrel?”


  Rachel let out a small shriek of undignified laughter before muffling it against Tyler’s chest. She’d been positive until that moment that nothing could make her prose worse, but apparently Tyler could. Her laughter died down and they stayed that way for a moment, Rachel tucked against Tyler’s chest, his hands sweeping up and down her back. The urgency of a few minutes ago on the couch had receded, but this was a moment she could bask in.


  She looked up at him. “This is nice.”


  His hands didn’t pause. “Nice?” His tone was horrified, but his amusement hadn’t fled. “I’m definitely doing something wrong if, with your vocabulary, all you can say is that standing in my bedroom, about to have your way with me, is just nice.”


  She leaned up and placed a gentle kiss on his lips. “It is nice. I’m having fun. Which should make you happy—you’ve always thought I needed to loosen up, right?”


  Tyler moved his hands to cup her shoulders and slowly walk her backwards. “There are so many, many reasons why I’m happy right now. But having read some of what you got goin’ on in your head, I don’t think you need to loosen up so much as you just need to let your inner sex goddess out. With me.” And with that, he gently toppled her backwards onto his bed.


  More laughter.


  Rachel lay there, looking up at Tyler, at this sexy, playful man who stared down at her as if there was no one place he’d rather be, no person he’d rather be with, like he was completely in the moment with her and ready to hold on to it.


  Why had they wasted so much time not doing this, again?


  Whatever—thoughts for another time, because she was ready to enjoy every single second of this.


  Tyler reached down and yanked his t-shirt up and over his head, his eyes hot and a sexy grin on his face. He joined Rachel on the bed and pulled her into his arms. At the feel of all those muscles pressed against her, the heat of his skin like a brand, his mouth on hers, all of a sudden the urgency was back.


  And Rachel gave herself up to it, this fire they’d created together burning bright and out of control, flashing fast and free, consuming them both.


  


Chapter Nine


  The next morning, Rachel lay in bed, her head on Tyler’s shoulder as his chest rose and fell in the steady rhythm of sleep, their limbs tangled together, and she had to bite her lip to keep from doing something utterly ridiculous like bursting into song.


  But if anything deserved one, it was last night.


  The sex had been—understatement of the year—mind-blowing. When they could finally catch their breath and move their limbs again, they’d stumbled downstairs, where Tyler had put together a quick dinner they ended up taking back to bed. He’d insisted on reading out loud from her notebook, acting the dramatic parts with terrible accents and doing his best smolder during the sexy bits, until Rachel whooped with laughter. But it hadn’t taken much to tip the fun and laughter back into desire, and he’d spent the rest of the night proving how much better a flesh-and-blood man could be than fantasies of a love cave with a seductive vampire-pirate and a lusty alpha werewolf.


  Rachel shoved the corner of the sheet in her mouth before she moaned or laughed or writhed against the sheets, unable to contain how blissed out she was remembering last night.


  “I can practically feel you smiling.” Tyler’s voice was rough with sleep.


  Rachel did her best to wipe the smile off her face before she turned her head up and met his gaze. “Oh yeah? And what do you think I’m smiling about?”


  He grinned. “How about a whole year of foreplay before you finally tried to sex me unconscious last night?”


  Her mouth dropped open and she lightly smacked his stomach. “You think that was foreplay?”


  “You think it wasn’t?” He flipped her onto her back, leaning over her and doing something quite nice with tongue right below her ear. “After reading more of your stories last night, I can see it’s going to be up to me to teach you about the delicate art of foreplay.”


  She stretched sinuously beneath him. “Well, Grand Master of Foreplay, as much as I’d love to stay here in bed with you all day for my first lesson, I promised I’d meet Becky for lunch.”


  Tyler lifted his head and glanced at his wall. “I hope it’s a late lunch, because it’s already 11:30.”


  “What? You’re joking, right? I’m supposed to meet her at noon.” Rachel craned her neck to see around Tyler’s body, noticing the clock on the wall for the first time. She shoved Tyler aside and leapt out of bed. “Oh my gosh, I never sleep this late. I’m not gonna be able to shower or make myself even halfway presentable.”


  “You look very presentable to me.” Tyler grabbed her hand and tried to pull her back down to bed. “You should cancel lunch and come back to bed.”


  “I can’t. Becky said she had something to tell me, and it took her over a week to schedule this lunch date.” Her sister worked too much, relaxed too little, and had what Rachel was starting to think were permanent lines of stress etched into her face.


  Sighing, Tyler leaned back against the headboard, one arm behind his head as he watched her scramble to find her clothes, which were tossed haphazardly around the room. The sheet—the only thing standing between her gaze and that glorious body of his—dipped low on his hips, revealing a far-too-tempting expanse of tanned skin and silky tufts of hair. She couldn’t find her sequined tank, but she scooped his t-shirt off the floor and tossed it at him. “You better cover yourself or I’ll never make it out of here.”


  He grinned, winked at her, and made no move to cover up. In fact, his whole body seemed to flex, muscles bunching and rippling in a fascinating display. Scoundrel.


  He said, “What are your plans for the rest of the day?” His expressions didn’t change, but there was something in his tone…


  But she finally spotted her tank top peeking out around the edge of his dresser, and she snatched it up. “Hmmm, hadn’t really thought about it.” She shimmied into her pants. “You could meet me downtown, if you want, and we can get dinner and”—have wild monkey sex again—“go for a walk or something.”


  “I think we can come up with something a little more exciting than a walk through town.” Whatever had been in his tone was gone. Now it reeked of satisfaction. “But it’s a date. Why don’t you just come back here when you’re done with lunch? My brother is supposed to stop by and pick something up, but other than that, I’m all yours.”


  All hers.


  Rachel tried not to let those words slide in and catch on something deep inside her, but she suspected it was a bit late for that. When she finally had a moment, she needed to figure out how she was going to make whatever this was last. It was too good not to try and hold on to.


  With that in mind, she leaned down for one last kiss, which Tyler eagerly returned, his talented hands almost convincing her to stay.


  Almost.


  “You’re dangerous,” she said, breath shuddering through her lungs as she backed toward the door.


  “That’s what she said.” He held her notebook out toward her. “Don’t forget this.”


  “You hold on to it. If you get bored, I think there’s one more story you haven’t read yet.” She probably should have let it end there, but if yesterday had taught her anything, it was that taking a risk could pay off in the most wonderful way. “Before yesterday, I couldn’t imagine showing that notebook to anyone. It’s such a private thing for me. And now you’re the only one I can think of who I want to share it with.”


  Tyler looked down, and Rachel’s stomach dropped. Too much? Too fast? Hadn’t he been right there with her? But then he looked up again, his face serious and said, “I’m honored.”


  Rachel practically floated out the door.


  She floated through lunch too, doing her best to wipe the silly smile off her face, but it kept reappearing. Her sister gave her a few funny looks, looking pointedly at Rachel’s bed-head that she hadn’t had time to tame, and commented that Rachel’s all-black outfit was an odd choice for summer. But otherwise Becky didn’t question her about any of it, which was fine by Rachel. There was no way she could tell her proper, polished older sister that she’d borrowed Becky’s best friend yesterday, broken into someone’s house, and oh, by the way, had some hot, wild loving when she was caught.


  Rachel’s cell phone chirped and she glanced at it, grinning when she saw it was a text from Winnie asking if “the package had been retrieved.” Rachel would have to let Winnie know the mission objective had changed, and the package had been retrieved, handled, and put to good use.


  A giggle escaped Rachel’s mouth and Becky sighed, yanking Rachel back to the present. She did her best to pay attention after that and stop thinking about Tyler. It wasn’t until she waved goodbye as her sister hopped in her new, shiny silver sports car that Rachel realized Becky hadn’t mentioned whatever she had wanted to talk to Rachel about. At least, they hadn’t talked about anything out of the ordinary—work, school, family, and whatever boring accountant her sister wanted to hook her up with these days.


  But this time Rachel had emphatically declined the blind date. She planned on her calendar being filled up; she just hoped Tyler was planning on filling it.


  Everything had happened so fast—they hadn’t mentioned future plans, but after everything he said, Rachel was hoping he was looking for far more than just a good-time fling.


  She’d think about that later, though—call Becky, too, and ask her about whatever it was that had been on her mind. Later. She’d do it all later. Because right now, she had a date with a man who made laughter burble out of her throat, her body sing, and her brain melt.


  Rachel resisted the urge to skip down Main Street, though she couldn’t prevent a small bit of whistling. She was just passing the picnic tables by the marina, waving jauntily to Mrs. Swinton, when she noticed that Tyler’s brother, Oliver, occupied one of the tables. He was surrounded by other boys his age, late teens, and they were all laughing and hanging over Oliver as he read something out loud.


  Rachel couldn’t make out what he was saying, but she smiled at the fun they were having. He reminded her of Tyler, not just in looks, but in the way others enjoyed him. Her steps quickened as she thought of the fun she was going to have with Tyler today, and hopefully for a long time to come.


  And that was when she finally recognized what Oliver was reading from.


  Her notebook.


  


Chapter 10


  Rachel felt her stomach clench, then drop completely, her happy glow rapidly fading.


  Tyler’s brother had her notebook, the same notebook she’d last seen in Tyler’s hands. How was it now in Oliver’s hands?


  Rachel’s brain shied away from the obvious response. After last night, after this morning, after she’d made it so clear her stories were private, after he said he was honored, Tyler never would have shared her notebook with anyone.


  Would he?


  She didn’t think he would, but how else had Oliver gotten her notebook?


  She flushed hot, then cold, a sick feeling creeping into her stomach. She started toward Oliver and his friends, stumbling a bit, and now she could hear Oliver reading her words—her words!—out loud. There was another bout of raucous laughter, as if they had any right to laugh at her. Indignation flared through Rachel and she marched straight up to Oliver, snatching the notebook out of his hands.


  “How dare you!” She wouldn’t have been surprised if steam was coming out of her ears. She waved the notebook in front of Oliver’s face. “Where did you get this?”


  Oliver and his friends just stood there staring at her, mouths hanging open as if she had strolled up to them wearing a giant bumblebee costume.


  When they continued to stare dumbly at her, she snapped, “Well?” She was angry now, ready to tear somebody apart, and looking for the best target.


  Oliver stammered, “Um, fro-from my brother.”


  Target acquired.


  Tyler.


  Leaving Oliver and his friends staring after her in shock, Rachel stomped away liked the crazed woman she felt like. But anger only carried her a few blocks toward Tyler’s place before her steps faltered as images from last night assailed her.


  She just didn’t get it. Sure, he liked to tease, to have fun, to play. But last night had been the start of something, hadn’t it? Something surprising and fun and piercingly intimate.


  And—she forced herself to examine the events of last night, bare and unadorned—it had been loving, too. Loving in the tender way he’d brushed her hair out of her eyes, in the soft curve of his lips before his mouth descended on hers, in the unwavering look in his eyes when their bodies had joined together.


  That image didn’t match up with one of Tyler blithely handing over her notebook, her private fantasies that she’d told him she didn’t want to share with anyone else, to his brother just so he could have a laugh.


  She shook her head. She needed to think, needed time to process all that had happened. Changing course, she headed back to her apartment.


  Rachel closed her door and leaned against it, surveying her small apartment. The stack of magazines strewn carelessly across her coffee table, the blanket she’d thrown over the back of the couch the other night, the glass with an inch of water in it sitting on her kitchen counter, the pile of mail she’d set down yesterday without opening—it was all the way she’d left it. Nothing had changed.


  Yet everything had changed.


  Because of Tyler.


  Rachel decided to give her overloaded brain a break from Tyler-focused thoughts and take a nap. It wasn’t like there had been a whole lot of sleeping going on last night anyways. She peeled off her rumpled clothes, smiling wistfully at the fact that they’d done double duty as cat burglar and burgeoning sex-goddess attire. She made a mental note to share that fact with Winnie, who would totally get a kick out of it all, and she slid into bed.


  She must have dropped into sleep despite the thoughts trying to ram up against her brain, because Rachel woke to the sound of hard pounding against her apartment door. She stumbled out of bed on autopilot and it all came rushing back to her—Tyler smiling, laughing, kissing her, loving her…possibly betraying her.


  She instinctively knew who was on the other side of that door. She debated with herself, before she sighed and hastily threw a robe on over her nakedness. Apparently having a shower before this confrontation was not going to be in the cards. The pounding grew louder and she hurried to the door and yanked it open. “What?”


  Tyler’s hand was hanging in midair and he opened his mouth, but didn’t speak. His eyes ran over every inch of her from head to toe, making her wish she’d taken the time to throw on some actual clothes. Her robe wasn’t meant to be sexy, it was a comfy terry cloth number, but it was pretty short and it made sense that she felt somewhat naked, because she was naked underneath it. He, on the other hand, looked like every woman’s fantasy come to life in well-worn jeans, an old t-shirt molded to the muscles in his arms and chest, his chestnut hair tousled as if he’d been running his hands through it. Tyler’s eyes had darkened, he visibly swallowed and lowered his arm, but he still didn’t say a word.


  “In thirty seconds, I’m closing this door.” She was confused, he was the cause, and there was no reason she had to make it easy on him.


  He shook his head and said, “Sorry, I didn’t expect…”


  “Me to open the door?”


  His lips quirked. “Fair point.” He looked pointedly over her shoulder. “Can I come in?”


  “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.” Because now that he was here, she was acutely aware that this morning she’d been positive that the next time she’d see him, the only thing she’d want was for him to kiss her again.


  “Just give me five minutes. Please.”


  “Okay.” She stood back, held the door open, and motioned him inside. Keeping a good distance from him, Rachel crossed her arms and waited for him to start, hoping he’d say something to sort out the mess in her head.


  Tyler looked around, rubbed his hands on his thighs, rocked back on his heels, and cleared his throat.


  Nervous.


  Rachel frowned, trying to think if she’d ever seen him like this before, but she didn’t think so. Hell, until last night, she’d never seen him serious.


  Finally he said, “My brother called me, told me what happened in town.” He took a step toward her but she moved back. “Rachel, I am so sorry. I should have guarded your notebook more carefully, especially after you told me how you felt about it.”


  She still wasn’t sure how Oliver had gotten her notebook, but the look on Tyler’s face, the pleading note in his voice, the way he carefully took another step toward her as if his whole being was straining toward her but he was keeping himself in check—the tightness in her stomach finally eased. “But you didn’t give my notebook to your brother, did you?”


  “No, I didn’t.” He took another step toward her. “I was drinking my coffee, reading that last story—inspiration, remember?—and looking at the clock way too many times, wanting you there. I decided to go for a run, burn some energy, and I left your notebook on the kitchen counter. When I got back to the house, it was gone. Apparently, Oliver had stopped by to pick up a drill I was going to loan him, raided my fridge, and flipped through your notebook because it was just sitting there.”


  “And then he decided that it was a great way to have an afternoon of laughs with his friends.” Her cheeks flamed at the memory, but she felt light-headed with relief that it was just an accident.


  Kind of like thinking you put a notebook in your bag and accidentally dropping it on the ground.


  “Yeah, but he’s a bonehead,” Tyler said. “He’s only nineteen, though. There’s still hope for him.”


  She groaned. “Probably not hope for me, though. Those boys will tell everyone and people at school will know and then—”


  “No one is going to know anything you don’t want them to, because Oliver and his friends aren’t going to say anything.”


  “How can you be so sure?”


  “Well, Oliver was easy. He may be a bonehead who doesn’t always respect privacy, but I asked him not to say anything and I know he won’t.”


  “What about his friends?”


  “They won’t be saying anything either.” Tyler grimaced. “I promise.”


  She was obviously missing something. “But how do you know for sure?”


  “Just trust me, I know—”


  “But I don’t get—”


  “I bribed them, okay?”


  Rachel stared at him. “For their silence?”


  “Yeah. You said it was private and it’s important to you.” He paused. “So it’s important to me too.”


  “Why?” She held her breath, hoping. Because this was it, out of all this nonsense, this was the question, the why of it all. She needed to know, because this man had made off with her heart.


  “For someone with such a vivid imagination, who can write such lurid fantasies, you sure are oblivious to how people feel in real life.” He closed the remaining distance between them and framed her face with his hands. “I’m crazy about you, Rachel.”


  She searched the eyes looking back at her, steady and sure, and she let those words move through her, fill her up, radiate outwards again.


  He continued, “This last year, I kept hoping we were on the same page, but you kept me at arm’s length so easily. But then every time I’d back off, I’d catch you giving me this look.”


  “What look?”


  “The one you’re giving me right now,” he said. “The one that says maybe you’re crazy about me too.”


  “I hate to tell you this, but I lost a contact earlier, so if you think I’m looking at you funny—” The rest of what she’d been about to say was lost in his mouth as he gave her a quick, hard kiss. “Okay, maybe I’m a tiny bit crazy about you too. Keep doing that so I can figure it out.”


  But he just smiled at her, a devilish light in his eyes, and said, “You know, your feelings became really obvious when I got a look at your notebook.”


  “I’m not following.”


  “All of your heroes seem just a little too much like”—he leaned in and placed a soft kiss on the corner of her mouth—“me.” His smile was smug, but instead of irritating her, it mostly just sent tendrils of heat snaking through her.


  She huffed out a breath. “Last time I checked, you’re not a duke pretending to be a butler and working as a government spy, or a sexy-but-scarred Navy SEAL on a mission he can’t resist, or a vampire-pirate, or a lusty werewolf.” But he was sexy and playful and the way he looked at her…okay, maybe he was a little bit like her heroes.


  Tyler laughed, the sound warm and rich as it skittered along her nerve endings. “Whatever. I was going to show up at your place last night with that notebook and make my move. But you made yours first—you broke into my house.”


  Her cheeks went even hotter. “Yeah, about that…”


  “At this point, I’m just going to say thank you. Best break-in ever.”


  She laughed and slid her arms around his neck. “Someday I’m going to tell you the full story of how that went down, because I think you’re going to enjoy it.”


  “Mmmm hmmm.” He ran his hands over her back before settling on her hips.


  “So, um, what exactly did you bribe Oliver’s friends with?”


  Tyler blew out a breath. “Their band needs somewhere to practice, so my garage will now be hosting jam sessions for Banshee’s Scream four days a week.” He paused. “I’ve heard them play—their name is not a lie.”


  “How could I not be crazy about a guy who would go through that for me?”


  Tyler kissed her; soft, tender, reverent. It made her toes curl in pleasure. “Promise me you’ll remember that if—let’s be real here, when—I do something else to accidentally piss you off.”


  She laughed. “Only if you promise you’ll kiss me again.”


  He did. And so much more.
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Chapter One


  I have been dreading this romantic trip to Paris with my boyfriend. Deep, soul-level dread. Gonna bazooka-barf if anyone mentions it kind of dread.


  For three weeks, that black scribble on the calendar has rankled my soul every time I looked at it, whether on my phone, on my desk calendar at work, or just on the Manhattan TV weather report as the date marched at me.


  This trip to Paris is the last step in the long, winding road of our relationship.


  Or it will be, if Ford doesn’t drop to his damned knee and propose, and he had better have a decent ring, too.


  The jumbo jet drones around us as we fly through the night. We’re in business class, so the seats don’t lie all the way into beds like first class, but they recline a lot more than in coach, which is in a separate room far back in the plane. The dim lights are just enough that I can see Ford sleeping in his seat, his long legs bent even though we got the extended leg room seats. His black hair is tousled over his pale forehead, and his head has fallen to the other side, so I can’t see his face, but the blond woman on the other side of the aisle took a good look at him earlier. Now she’s smiling in her sleep.


  Outside the window, the crescent moon shines a line of sparkles on the Atlantic and glitters in the faint clouds, gray gossamer in the starry sky. I tuck my hand in Ford’s warm fingers, and his strong hand closes on mine, even in his sleep.


  He mumbles, “Charley, you okay?”


  “Yeah,” I say. “I’m fine. Go back to sleep.”


  He settles, and his breathing deepens again.


  I know that I sound like a heartless MBA bitch who has an agenda for the relationship all drawn up, and if he doesn’t stick to the schedule, fire the bastard. It’s not just that I want to rope me a man. I love Ford, rather desperately.


  I miss him all day while I’m at my desk in my windowless, Manhattan office, analyzing the viability of biotech companies to spit a blockbuster product out of their pipeline and onto the market within a timeframe such that angel investment makes sense.


  I love him like it hurts when Ford goes on golf trips with his buddies or to run a marathon, but I know that he enjoys them, so I wish him good luck and kiss him good-bye.


  When I dream, Ford is always there.


  As I try to sleep on the plane, I imagine the possibilities of a proposal in Paris.


  Maybe it will be at the top of the Eiffel Tower, the sunlight streaming through the chainlink cage and glinting off the blue highlights in his black hair. The sharp calculation in Ford’s gray-green eyes softens as he tells me that he loves me and he wants to marry me, to be together for the rest of our lives, to have children and hold hands when we’re old. Maybe it will be like that.


  I don’t need an extravagant proposal. They’re all over the internet: the flash mobs of friends, the huge sand paintings on the beach by renowned artists with proposals worked into the flowers, or the ring in the glass of champagne at some fancy restaurant that my Texan, middle-class, middle-brow experience has never heard of.


  Ford adjusts his broad shoulders in his seat, trying to get comfortable, as if he heard my discontent and is feeling pressured again.


  The thing is that we’ve been together for over five years. Granted, we had just met in college, and the two years of our MBAs were not the right time. Money was tight. Time was tighter. Planning even an elopement would have made my head explode. The two years of working after graduation were a scramble to define ourselves in our careers and to begin to get a handle on our college loan debt. I’m in finance, and I had debt the size of a decent mortgage but I had no house. Managing that took a while.


  But we’re okay now. We’re afloat. The rising tide has lifted both our boats.


  We’ve even traveled this last year, just weekend trips, making up for the whirlwind business school years of insanity and poverty, that last one mostly on my part.


  But we have been officially dating for five years.


  The trip to the cabin in New Hampshire last fall had a great view of the riot of autumn leaves, and Ford and I took long leaf-peeper hikes far back into the hushed maple forests. We even made love out in the wilderness on soft moss, but he didn’t break the leaf-crunching silence with a proposal.


  Hawaii at Christmas was a whirlwind of islands and snorkeling, and I kept imagining a fish swimming by—probably one of those mechanical ones because it must be impossible to train a fish—with a ring dangling from a ribbon below it, but nope.


  On Cozumel for Valentine’s Day, we took long, romantic walks on the moonlit beaches and danced late into the night. It would have been perfect for a proposal, but all the midnight walks ended back at our hotel, and zilch.


  Every time I get back from one of these trips, my apartment-mates meet me at the elevator, and all three of them inspect my lonely left hand, and then they break off the look before I’m supposed to have noticed. They raise their eyebrows in exasperation at each other and glance at me with tight lips.


  After our last trip, Cozumel, their looks turned more worried, and they looked at each other with more anger, their eyes flashing under their glasses.


  Nina, Priya, and Sophia Maria were not going to wait much longer. I’ll bet an intervention is scheduled. They will take my hand, hand me a big glass of wine, and say, Charley, we need to talk about Ford.


  In his airplane seat, Ford stretches his legs and squeezes my hand before he goes back to sleep.


  I love him. I want to marry him.


  But after five years, maybe he doesn’t want to marry me.


  When his parents came down for our graduation from Wharton, he introduced me to them for the first time in the three years that we had been dating at that point. His tall, blond, slim, fashionable mother looked down her nose at me, for I am none of those things, and was gracious, and that was the only time I have ever seen them. That was over two years ago.


  Maybe I’m not Mrs. Right to him. Maybe I’m Ms. Good Enough for a While. Maybe I’m the college girlfriend. Maybe I was okay to edit his papers and crank up the formatting on his Powerpoint slide decks, decent enough to have some fun with and pal around with for a few years, but not right.


  Maybe he’s waiting for a tall, leggy blond from another wealthy Connecticut family to marry and have kids with, someone he can be proud of at work parties, who will produce tall, light-eyed children like himself, not a short brunette gone dumpy from working her way through business school.


  If that’s all I am to him, then he isn’t the one, no matter how much I love him.


  So as the plane growls through the night, I treasure holding Ford’s hand, his strong fingers around mine, because I know when I get home, there’s a good chance that I’ll have to tell Nina, Priya, and Sophia Maria that Ford and I broke up on our romantic trip to Paris, the City of Light and Love.


  


Chapter Two


  Our plane lands with a screech and a frightening bobble on Saturday morning. A taxi shuttles us on the freeway over the graffiti-tattooed outskirts of Paris and drops us on a narrow, cobblestoned street in front of a café that smells like browning butter and cigarettes. It will return in thirty hours to pick us up for the flight home.


  Thirty hours.


  At the hotel, a tiny, sumptuous space tucked into a tiny street in the Latin Quarter, a bellhop shows us to our tiny, ruffled room.


  Ford pulls his old college backpack out of his luggage. Man, that ratty old thing holds a lot of memories and stills smells like burnt coffee, even after two years in the bottom of his closet.


  Ford grins his usual great-guy grin, all straight white teeth and good cheer. “Go in the bathroom for a minute.”


  I grin back. “Okay.”


  He always plans everything perfectly. Maybe this is the start of something wonderful. My shoulders relax.


  I hide in the bathroom for a few minutes, grabbing a shower and slapping on some make-up. I knock on the door. “Can I come out?”


  “Sure.” He’s lying on the bed, his long legs hanging off the end and watching the news in French. His French is a lot better than mine because he started learning it when he was three from his au pair nanny. He glances up at me, his pale green eyes sharp with humor. “Don’t ask any questions, but I need you to put your lipstick and some eyeliner in the backpack, plus anything you’ll need to do your hair up in a bun, or whatever you call it.”


  I go with it and add a few things to the backpack. “Okay.”


  “Let’s go.”


  His plan seems to be progressing. Excitement stirs in my stomach.


  Ford hails a taxi, and we bump down the twisty streets to the Louvre, that museum that occupies the huge palace at the end of the Champs-Élysées, which people call the most beautiful street in the world. Trees and enormous buildings studded with windowboxes overflowing with flowers line the wide, gorgeous avenue, but traffic chokes the asphalt in front of the spaces that have been taken over by chain stores like The Gap and Nike. The Louvre was King Louis the Fourteenth’s palace and sits behind the Tuileries Garden that are overrun with plants and flowers.


  Ford buys us a pair of tickets at the glass pyramid, a glittering solitaire diamond half-buried with its pointy-end up in the center courtyard of the Louvre.


  We spend the day arm-in-arm, eating lunch in the café upstairs, exploring the treasures of history and the spoils of French colonialism. With my hand wrapped around Ford’s round bicep, I don’t feel too guilty about the culture rape because, you know, at least it’s all safe, and it’s really cool to be able to see it in person. I get a little giddy when we stand in the line and shuffle past the honest-to-God Mona Lisa. It’s smaller than I thought it would be.


  About five-thirty, we stop at the alabaster statue of Cupid awakening Psyche with a kiss, enough romance to base a paranormal romance novel on and a gorgeous metaphor for love awakening the soul, and stare at it for a few minutes. Ford slips his arm around my waist and hugs me to his strong, lean side.


  I say, “It’s beautiful.”


  He kisses the top of my head, just a quick peck on my cowlick up there. “It’s time.”


  “Time for what?” A nervous shudder begins in my tummy.


  “To hide in the bathrooms for an hour and a half.”


  “I beg your pardon.” My Texan twang comes out to play. If I’m not careful, I’ll start blessing people’s hearts.


  He says, “Maybe more like two hours.”


  “I don’t get it.”


  He tugs me over to a niche in a stairwell, his eyes twinkling with merriment, and wrenches open the sticky zipper of his backpack. Sunlight streams in the huge windows from the French spring sunset outside and catches the hard lines of his jaw and cheekbones. I run my hand down his jaw and he leans into my palm, but he pulls some dark green silk out of his backpack.


  Surprise catches me. “That’s my formal from the opera benefit last month.”


  “It’s okay to wear it again. No one in Paris has seen it. I grabbed your shoes for it, too.”


  He knows the fashion rules better than I do because I had worn the same dress to my junior and senior prom to save money. “Okay. Why do I need a ball gown?”


  He grinned, and that fun guy I had known in undergrad surfaced. We have been Mr. Wharton Business School Plus One for the last couple years, attending museum and opera benefit balls instead of rock concerts, but I knew that Funny Ford was down in there, somewhere, and here he is.


  He glances to the side, making sure there weren’t any museum guards around, and he lowers his lips to my ear. His breath brushes my neck and it’s just as much of a turn-on as when we were in college. “Because we’re crashing a wedding.”


  “In the Louvre? Who has the money to rent out the Louvre?”


  “German royalty.”


  “Germany has a king?” I’m searching my memory for that, but I don’t really follow royal stuff.


  “Not anymore. They’re deposed, but they still have the cash to do things like this. This is actually the reception. I saw the media following it online and got the idea to crash it.” His light green eyes faintly sparkle with excitement, just like they used to when we were in college when we sneaked backstage at rock concerts. We met all kinds of rock stars because Ford just looks like he belongs wherever he goes.


  A royal wedding? That’s darn romantic. You can’t get any more romantic than that. “Awesome. Can we hide in the same bathroom, at least?”


  “Better not. If we get thrown out, it’s not that big a deal, but I don’t want to get caught hiding in a women’s bathroom. They’d think I was a masher and arrest me.”


  “I can hide in the men’s with you.”


  “We’ll text.” He glances around, loving the conspiracy and naughtiness of it.


  Seeing him so excited makes me laugh. He takes a plastic shopping bag out of his backpack and shoves the rest of the pack into my arms. A black sleeve peeks out the top of his bag. “Security is supposed to be tight. They might check the bathrooms before the Princess arrives. Don’t get caught.”


  I nod, my ponytail flipping over my head.


  Darn it, I’m as giddy as he is.


  


Chapter Three


  I change in the small bathroom into the long, forest green gown. He forgot panty hose, but the skirt is long, so no one will notice. There’s jewelry in the bottom of the backpack, a diamond and emerald set that must be costume jewelry because it’s hundreds of stones set in white metal, but I’m pretty sure that I saw a picture in his house of Ford’s mother wearing it. She sure as hell wouldn’t wear paste. Ford’s dad manages a hedge fund.


  The dress, borrowing jewelry from his mom. Wow. Ford is going all out for tonight. When he does stuff, he does it right. He makes sure that everything is perfect.


  I sort the jewelry into a necklace, earrings, and a bracelet.


  No rings.


  Like he has other plans for my fingers.


  A smile steals across my face. Yeah. Nina, Priya, and Sophia Maria are going see the ring on my hand when I get off the elevator this time.


  My heart soars, and I really do my best to look good, wetting my hair from the faucet and pinning it into a decent updo. My mom is a hairdresser.


  The young woman in the mirror staring back at me is kind of a pretty girl. That mess of brown hair will never be glorious, but the pinned curls look sophisticated. My chubby face will never be simply beautiful or even absolutely gorgeous, as Ford’s mother deemed certain girls at the graduation, but my young skin is plump, my red-lipsticked lips are smiling, my beating heart is in love, and I’ve put on enough make-up that it looks like I’m making a good effort.


  The jewelry goes on next. Thousands of dollars’ worth of diamonds and emeralds will make anyone look better by association. They glitter, and I glow with happiness.


  A knock thumps on the bathroom door.


  I push my feet farther up on my toes so my heels won’t click on the tile and high-tail it over to the middle bathroom stall. Why the middle? I don’t know. The first one seems too near the door, and the far one seems too obvious a hiding place. I lock the door and climb up on the toilet, my hands braced against the steel walls, and wait.


  A creak groans in the air, and a man’s voice asks, “Anyone in here?”


  Hee-uh. It sounds as if he has a WWII-movie accent, a German accent. My breath stills in my chest as I try to be entirely silent. Luckily, I’m so short that I only have to duck a little so my head won’t stick out the top. Ford must be crouched in his stall, his lanky arms and legs braced hard.


  My heart is beating so fast that my fingers are pulsing as I brace myself against the beige sides of the stall. My arms begin to shake. If I get thrown out, Ford’s perfect plan will have been wasted, and he might just bag it. Knowing him, he might take it as a sign that it wasn’t meant to happen. He’s kind of Zen that way and gives a lot of things up to fate and the universe.


  Footsteps tread on the tiles outside the stalls, and the door of the stall next to me creaks. The thud of the door hitting the stall wall vibrates through my hands. Ford’s backpack, packed full of my street clothes and make-up, shifts on my back and snags the silk of my dress.


  My left ear tickles, and something sharp slithers down my boob and falls toward the water below me, landing with a crisp plop. I freeze.


  The man outside the stall asks, “Someone in here?”


  A diamond and emerald earring sparkles under the water of the toilet bowl. The platinum setting is almost invisible against the white porcelain. My heart thumps like an angry rabbit, but I freeze like a hawk-hunted one. I think, Don’t you dare haul me out of here. My boyfriend is out there, waiting for me, maybe with an engagement ring, and I will get to him.


  Something thumps the metal door. I don’t move, but I glare at the door, trying to hold it closed with the power of my eyeballs.


  Fingers creep over the top of the door—he has clean, blunt fingernails—and the metal door rattles on its hinges.


  I am stark still.


  The door of the stall next to me bonks the metal divider just on the other side of my hand, like someone tapped my palm.


  A bead of sweat is sliding down my forehead towards my eye.


  Footsteps clomp out of the bathroom, and the door closes.


  I stay put. Ten heartbeats go by.


  The door slams open and a man’s voice says, “Ha!” but I’m still perched on the commode, invisible.


  The door creaks closed again.


  I wait for minutes, still standing on the toilet seat, my knees shaking, eyeing the priceless earring in the bottom of the toilet bowl. When I do climb down, I had better be careful to not step on the flush handle.


  


Chapter Four


  With my ear pressed to the bathroom door, I can hear that a party is swinging out in the Louvre.


  I spent the intervening hour and a half inside the stall, leaning on the wall, texting Ford about my adventure from my entirely silenced phone, omitting the detail about dunking his mother’s bejeweled earring in the toilet. After I got over my squeamishness about sticking my hand in a public toilet, I scrubbed that puppy with a lot of slimy pink soap, twice, before sticking it in my left ear, but I wasn’t about to flush away what was probably ten thousand dollars’ worth of sparkly rocks, either.


  The text on my phone read, Coast is clear. Come on out.


  I take one last look at myself in the bathroom mirror, checking that my hair is as sophisticated as it’s ever been, my make-up is as glam as I can make it, and my whaleboned dress cinches my plump body as much as it did at the opera benefit, and it looks even better with the extravagant jewelry. It’s one of the few nights in my life where I can look in the mirror and think, Yep, that is nothing to be ashamed of.


  I ease open the door, holding my head high. The backpack and all the stuff in it is rolled tightly and stuffed behind one of the toilets, where I really hope no one will mistake it for a bomb.


  Ford is standing outside, wearing his midnight-black tux that fits him like he’s a freaking rock star dressed to meet the queen, the white tie crisp under his chin. Maybe it’s because he comes from money that he looks so natural in a white-tie tux, whereas I am obviously wearing a costume. It’s a really good costume, but it’s a costume, nevertheless.


  Ford holds out a glass of champagne and smiles, and his approving smile heats me all the way to my sparkly green shoes. I can relax for a while, I’m sure, because he won’t take a knee and ask immediately, not when he has the whole night to wind up to popping the question.


  And Ford would wind up to popping the question, because that would be the perfect way to do it.


  I take the champagne from his hand, and we glide into the crowd to mingle with royalty.


  Royalty are way more glamorous than I am.


  Seriously, I am the ugly duckling’s uglier cousin that is not a swan but a turkey vulture. Their jewelry is bigger and yet more sophisticated and refined. Their dresses are all the perfect color to complement their skin tones and beauty pageant sashes or whatever those banners are. They’re all chattering in French or a thousand other languages that they switch between like I flip between my generic American accent or my pretend New Yorker Bronx sociolect or my natural Texan twang, which I sure as heck turn off when I’m in Manhattan, as much as I can, anyway. I find myself saying Howdy if people introduce me as being from Texas just so I won’t disappoint someone who wants to meet a real Texan.


  Ford says hello to a middle-aged lady who offers her hand. He clasps her hand gently, bowing over it just a little as if he meets English Duchesses or whatever all the time. “So nice to see you again. I’m sure you remember my friend, Charley Parkhurst.”


  I smile serenely at the royalty and take her hand, which is as limp as a dead fish in a glove. “Howdy.”


  The Duchess inclines her head, acknowledging us both, and then sweeps off, her scarlet gown trailing behind her in a six-inch train as if no one would dare to tread upon it.


  “You know her?” I ask Ford.


  He grins. “Never met her before in my life. Do you want to dance?”


  “Sure!” We set our empty champagne flutes on a passing waiter’s tray and head toward the orchestra that is playing a waltz.


  I can sort of waltz. Ford has taught me, but I’m still a stick in his arms. If we were line-dancing, then I would stand a chance.


  The dance floor would be an awesome place for a proposal, though calling such attention to ourselves would mean that after I say yes, we will immediately find ourselves out on our butts on the Parisian asphalt.


  And this is some girl’s wedding day. I wouldn’t want some other couple making a spectacle of themselves on my wedding day. So if he does start to kneel, I am going to have to bite the bullet and yank Ford up to his feet, and thus break my own heart, and maybe go to a bathroom and yak at rock-blocking my own proposal.


  So, he had better not propose while we waltz, though a very small part of me still wants him to.


  Ford leads me through a waltz. His firm arms propel me, and even though I stumble all over the place, trying to stay on my feet, he dances so well that we look like we belong at the royal wedding, not like we’re a couple of idiot stockbrokers crashing the party at all.


  The PA system comes on, and a man on the spiral stairs that lead from the crystal pyramid way up at street-level begins presenting people who are entering the reception. I have never heard of any of them, but they all have titles. Earl and Countess. Marquess and Marquise. Duke and Duchess. And names. So many names and countries, some of which I had heard of but didn’t even know had royalty, and some that I have never heard of: Saxony, Andorra, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, and a lot from Monaco.


  We waltz, and I finally relax when it becomes apparent that Ford is just having fun dancing and isn’t going to usurp the princess’s party for a proposal. His strong arms around me are a relief because I can just let him lead. His hand at my waist and in my hand tip and guide me, keeping me safe from other dancers but not flinging me around. It is great to dance with a man who can lead like a man.


  The couples around us waltz like they were born to, which is probably part of a princess’s job description.


  The man dancing beside me is even taller than Ford, and his long, blond hair is tied back in a ponytail. From the side, his sharp cheekbones and jaw are familiar, and I feel like I should recognize him, but we dance away before I can get a good stare in. He’s dancing with a bored woman so gaunt that she must be a model, and as they pivot, I recognize her. Those skull-like cheekbones and teal, tilted eyes belong to that new, hot Czech model, Zuzana. They spin again as Ford twirls me, and the guy looks right at me.


  His brown eyes are so intense that they seem to burn through to the back of my skull.


  I know who he is. He’s a freakin’ rock star. That’s Xan Valentine.


  Before I can gape and go nuclear fangirl on him, his eyes skim past me. Ford dances me the other direction. I take a moment, staring at my feet, hoping that Ford won’t know that I almost swooned and not at him.


  Yeah, this is one hell of a party. Holy carp. When Ford crashes a wedding, he crashes a really big wedding.


  A perfect wedding, one might say.


  Between waltzes, Ford usually turns and applauds the orchestra politely, but at one pause, he gazes down at me, his arms still braced against me, and his soft green eyes sparkling.


  This is it, I think. This is really it.


  My heart flips in my chest and I know I’m not going to try to stop him.


  Ford turns away and claps for the orchestra, so I do, too. My stomach clenches like the fist of someone who needs to defend themselves but doesn’t want to fight.


  The small man presenting the titled people draws a breath, and his voice thunders over the crowd. “His Royal Highness Prince Wulfram Augustus, Hereditary Prince of Hannover, and Ms. Reagan Stone.”


  Huh. That’s interesting. A titled guy and commoner.


  I glance up at Ford. Social disparity seems to be the norm around here tonight.


  Ford gathers me into his arms. “Quite an introduction to Paris, isn’t this?”


  “It sure is!” I grin at him. Ford has been to Paris a lot, and I know he’s traipsed the Louvre about at least a dozen times. His eighth-grade boarding school spring trip was to Paris.


  “Where do you want to go next time?” he asks. “Milan? Maybe in June?”


  “Rome?” I suggest.


  “Sure. We could go to Rome. You’ve never been, right?”


  He’s not being condescending, even though he knows that my passport is only four years old. He’s acknowledging that I have taken a few trips with girlfriends and without him, and so might have traveled more than the few pitiful tourist trips that I’ve taken. “Nope.”


  “Well, you have to see Rome at least once.” He watches over my head while we waltz.


  “We certainly do.”


  He glances down at me with a smile. “Maybe we can go early in the summer.”


  “Maybe so.” Planning a trip to Italy with him when I’m also contemplating breaking up with him seems weird.


  This kind of short-term planning is the farthest out that we ever talk about, like within the next four months. Early on in our relationship, we talked about marriage and kids in the hypothetical sense, in the “someday and a couple” type of terms, but never anything concrete, never anything specific. When I try to bring it up, he gets this guarded look in his sage green eyes, and his sharp jawline notches down and to the side. He’s evading. He’s defending himself against me.


  Nina, Priya, and Sophia Maria say that his concentration on near-term trips is a sign of the time horizon that he’s thinking about: just for right now, not forever.


  I’m beginning to think that they might be right and that this might be my last wonderful night with Ford.


  His smile has turned a little shy, and his dimples, which I never see at work, pucker his cheeks. He dips his head and whispers, “Are you having fun? Is this too much?”


  I stretch and whisper right next to his ear, “It’s fantastic. I’m having the best night of my life.”


  “Good,” he says. “I want everything to be perfect.”


  Before I get excited, I remind myself that that is Ford in a nutshell. He says that five times a week, at least, and that’s just within my earshot. He always wants everything to be perfect.


  And I’m not perfect.


  I smile hard, because I am having the time of my life.


  A few dances later, the dinner is served, and we find a table way up on the second tier, way to the back, where no name cards have been set. It’s the overflow table. The wedding crashers’ table. The table for the house elves.


  We take a seat, smile big, and chat with other people who are also acting as if they belong there. I suspect that the lady beside me is the museum docent who shooed us away from the Winged Victory of Samothrace this afternoon. She’s wearing a jeweled, turquoise hijab that contrasts her dark skin beautifully, and she adjusts the tail of her headscarf as if covering up pin holes left by a docent badge on the breast of her suit jacket.


  Naughty, naughty crasher. We grin at each other.


  The lights dim, and we stand to peer over the balcony rail. A spotlight blasts a cone of light at the staircase, and the little man below announces, “May I present Their Royal Highnesses, Pierre and Fredericke Grimaldi, Prince and Princess of Hannover.”


  The couple standing in the spotlight amid the applause are gorgeous. He’s darkly drop-dead movie-star absolutely gorgeous, and she’s simply beautiful like a blond cartoon princess, according to Ford’s mother’s official rankings. To be clear, simply beautiful outranks absolutely gorgeous.


  Among the princes and princesses who have already been kissed and thus shed their frog forms, I am a Texas toad. Seriously, I feel like a bug-eatin’, mud-burrowin’ brown herp, a real one that isn’t going to change into anything no matter how much kissin’ goes on.


  The pretty Prince and Princess are lit with the nuclear blasts from a hundred cameras.


  I sit back down, blinking. Electric blue polka dots litter my vision of the Louvre and all the supper tables with their white tablecloths and red rose centerpieces.


  After supper, there’s less dancing and more milling around, so we do that for a while, drinking the Prince and Princess’s champagne and eating their after-supper snacks. All this party crashing has left me feeling like a mooch, so I resolve to find the Princess’s favorite charity and make a donation when we get back to New York. Everybody wins, which is just like how I do my job. When I find a great company that’s going to save lives, my job is to get them the cash so they can make their drugs and get FDA approval. The investors make back their money and then some, and people with cancer stay alive. I love happy endings.


  Ford leans down and says, “Let’s go someplace private.”


  “Okay.” Oh, yes. Oh, yes, please.


  My heart flitters, and my fingers shake as I slide my chair back to stand. Ford takes my hand and leads me through the darkness and between the candlelit tables. We’ve met royalty or at least nobility, we waltzed amid the notables and the rock stars, and we’ve dined with the other crashers. It’s now time for the grand finale.


  Ford paces back into the Louvre, up a staircase, and far back into the painting exhibits.


  The rooms back here are a labyrinth tiled with art instead of cut out of corn like back home. The paintings we pass get older as we work our way back and around, back to American Revolutionary War-era times.


  I’m giggling a little from the silly subterfuge and the champagne as Ford mocks me with exaggerated shushes, his green eyes twinkling. No one else is up here. We’re all alone. I’m sure of it. “Ford, where are we going?”


  He shushes me again, nearly laughing, as if he is James-freakin’-Bond and we’re sneaking around the Louvre, trying to foil an international conspiracy. I bump a stand and the vase cemented to the top of the immobile pedestal doesn’t wobble at all, but I bounce off and collide with Ford, who staggers and bonks his shoulder against a wall. He laughs silently, his hand covering his own mouth and his green eyes wide with glee.


  He’s so beautiful there, leaning against the wall and laughing, and I’m tipsy from the champagne before and the wine with dinner, so I fall full-length against his tuxedoed front to plant a kiss on him. He gets his hand out of the way at the last minute and ducks his head to kiss me gently. His hand warms the back of my neck, but he’s careful not to muss my hair.


  We stay that way for a few minutes, him holding my waist through those whalebones in my dress, his warm lips kissing mine in the darkness of my closed eyes, and that’s when we hear the people talking on the other side of the wall. It’s not a real wall, just a drywall divider to hang pictures on both sides of, so their voices carry over and around it.


  A woman’s voice whisper-shouts, “Oh, my word, Wulf, get up. That photographer might still be stalking us and everyone will get the wrong idea.”


  She’s from the West, somewhere. I recognize that American Western accent as surely as spotting a cousin in a crowd.


  “Rae—” The man’s deep voice holds a note of wonder, like he’s savoring her name.


  I pull back from Ford’s lips. He puts a finger to his soft lips, and his eyes slide sideways, directing my attention to eavesdropping on the couple on the other side of the wall. His fingers wind around mine because we both know what’s going on over there.


  At the very least, we don’t want to interrupt.


  At the most, I’m really hoping that Ford reaches into that big bag of clues on the other side of the wall and pulls one out.


  The woman’s voice rises and becomes frantic. “Please, Wulf. Please get up. You’ll give me the wrong idea and you’ll make me cry and I don’t want to cause a scene at your sister’s wedding. Get up. Up! Up!”


  The man’s deep voice becomes throaty with emotion. “Marry me.”


  “So you’re not leaving?” she asks.


  My breath hitches in my throat. She didn’t say yes. Ford is going to see this as a bad omen and go all Zen and The Universe on me. I tug at his arm and glance at the stairwell, trying to convey that we should give the couple some privacy but really trying to drag Ford away from this bad, bad juju.


  “I am leaving America,” the man says, over there. “It is too dangerous for me to live there much longer, and it is far too dangerous for you to be so near the Border. Come with me.” His British accent is stronger now, dropping his R’s as completely as a Bostonian, and maybe he has some German and French sprinkled on top.


  She says, “I can’t. I just cut myself off from my family because I want to finish school. I have a six weeks left of this semester and another year past that. I can’t leave now.”


  Ford won’t even look at me, and his lips part, caught by the drama playing out on the other side of the wall. I tug his arm harder.


  The man’s deep voice implores her, “Finish the semester, and then you can complete your degree at any university in the world. You can go to graduate school or medical school, whichever you wish, wherever you want.”


  She says, “You’ve thought this all out, and I haven’t. I was ready to let you go. I was ready to walk away and not look back.”


  I can hear the backpedaling in her voice, and my own heart echoes her words. As Ford turns back to me, his gaze is a little flatter, a little more reserved. If there was a moment of impetuousness in his mind, it’s gone now.


  My breath fails. Tears sting my eyes. I step back, and Ford follows me.


  On the other side of the wall, the man says, “Say yes.”


  “I can’t.” Her light voice is a study in torment.


  We sneak away. My heart is in my throat, thinking about how that moment of bad timing has scorched anything that might have been and the anguish for those two people on the other side of that wall. Tears constrict the woman’s voice, and I just know that she’s not going to say yes.


  In the stairwell, my pumps and Ford’s dress shoes clatter down the stone steps. We stop one floor down to look at each other.


  He whispers, “God, that poor guy.”


  I nod because anything that I could say seems self-serving.


  Ford glances up, then down the stairs. “Come on,” he says. “The catacombs.”


  “Isn’t that somewhere else?” I ask.


  “They excavated the foundations of the medieval palace that used to stand here.” He leads me down the staircase. “It’s beautiful down there.”


  We’re going somewhere else private in the Louvre? Maybe Ford wasn’t entirely psyched out by the refused proposal that we’d heard.


  He leads me through a bunch of rooms, down a bunch of staircases, and deep into the cool earth. Dim lighting shines pale gold light like medieval candlelight on the stone columns that held up the medieval fortress. The cobblestoned pillars are as big around as an ancient redwood tree. Ford and I and my roommates wouldn’t have been able to link our hands and reach around any one of them. Our footsteps patter on the polished wooden walkway suspended between the massive spires. “You’re right,” I say. “It is beautiful.”


  “I’m glad you like it.” He jumps off the wooden boards onto the bare earth about a foot and half below.


  “Ford!” I squeal very quietly.


  We’ve already crashed a royal wedding, so a little harmless trespassing amid the delicate medieval treasures shouldn’t be too bad, right?


  I hop down, too. My pumps wobble on the hard earth, but Ford snatches my hand out of the air and steadies me.


  He grins and walks, pulling me after him. I totter along, keeping up while he meanders deep into the forest of columns.


  Within seconds, I’m lost. Growing up on the wide expanses of Texas, I navigate by the horizon and the sun and stars, and being cloistered by underground stone pillars in a hollowed-out cave is claustrophobic. Keeping up with him takes all my attention. The tiny pebbles on the ground conspire to turn my ankle as I trot over them in high heels.


  We’re deep in the maze when Ford turns, whirling me by the hand as easily as when we were waltzing, and presses me up against a column. His eyes are just inches from mine, his lips, closer.


  His eyes have already darkened, and his soft lips part like they always do before he kisses me with the intention of seduction.


  That’s when I realize: Ford hasn’t been planning an extravagant proposal tonight. He’s been planning the perfect proposition.


  Yeah, that’s pretty damn awesome, too. I grab his neck and pull him down to me.


  The silent pillars of the medieval Louvre shield us from casually prying eyes, and the ruckus of the royal wedding just barely leaks down to this subterranean vault. All those people are up there, waltzing and schmoozing each other, and we’re down here, about to get it on.


  Usually, Ford goes for the sweet-lovemaking kind of sex and takes his time. Tonight, he’s grabbing at my green silk dress, his hands rough on my boobs and my thighs, and his mouth is hot and demanding as he plunges his tongue between my lips and strokes my tongue like he’s been wanting to screw in semi-public his whole life.


  If I am Ms. Good Enough for a While, I’m going to be the one Ford remembers forever.


  I’m sure I’ll remember this night for the rest of my life.


  He crouches, bringing his lips down to my jaw and my neck, and he reaches under my knee, hooking my leg around his waist. I take the opportunity and climb up his hard body like he’s an ironwood tree. He works out a lot, and his tight waist is hard between my thighs. With my legs hooked around his waist, my dress slithers up to my hips and drapes around our legs. I kiss him hard, my lips rough on his mouth.


  He pulls back for just a second, and his eyes are glossy with passion as he takes a look at my sly smile and sharp gaze.


  That’s right, Ford. I can make all your naughtiest fantasies come true. That’s how cowgirls do it.


  He groans as he drops his head back to me, and he kisses me hard. His fingers slide under my leg, grinding against my clit and sending shocks up my spine. I hold him harder with my arms and legs, practically dragging him into me. My back presses on the hard stone pillar, but the polished stones don’t scrape my skin. I’m sandwiched between the smooth rock column and Ford’s hard body.


  He scrapes his teeth up my neck, going for my left ear, the one with the potty earring.


  I duck my head and transition him over to the other side of my neck, where he lips my shoulder and bites my neck over my pulse. He’s pushing hard against me, his polished dress shoes slipping on the fine dust on the dirt floor.


  Near his ear, I whisper, “Take me.”


  Energy whips through Ford’s body pressed up against me like he’s never heard anything so hot. He reaches underneath my thigh, bending to unzip his pants, and he pulls aside my lace panties. He pushes up into me, filling me, and the back of my skull bounces off the stone pillar with the force of it. I’m so ready—maybe I’m the one with the public sex fantasy—that tension builds in my body, clenching on him, and he pants in my ear and grinds into me. His throaty grunts on my neck turn me on more as he thrusts up into me, so deep in me because I am falling down on him, and I yank him harder into me with my legs.


  His shoes scrabble on the dirt as he holds me under the butt and shoves into me. My body tightens around him, and he gasps in my ear and throbs inside me. His last rough thrust pushes me over the edge and everything goes white-hot in my head. My body flutters around him as I bite my lip and then his shoulder, trying to not cry out with a scream that would echo among the polished stones and wooden walkways and get us caught.


  He gasps on my shoulder, spending himself in me. I can still feel him throbbing inside me and his breath hot on my neck. He groans, “Oh, Charley.”


  “Oh, Ford,” I say, sticking to script, but my body is pounding like a bass drum around him. I can barely hear myself.


  “You ready?”


  No. “Okay.”


  He pulls out and sets me down on the floor. I lean against the column and clutch it behind my back, trying for balance. My ragged breath pants, and I lean my head back, eyes closed.


  Ford grabs my hand. “We’ve got to go.”


  My wobbly knees would collapse if I tried to walk. “But we just came.”


  His chuckle warms me. Something soft is stuffed in my hand, and I open my eyes to see a bunch of cotton handkerchiefs and a packet of wet naps.


  Yep, Ford plans everything perfectly. I laugh at him, even though it’s a weak, exhausted laugh.


  He turns away to clean up, and I do the same, even though my hands are shaking.


  Ford slides one hand around the back of my neck and kisses me softly, a thank-you-and-I’m-not-really-such-an-animal kiss, even though he totally is and I like it. “We should go back to the wedding.”


  “No one’s going to be looking for us,” I say.


  “All that champagne up there isn’t going to drink itself.”


  “Yep. That’s true.”


  So we sneak back up the stairs and I dodge into my bathroom for a quick repair job. Thank goodness for indelible lipstick, and it only takes a couple of pin readjustments and a quick powder to look like I haven’t just been thoroughly shagged in the catacombs under the Louvre. Nothing will disguise that freshly screwed glow, however. People will just have to assume that I’m deliriously happy, and they’ll be right.


  We dance and drink champagne the rest of the night, laughing and toasting the happy couple who just happen to be a real live prince and princess. Ford holds me, his arm around my waist pressing me against his side, and when he glances down at me, he seems as deliriously happy as I am.


  


Chapter Five


  We stumble back to the hotel room just a few hours before dawn. Even though we had crashed the wedding, we weren’t shy about shutting it down. We dang near got our wish to be thrown out on our asses.


  I fall onto the bed, still dressed and with full make-up gunking up my pores. Even starting a pillow fight would require far too much energy. Ford has already passed out beside me, anyway. He had managed to loosen his white tie and collar, but that was it for him, too.


  Just as sleep stomps on my head, that pillow fight insinuates itself into a dream. Ford and I are running among the towering stone columns in the cave under the Louvre, trading pillow whacks with the Prince and Princess of Hannover, that dark-haired, green-eyed, absolutely gorgeous man and the simply beautiful porcelain blond. We’re all giggling, and I fall down on a bed with Ford and sleep in his arms.


  The next morning isn’t too rough, considering how much we had been drinking the night before. My liver must be reliving its college days, too, because after prying my mascara-gooped eyelashes apart and scrubbing alcoholic sweat off my skin in a scalding shower, I feel pretty good, considering.


  When we manage to get down the stairs and take a sidewalk table at the café, enjoying the fresh breeze and the thin people walking by, the waiter takes one look at us and adds an extra shot of espresso to our cafés au lait, thus reaffirming my faith in the benevolent nature of humanity.


  Ford eats croissants like it’s his last chance to eat the Parisian pastry. I nosh on buckwheat crepes with a poached egg in the middle, and then I really begin to feel better.


  “The cab will be here in three hours,” Ford says after brushing pastry flakes off his chin. He would never spray crumbs like a plebe. “Do you want to go somewhere else or hang around the Latin Quarter?”


  This is it: our last few hours in Paris. We’ve had a fantastic night, but I still have no ring. If he doesn’t propose—and I freakin’ mean it this time—I’m going to break it off with him. Just because I don’t have a Master Plan for My Life doesn’t mean that I’m planning to let him string me along until I’m forty and then end up alone.


  “Eiffel Tower,” I say.


  “Really?” Disappointment sags in his lips.


  “Yes,” I say, and I set my coffee cup firmly in its saucer. “It’s beautiful, it’s romantic, and I’ve never been there.”


  Ford has. There are pictures of him at several different ages standing in the caged observation deck, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t get to see things just because he’s more worldly and sophisticated than I am.


  He shrugs. “Suit yourself. You okay for walking the stairs?”


  “I’ll be fine.”


  Getting a cab to take us there takes a few minutes, and then the lines at the ticket booths at the feet of its four legs are all long because springtime in Paris is high tourist season, and we finally start climbing up to the first level.


  We’re young. We’re healthy. We don’t need to ride no stinkin’ elevators.


  Ford the marathon man doesn’t, anyway.


  My thighs burn as we climb through the girders up to the first level, where there’s an overpriced restaurant and a lot of tables set out for fainting. I take advantage of the fainting tables and flop into a chair. The bottle of water that Ford buys me is a blessing. The tiny garden chair is a little tilty, and the wire back is bent like a heart. The girders around us, steel encapsulating so much air, look more like a fairy spaceship than a steampunk spire. They’re beautiful.


  Ford is grinning at me, probably because I’m so predictably charmed, but what the heck. It’s the Eiffel Tower, and the cool spring breeze blows my hair around my face.


  We sit for a few minutes, and then up we go.


  The climb to the second level sucks more out of me, but I’m getting an adrenaline rush at the dizzying altitude and beauty of Mr. Eiffel’s folly. This spire was built more than a century ago and yet it looks hypermodern, so beautiful, though those sweeping steel arcs probably do belong to an earlier era. Nowadays, in an effort to not repeat beauty, architects and engineers seem to make everything spiky and barred, unforgiving and despondent. The Tower is boisterous and seems like it can barely stay landbound with so much joy.


  Paris spreads out below us. With every landing we attain, we can see more of the beautiful city. I keep stopping, and Ford stops with me, winding his arm around my waist and looking at it, too. The wind is blowing his dark hair around, and he squints his gray green eyes against the breeze. “We need to get back to our hotel in an hour to pick up the bags and catch the cab.”


  I turn back to the rising stairs. “We’d better get a move on, then.”


  Our tennis shoes hit the second observation deck in a couple more minutes, and for some blessed reason, the line for the elevator to the top is unnaturally short.


  Standing at the top of the Eiffel Tower is like soaring on a steampunk dragon over Paris, even if you do have to look through the chickenwire. The wind whips around us, and I cling to Ford for happiness and for warmth. My flyaway hair sticks to my sweaty neck. The jostling crowd around us laughs and points in a dozen languages at the expanse of Paris so far below our feet.


  Surely, if he’s going to propose, up here, with our arms and hearts spread to the sky, this is where Ford will do it. Who could not be inspired to hope, to dream, to live by the sight of the beauty of Paris’s streets and palaces and people running all the way to the curving horizon? Whose heart could be so hardened and joyless as to not be exuberant with love up here?


  Ford hugs me close to him, and he gazes down into my eyes. I pull my wild hair back because I don’t want to miss even the smallest flicker of expression in his pale green eyes.


  He says, “We should catch the next elevator down. We don’t want to miss our plane.”


  This is stupid, but I’m shocked.


  He’s not going to do it. He never had any intention of proposing. This trip was just a nookie run with croissants to him.


  I should be pissed, but Paris’s clear air fills my lungs. We’re nine hundred feet above the world, and the wind is in our faces like we could fly. “Ford—”


  He cradles my face in his hands and smiles at me. He is so damn beautiful when he does that, and my heart opens a little more, even though Paris has already melted all my defenses.


  I draw a deep breath. I know that I should tell him it’s over.


  Instead, I bend my legs and drop to one knee.


  Ford is so surprised that he lets go of my face and steps back against the chickenwire that keeps the jumpers in.


  I say, “I love you, Ford. I want to be with you forever. I want to come home to you every night and sleep in your bed, and I want to hold your hand when we’re old.”


  The whole crowd milling around on the top deck turns inward and encircles us. Several people point their cell phones at me, kneeling there on the observation deck.


  No matter what, this is ending up on YouTube.


  If Ford tries to jump, it’ll go viral.


  But Ford’s expression has softened to a tender smile, and he cocks his head to one side like he always does when I say something cute.


  I look up at him, towering way farther above me than usual. “Ford Alexander Dalio, will you marry me?”


  He sinks to his knees in front of me and takes both my hands. “Yes. Of course. With all my heart.”


  The crowd around us applauds when he takes my face in his hands and softly kisses me. Camera flashes bathe us in silver light.


  


Chapter Six


  The plane ride home is a long, slow flight where my soul seems to fly beside the plane. Ford holds at least one of my hands the whole way, usually both of them in his big, smooth hands, and he keeps talking about when we first met, our adventures sneaking back stage at concerts, and how far we’ve come. Maybe my proposal finally broke something free in him.


  I’m exhausted, and I doze against his shoulder for a few minutes as the plane floats to the ground. Ford has his arm around me, cradling me, and I dream just for a moment of the exact same thing.


  After the plane bumps to the ground, we get up and retrieve our carry-ons. When I get home, I may not have a ring, but I have a promise, and I know from the tenderness in Ford’s eyes that he wasn’t lying for the cameras. He is not that good an actor by any stretch of the imagination. Nina, Priya, and Sophia Maria will just have to believe me and cancel the intervention.


  We wait to deplane and walk down the tunnel into the terminal. On the short walk to the airport lobby, he takes my rumpus bag and slings it over his shoulder, dragging his own roller bag behind him. We step out of the long hallway that runs past the security checkpoint and into the two-story lobby. Above us, a lot of people have draped their arms over the balcony instead of sprinting to the checkpoint to get ahead of whomever they believe will hold them up.


  Ford stops me by tugging on my hand, leading like we when were waltzing, and sets my bag on the floor. Raising both his hands, he beckons to the crowd like he’s trying to land a plane on an aircraft carrier.


  At that moment, all the faces in that crowd turn familiar. All our friends from work are standing to our right, holding dozens of red roses.


  Up on the balcony, Nina, Priya, and Sophia Maria are waving their arms like mad, and they let a banner unfurl so that it flutters from the second story. It reads, Charley: Will you marry me? ~Ford


  Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Ford tuck one of his long legs behind him as he kneels and holds out a small, blue box with a shining ring. His devilish grin makes me start laughing.


  “Charley—” he begins.


  I’m already nodding.


  “Charley Anne Parkhurst, will you marry me?”


  Of course, because Ford had planned the whole thing, it is perfect.
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  On The Road: A Ransom Short Story

  by Rachel Schurig


  A rock and roll superstar and his lifelong best friend work to put the past behind them and celebrate their love.


  DESCRIPTION: Everything changed for Daisy when Daltrey walked out of her life in search of rock and roll superstardom. Without Daltrey, Daisy’s world crumbled around her, leaving her broken—and determined to hide her secrets from the only boy she ever loved. When Daltrey finally found her again, Daisy was no longer the same girl he once knew. Only his love could help put her back together when she thought all hope was lost.


  Now on the road together again, Daisy and Daltrey finally have their shot at happiness. All they have to do is handle the stress of a national tour, the pressure of fame, his bickering brothers, his controlling father, a few crazed fans, and the lingering demons of her past. Easy, right? But so long as she has Daltrey, Daisy knows anything is possible. Letting go and looking for the bright side has never been more fun!


  GENRE: New Adult Contemporary Romance. 11,000 words or approximately 44 pages. This is a stand-alone rock star love story with no cliffhanger. You can read more about Daltrey and Daisy, as well as the rest of the Ransome brothers, in Rachel Schurig’s Ransom series.


  Turn the page to begin reading ON THE ROAD by Rachel Schurig, or click here to return to this anthology’s Table of Contents.
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Chapter One


  “You’re going to fall asleep.”


  His voice, low and raspy, sends a little shiver chasing down my bare arms. I smile sleepily, eyes still firmly closed. “Am not.”


  “I think you are. Maybe I should wake you up a little?”


  My smile grows into a grin. “Wake me up, huh? How do you plan on doing that?”


  The sheets rustle softly as Daltrey shifts closer. “Oh, I don’t know.” His voice trails off as his lips find the skin at the base of my wrist. He presses a feather-light kiss there before sliding his lips along the sensitive skin of my inner arm. I try not to shiver, failing miserably when he just barely touches his tongue to the crook of my elbow before moving on. I can feel his lips turning up into a smile against my arm, clearly satisfied at having got a reaction from me.


  “We’re supposed to be down in the lobby in a few minutes,” I point out, though there’s no real hurry in my voice. Schedule or not, I want nothing more than to lie right here in this bed in his hotel suite for the foreseeable future.


  “Says who?”


  “Um, your itinerary?”


  “Fuck the itinerary.”


  I laugh, feeling him smile again, against my shoulder this time. “What about your brothers, then? They’ll be pretty pissed if they have to come find us.”


  He pulls away and I finally open my eyes. He’s hovering over me, the mid morning sunlight reflecting off his gold hair, and I have to blink—he’s so ridiculously gorgeous. “Daisy,” he says, very serious. “Can you please not mention my brothers when I’m trying to seduce you?”


  I laugh at the disgusted look on his face. “Were you trying to seduce me? I thought you were just attempting to tickle me.”


  The disgust is replaced quickly by a glint in his eyes that tells me I’m in very big trouble. “That’s it,” he mutters, business-like now. “Insulting my seduction skills? Now I have no choice but to ravish you just to defend my manhood.”


  He immediately starts tickling my sides, a particularly cruel trick in my book, and I swat away his hands as best I can. “This isn’t proving anything,” I gasp through my laughter. “Tickling is so not sexy!”


  “Looks pretty sexy from where I’m standing,” he says wickedly, grinning down at my writhing form.


  “You’re a pig.” I smack at his chest and he laughs, falling down onto the mattress beside me.


  “Sorry. No more tickling.”


  I snuggle into his side, kissing his shoulder. “Yeah, sure. You’re just afraid I’ll retaliate in public and everyone in the world will find out that Daltrey Ransome, rock-god superstar, laughs like a girl when he’s tickled.”


  I love the feel of his laughter when we’re laying close like this, the way the vibration feels under my cheek. “You’re onto me. I guess you just know me too well.”


  The truth is, I know him better than anyone. For all the articles that are written about him, all the interviews and television appearances, no one knows Daltrey Ransome like I do. Not the girls who plaster their bedrooms in posters of his face, not the screaming fans that pack every venue he plays. Not even his brothers, his bandmates, the guys who’ve spent every spare minute playing or writing music together since they were little kids—even they don’t know him like I do.


  Because I’m the only one he shows this side to—the soft, vulnerable side. The Daltrey that lays in bed with me for hours after mind-blowing sex, teasing me, loving me. The side of him that made me fall head over heels before I was even old enough to understand what love was. The side of him that helped me to pick up the broken pieces of my life and put them back together. Daltrey Ransome has seen me at my very worst, and still loved me. In return, I’m the one he trusts with his fears and secrets. We met when we were six, when the Ransome boys first moved into the house next door. On that day, Daltrey cried when he told me about his mom leaving. And he’s been telling me his secrets ever since.


  “What’s with the goofy smile?” he asks, jabbing a finger lightly into my cheek. “You’re thinking of the crazy awesome sex we just had, aren’t you?”


  I poke his arm in retaliation. “Nope.”


  “Why must you wound my ego so?”


  “I was actually thinking of how cute you were when you were a little boy,” I confess.


  “And how happy you are that I grew up to be such a hot man for you to get to bang whenever you want?”


  I lift up on one elbow so I can look down at him, fully intending to tease him about his need for attention and positive reinforcement. As is often the case, I instead find myself studying him, cataloging all the things about him that are familiar. Hair so blond it’s nearly white, much more messy than usual after our morning activities; icy blue eyes that are currently glinting with laughter and the after-effects of good sex; tattoos that cover a good portion of his chest and arms—both of which are taut with sleek, long muscles—including a single white flower directly over his heart. A daisy—a constant reminder of me, branded forever on his skin. To call him a mere hot man would be a massive understatement, in my book. He takes my breath away every time I see him—whether it be in person, on stage, even in a magazine. “Crazy hot,” I whisper, all thoughts of teasing him fading away under the desire to kiss the hell out of him. “Beyond hot.”


  The laughter fades from his eyes as they turn more intense, darkening. “You’re one to talk, babe.”


  I lean down, letting my brown curls fall over the sides of my face, encompassing us in a little bubble where no one can get to us. “I love you.”


  “Oh, babe,” he murmurs, searching my eyes. “I love you so much.”


  I bring my lips to his, sighing in satisfaction as they meet. It calms something in me, kissing him. Like the noise of the world fades away, like the terrifying intrusions that still haunt my dreams are kept at bay. Kissing him feels like safety, like warmth and love and home.


  It also makes my heart rate increase immediately, the blood pumping through my veins warming, my fingers automatically reaching for his hair to pull him closer. Kissing is never enough, not with Daltrey. It always makes me want so much more.


  There’s a knock on the door and we both swear loudly. “I’m not getting that,” he mutters, sliding his lips down to my jaw. I hiss a little as I blow air between my teeth, the feel of his tongue on my jaw making me want to do bodily harm to the intruder outside.


  “We’re probably late,” I mutter, my fingers still knotted in his hair, refusing to release him in spite of my words. “They’ll be ready to head to the venue.”


  “We’ll meet them there.” Now he’s kissing the skin at the hollow of my neck and I stop worrying about arguing. Meeting the band at the venue sounds like a damn good idea all of a sudden.


  The knocking starts again, more of a pounding this time. And then Cash’s voice can be heard shouting from the hall. “Get the hell out here, kid.”


  Daltrey curses again, louder this time, and reaches for his phone on the nightstand, all without breaking contact with my neck. He jabs something into the keyboard before tossing the phone aside.


  There’s a pause in the pounding outside before I hear Cash’s muffled laugh. “I will not fuck off,” he calls cheerily. “Dad says to get your ass downstairs and I’m not leaving without you.”


  “I hate him,” Daltrey mutters, looking up at me. I feel the loss of his lips on my skin like a dull ache. “Seriously—we should have kicked him out of the band years ago.”


  “It’d be pretty hard to have a rock band without a guitar player,” I point out.


  “I could play guitar. I’m every bit as good as he is.”


  “Of course you are, babe.” I don’t mention that he’s far better suited for piano. That though his guitar skills are perfectly passable, it was Cash that was recently voted as one of the best guitar players of the decade by a major rock magazine.


  Daltrey can clearly see I’m thinking those things, though, because he scowls at me. “Traitor.”


  “Daisy!” Cash yells from the hallway. “I know you’re in there, too. Get his ass moving.” Even with the door between us I can tell detect the amusement in Cash’s voice. It’s my turn to scowl. Maybe Daltrey had a point about kicking him out of the band.


  When Daltrey and I finally got our acts together and started dating last summer, his brothers were universally happy for us. For the most part Lennon and Reed have kept their noses out of our business, more than happy to give us our privacy. Cash is, as ever, the exception. He seems to find that the fact that I’m sleeping with Daltrey to be the funniest thing he’s ever heard. There’s been no end to the teasing, to the pointed glances, to the insinuations that Daltrey is a wuss and I should be pitied for having to put up with his inexpert attempts at satisfying a woman. It’s to the point now where I can detect a smirk in his tone of voice—and it never fails to set me on edge.


  “You know what, Daltrey? Cash is the worst.”


  He nods at me seriously. “This is what I’ve been telling you.”


  I’ve known the Ransome brothers since they moved in next door when I was six. Of course, they weren’t an internationally-known rock band at that point; instead they were four unruly, rude, loud little boys that enjoyed pulling my pigtails and putting worms in my overalls. They soon realized, however, that it took a lot more than worms to gross me out—plus, every time one of them pulled my hair, I retaliated by giving the best snakebite rashes out of anyone in the neighborhood. That was all it took to show them that I was worthy of the coveted friend status, even though I was an icky girl. Over the years they became more like brothers to me, and I spent more time at their house than I did my own.


  As childhood turned to adolescence, they spent more and more time practicing as a band while I spent countless hours listening to them, giving my advice on their songs, eventually helping to make flyers for their local gigs and serving as roadie for their equipment.


  Of course, they have actual roadies these days. An entire crew of professionals that travel cross country with the band in their state of the art tour busses. There are security guards these days too, as well as label executives, a tour manager, and various other staff that make up the Ransom tour machine.


  But I’m still here, the little girl from next door. I also run the merchandise division for the tour to earn my keep, but that doesn’t stop me from sitting in every venue, the same way as I always have, listening to them preform the music I could sing in my sleep.


  “Daltrey!” Cash bellows again. “If you haven’t figured out how to do it yet you never will. Just give up, man! Apparently Daisy likes you enough to overlook your shortcomings.”


  “Ugh,” I mutter, pushing Dalt away. “We really need to figure out a way to hurt him.”


  “Agreed.” Daltrey grumbles under his breath as he climbs from the bed, searching for his pants. Ever the gentleman, he picks up my bra first and hands it to me so I can get dressed.


  “Daltrey—”


  “I’ll be right there!” Daltrey yells, loud enough to make me jump. “Now fuck off!”


  “You have three minutes,” Cash calls back. “Which is probably more than enough time to finish what you’re doing.”


  The sound of his laughter fades as he, presumably, walks away.


  Daltrey kicks the side of the bed before pulling up his jeans. I shiver a little at the realization that he’s going commando—like I really need that distraction while I watch him on stage tonight. The angry set of his mouth distracts me from my fantasizing.


  “Hey.” I reach for his arm, stilling him in the act of reaching for a t-shirt. “Are you letting him get to you? You know that’s all bullshit, right? Our sex life is fantastic—I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that.”


  “I’m so sick of it,” he snaps. “It’s always the same with him and he just thinks he’s so hilarious. Why can’t he grow up?”


  “He hasn’t managed to do that in the last twenty-three years,” I point out. “Might not want to hold your breath.”


  “He’s worse lately,” Daltrey goes on. “He’s even pissing off Lennon—and you know how hard it is to get him ruffled.”


  It’s a good point—of the four Ransome brothers, Lennon is easily the most mellow and laid back. Of course, it hasn’t failed to pass my notice that the boys are all fighting more than usual lately. And the reason why is entirely my fault—Levi is gone.


  Daltrey catches sight of my face and his softens. “We’re fine, Daisy,” he says, quickly changing direction. “Really.”


  I look down at my knees, still twisted up in the sheets. Levi was the band’s chief roadie and a best friend to just about everyone in the band. He had the uncanny knack to calm any quarrel between the brothers and had been keeping the peace with their overactive tempers for years. Until, of course, I messed it all up.


  In my long history with the band there was only one long interruption. After their first big break, they left town to tour with the hugely successful Grey Skies and record their first real album. Daltrey promised to bring me with them on tour once I graduated high school. Instead, my entire life fell apart. Unwilling to let him see how messed up I was, or to see the evidence of my depression and panic attacks in the jagged scars on my wrists, I had instead cut off all communication for more than a year. Even when I was finally ready to come back, I was still a mess. A massive breakdown had led me to run away last summer, taking Levi with me. And though Daltrey and I had worked through it all, he and Levi had never repaired their relationship.


  “You should talk to him,” I whisper, still not looking up from knees. I’ve made a lot of progress from the days when the mere mention of something upsetting would send me into a panic attack—but I still have a hard time meeting his eyes when I’m feeling so disappointed in myself.


  “I’m not ready for that.” The edge in his voice upsets me even more and I have to take deep breaths to keep calm. It’s been weeks since I’ve had a panic attack, and I sure as hell don’t want to have one just because Cash was being his usual asshole self.


  “Hey.” The mattress shifts beside me and then Daltrey is there, gently running a hand down my arm, both giving me comforting contact while also allowing me my space. He had to learn pretty quickly that too much contact makes me feel smothered when a panic attack is imminent.


  “I’m okay,” I assure him, taking his hand tightly in mine to show him it’s okay to touch me. “But I do want you to call him.”


  “We’ll talk about it later.” I know that means he has no intention of calling Levi, but I decide not to press it. Maybe I can get Lennon to work on his brother instead.


  “The only thing I want you to think about this afternoon,” Daltrey goes on, kissing my nose, “is how we can wipe the smug smile off of Cash’s face for good.”


  I immediately brighten. “That could be fun.”


  He smiles down at me. “Maybe we could even make him cry.” I giggle as he kisses my forehead. “I really do have to get down there. Are you coming now?”


  “I think I’ll shower and head over in a bit with Paige and Karen.”


  He squeezes my hand again before standing. “Come find me when you get there?”


  “I always do.”


  He steps in front of the dresser mirror and I try not to smirk as he runs his hands through his hair, clearly trying to replace the bed-head with a more sexy, rock-star appropriate mess. He gives me a last smile before grabbing his phone, his wallet and chain, and his leather jacket. “We’ll continue this later,” he promises me, waggling his eyebrows at the rumpled sheets, before he steps out into the hall, leaving me to wonder what appealing thought would be occupying my brain more as the day went on—making Cash cry or Daltrey’s promise to finish what we started.


  Chapter Two


  



  I usually like to watch Ransom shows from the wings. I can usually position myself to be right in Daltrey’s line of vision when he’s sitting at the piano. They’re something thrilling about making eye contact with him while he plays. While the girls in the crowd go crazy, screaming his name, and the music pounds around us, I know his attention is only on me.


  It’s pretty damn hot, to be honest.


  But tonight I have company so I satisfy myself by sitting in the family box to the left of the balcony. The seats are a lot farther from the stage, and impossible to make inappropriate faces at Daltrey, but the box does hold one overwhelming advantage—my friends Paige and Karen.


  “Was it as good as you remembered?” I ask Karen as we make our way down to the lobby at the end of the show.


  She grins back. “Totally. I’m so freaking jealous of the two of you I can hardly stand it.”


  I shoot her an apologetic smile but Paige merely shrugs. “Maybe you should have tried to sleep with Cash in Mexico. Bet he would have brought you along after that.”


  Karen snorts loudly as we reach the merchandise table and begin pulling out boxes of t-shirts. “First of all, if Cash brought every girl he ever hooked up with on tour with him, the band would need to buy a dozen more buses to hold them all. Second, I may rock my slut gene on occasion but even I wouldn’t sleep with a guy just to follow a rock tour.”


  There’s a beat of silence before they both turn to me, wide-eyed. I burst out laughing as Karen quickly apologizes. “I’m so sorry, Daisy. You know I didn’t mean you.”


  “It’s fine,” I tell her, still laughing. I know that neither of them actually thinks of my relationship with Daltrey that way. In fact, it was my connection to the band that got all three of us jobs working on their last tour, and that was a long time before Daltrey and I ever hooked up. “Actually, I kind of like the thought of me as a groupie.” I muss up my hair a little, trying for some volume, and put on my best pouty expression. “Think I can get back stage?”


  “You need another pound of make-up on your face and a much lower cut top,” Karen tells me. She eyes my chest, considering. “And probably a push up bra. Or a boob job.”


  Paige giggles. We’ve seen our far share of groupies trying to get back stage, mostly for Cash. Lennon and Reed have rarely shown an interest and Daltrey, thank God, is off the market. “You probably need to drop a couple dozen IQ points, too. Remember that chick Cash hung out with in St. Louis?”


  I groan as I pull out a stack of hoodies and Karen looks between us questioning. “What chick?”


  Though it’s small, there’s a definite note of resentment in her voice. While all three of us worked the tour last summer, Karen and Paige had to return to school in the fall. I managed to secure a work-study opportunity for Paige so she could join us on the second tour, and Karen is still pretty bitter about it. We brought her out to join us for spring break—it’s been great, but definitely not quite the same as last year.


  “You would not believe this girl, K,” Paige says, launching into the story of the girl who had kept Cash company for three days in St. Louis. “She seriously didn’t know that Alaska was an American state. And she kept pronouncing it ‘supposobly’, I swear to God.”


  “Oh, I’ve missed bagging on the groupies,” Karen sighs sadly. “What else has been going on?”


  I remember my conversation with Daltrey back at the hotel. “It’s been kind of stressful actually,” I admit. “The boys are fighting like crazy. Cash and Daltrey especially. And Reed is totally stressed.”


  From the corner of my eye I see Paige’s head snap up from the shirt she’s folding. “Stressed about what?” Karen asks.


  I shrug. “When has he ever needed a specific excuse? He stresses about everything. Take your pick—his horrid movie star girlfriend, the reality show he’s supposed to be taping, and or the crappy crowd control situation.”


  Karen makes a face. “It did seem pretty bad tonight, didn’t it?”


  “It’s been like that for a solid month. The venues are overselling and we don’t have anywhere near enough security.” I swallow, the familiar pit of fear developing in my stomach. I don’t do very well with crowds. “A girl broke her arm last week getting pushed into one of the barriers.”


  “Holy shit,” Karen mutters. “That sounds rough.”


  Before I can agree, the doors to the lobby swing open and a mass of fans head straight in our direction. It feels just like old times, working the merch table with Paige and Karen, and the crowd keeps us too busy to talk much. After a solid half-hour of selling, the fans have finally dispersed and we work on getting the boxes repacked quickly. I want Karen to be able to get back stage to enjoy the after party—she’s only here for a few more days.


  Before I can respond John, one of the roadies, comes by. “Hey, Daisy, you about finished up?”


  I slip the last pile of shirts into their box. “All set.”


  “We’ll take it out for you,” he says, gesturing at the boxes of merchandise.


  “You don’t have to do that.” It’s usually my job to get the merch loaded away in the bus at the end of the night—the roadies have enough to do dealing with the equipment.


  He smiles at me. “Daltrey asked me personally. Said he wanted you guys to get to enjoy the after party.”


  I can’t wipe the smile off my face. Daltrey must have been thinking about Karen’s limited time with us as well. “Thanks, John,” I say, deciding to take advantage of the offer. I know Paige has missed Karen like crazy—I’ve missed her myself.


  “God, you make me sick,” Karen mutters, but she’s smiling. Paige smacks her arm but Karen only smiles. “You look so happy and in love. Little bitch.”


  She gets enough smack from Paige and I laugh. “Sorry. Can’t help it—he’s perfect.”


  She links her arm in mine and pulls me around the side of the table to head backstage, Paige on her other side. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I get it. You get to have sexy times with the hot rocker. Good for you.”


  We head past the security guard at the door and make our way backstage. “We need to find you a guy, Karen,” I begin as we turn a corner in the hall, and then stop abruptly as we come face to face with an unfamiliar girl. She stops dead, staring at us, her eyes wide.


  “Uh, can I help you?” I ask, my eyes immediately darting down to her chest—she’s not wearing a pass.


  She must follow my eye because she quickly takes a step back. “I left my pass in the bathroom,” she says hurriedly. “And now I can’t seem to find my way back there.”


  “I’ll take you out to security,” I say politely, not willing to take her word for it. “They can escort you to the bathroom for your pass.”


  Suddenly she reaches forward and grabs my arm, her wide eyes glinting. “You’re her, aren’t you?”


  “Hey—” I yank my arm back but she has it in a death grip.


  “You have to tell him for me. You have to. I love him! He should be with me. If you’ll just take me back there, I know I can make him see.”


  “What the hell?” Karen yells, grabbing the girl’s arm to pull if from me. The stranger’s nails dig into my skin and she thrusts her face into mine, so close I can see a tiny clump of mascara clinging to her eyelash. The invasion of my space immediately throws my walls up and I can feel a rush of fear in my chest.


  “Please, I need him. You have to—”


  “Get the fuck off her!” Karen yells, yanking on the girl’s arm again. Finally she releases me just as Lennon comes around the corner.


  “Hey!” he shouts. “What’s going on?”


  Oh, no. This girl is clearly a nut job—I have no idea how she back here—but I have a feeling coming face to face with a member of the band is not going to help matters. “Go get Frank!” I call and Lennon’s eyes go wide at the sound of the bodyguard’s name. Before he can do anything, the girl is turning to him, realizing who it is, breaking into a run.


  “Get back here!” Paige yells after her. And then, thank God, Benny, the other bodyguard, appears around the corner. He takes one look at the scene and moves into action, stepping deftly between Lennon and the girl and grabbing her outstretched hands in one move.


  “Wait, please!” she’s yelling, struggling in vain against his hold. “Lennon! Please, I need your brother, please—”


  “Girls, go to the dressing room,” Benny says calmly, as if he was holding a sandwich or something, instead of a crazy-eyed, struggling stalker fan. “Lennon, go with them. Tell Frank to come here.”


  I’m feeling so shocked by the entire thing I’m not sure I can move. But Paige quickly takes charge, grabbing my arm gently and pushing me forward. Benny has moved the girl to the concrete wall and we slip past to where Lennon is waiting for us.


  “Holy shit,” he mutters, taking my arm from Paige. “What was that?”


  “Go, Lennon,” Benny says again. The girl is crying now, and her screams are attracting attention. Two roadies approach Benny to help and Lennon quickly leads us around the bend. I feel a little shiver when I realize we’re only yards from the dressing room. That girl somehow managed to get that close to the band, that close to Daltrey…


  I realize suddenly that my breath is coming in sharp gasps. My heart is pounding in my chest and I’m completely oblivious to whatever Paige is saying at my side. Shit.


  And then Daltrey is there, taking me from Lennon’s grasp, leading me into the dressing room without saying a word. He leads me through the gaping crowd, which is starting to look like nothing more than a blur to me, and into the back private room. I feel a sharp stab of relief that the room is empty, but it’s not strong enough to dispel the rising panic in my chest.


  Daltrey pushes me into a chair and I quickly put my head between my knees, breathing deeply.


  “Good,” I hear him say, his voice sounding like it’s coming from far away. “Breathe, Daisy. I’m right here.”


  I focus on his voice, taking deep breaths, reminding myself with each one that I’m safe, that nothing can hurt me, that Daltrey is there. Slowly the rushing sound in my ears fades away and my heart stops feeling like it’s attempting to escape my chest.


  “There,” Daltrey whispers, and I realize that he’s sitting right next to me. “Good.”


  “Daltrey.” I reach for his hand and he grabs mine quickly, squeezing it tight. He told me once that the worst part about witnessing my panic attacks was his inability to touch me during them. Touching usually made things a hell of a lot worse so he would have to sit by, letting me work my way through it alone.


  “Are you okay?” The relief in his voice is overwhelming and I feel a stab of guilt for upsetting him so much. I push it down, knowing those thoughts could easily bring the panic back.


  “I am. I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be sorry,” he says, releasing my hand to hesitantly put an arm around me. When I relax into his side he tightens his grip, squeezing me against him. “Can you tell me what happened? I heard someone say security breach but then I saw your face and all I could think about was getting you somewhere private.”


  I close my eyes, so grateful for him. He must have been able to tell I was close to an attack just by looking at me.


  “There was a girl,” I tell him. “Some crazy fan. God knows how she got backstage. But she got up in my face and grabbed my arm—”


  He swears and reaches for my arm where four dark red nail marks are clear in my skin.


  “I’m fine,” I assure him. “It didn’t even hurt. It just…being that close to someone…And she was so aggressive.” I shudder involuntarily and Daltrey pulls me close again. Suddenly, I feel pissed. “It’s so stupid,” I cry. “Why does this keep affecting me like this? She didn’t hurt me—she was just some crazy girl who wanted to hook up with one of your brothers.” I look over at him and I’m sure he can see the desperation in my eyes. “Am I ever going to get better?”


  His smile is gentle. “You are getting better,” he tells me. “That’s the first panic attack you’ve had in weeks. And you came down so fast—faster than I’ve ever seen.”


  That surprises me. I’m never very aware of time during my attacks. “Really?”


  “Really. You got yourself under control crazy fast. You’ve made so much progress, Daisy.”


  I breathe out, feeling inordinately relieved. I know he wouldn’t lie to me about something like that.


  “I’m proud of you,” he says softly, kissing my forehead before pulling back to search my eyes. “How do you feel? You wanna go out to the bus?”


  I shake my head. “I want to see the girls.”


  “Are you sure?”


  I nod. Daltrey is right—I’m feeling much better. And Karen is only here for a few more days.


  “See?” His grin is wide and proud. “So much progress.”


  We walk hand in hand out to the main dressing room where his brothers and Karen and Paige wait. They’ve sent all the roadies and crew away and everyone is drinking beer, quiet music coming from a CD player on the counter.


  “Hey,” Lennon says when he sees us. He smiles at me. “Feeling better?”


  “Much.” The rest of the group smiles at me but no one else asks a question, which I’m grateful for. They know enough about my attacks to sense that more attention is the last thing I need. Paige scoots over on the couch so Daltrey and I can join her—he never lets go of my hand and I have a feeling it will be that way for the rest of the night. “So what the hell was that?”


  “Apparently there wasn’t a guard at the east door,” Reed says, anger clear in his voice. “Dad is ripping the venue manager a new one as we speak.”


  “She seemed pretty crazy,” Karen mutters, looking at my arm.


  “Yeah, well, she can be crazy in jail tonight,” Lennon says. “The cops just showed up, Benny said she’s being charged with trespassing.”


  I close my eyes, knowing this means I’m going to have to give a statement. Shit. I’ve spent enough time talking to the police to last a life time. What if it causes a flashback? What if I can’t deal? What if—


  Daltrey’s steady pressure on my hand brings me back to the room. I take another deep breath, determined not to worry about it until I have to. I realize Lennon is looking at me out of the corner of his eye, clearly concerned.


  A quick glance around the room tells me he isn’t the only one. Paige is shooting me furtive looks while Reed and Karen look pissed—Reed at the security flaw, I’m sure, while Karen is probably just mad she didn’t get a chance to slap the crazy chick. Cash alone looks unconcerned, if slightly bored.


  Finally he sighs. “Have we all moped long enough?”


  “Excuse me?” Daltrey asks, his voice sharp.


  “You guys look like someone died,” Cash shoots back, rolling his eyes. “So a fan got backstage—who the hell cares?”


  “She was nuts,” Paige says. “Seriously, Cash, you should have seen the way she grabbed Daisy.”


  “I’m sorry about that,” he says sincerely, making eye contact with me. “And I’m sorry she freaked you out. But look at how quickly you recovered.” He looks around at his brothers. “In fact, she seems a hell of a lot less worked up than you assholes.”


  Daltrey’s hand tightens on mine and I know he’s about to explode at his brother. But Reed speaks first. “Not tonight, Cash.” He sounds tired—has been sounding more and more tired to me every day since we left Mexico.


  “Look, I don’t want to start a fight,” Cash says, raising his hands. “All I’m saying is that everyone has been down for weeks.” He points at Reed. “Between your fucking camera crew and the security mess ups and Dad working us like crazy and Lennon acting all butthurt about Levi being gone—” he must catch sight of Daltrey’s face because he quickly changes tact. “Everyone is like, depressed or something. It’s ridiculous.” He gestures around the room. “We’re rock stars, for fuck’s sake. We’re supposed to be having the time of our lives, not moping around the dressing room because some chick freaked us out.”


  “So what would you like us to do?” Lennon asks, voice tight. I can tell that he’s pissed about the Levi comment—or maybe it’s just the general douchiness of his brother. I notice that Cash doesn’t mention the other source of recent tension—the label being pissed that so many of his one night stands have sold their story to the tabloids.


  “I’d like us to have a little fun,” Cash cries, exasperated. “I swear to God, the last time any of you had any fun was in Mexico. That’s just sad, man.”


  Reed stares at him, his eyes hard. I’m sure he’s going to blow up any second but instead he sighs. “I think fun sounds pretty good right now.”


  “You do?” Cash asks, caught off guard.


  “Yeah. So tell us, Rock and Roll God, King of Fun—what should we be doing?”


  “I’ll tell you exactly what we should do,” Cash says. “We skip rehearsal tomorrow, rent out the pool at the hotel, invite a bunch of hot chicks over, and spend the day drinking in the sun.”


  I’m surprised to realize that his idea actually sounds really fun. We’d spent an entire week in Mexico over New Year’s, relaxing before the start of the tour and it had been perfect—sunshine, swimming, drinking, good food. And Cash was right—no one has had nearly as much fun ever since.


  “I’m in,” I say quickly. “Let’s do it.”


  Lennon shakes his head. “As much as I loathe agreeing with Cash about anything—a day of chilling sounds really good.”


  “Will Dad go for it?” Daltrey asks skeptically.


  “He will if you all grow some balls and stand up to him.” Cash sounds disgusted. He looks at me. “I’m so sorry you have to deal with such a puss, Daisy.”


  “Hey, Cash,” I snap, tired of his shit. “Have you ever thought that maybe you can only get one night stands because the girls aren’t impressed enough to come back for seconds?”


  He gapes at me as his brothers crack up. I smiled sweetly. “Stop dissing on my boyfriend.”


  Daltrey slings an arm over my shoulder, grinning smugly.


  “Okay, before Cash figures out the insult, let’s go talk to Dad,” Reed says, standing up. “Daisy, maybe you could call the hotel and see what we need to do to get the pool reserved.”


  “On it,” I say, happy to have something to do. I’m actually excited about the pool party, even if it was Cash that came up with the idea. Everyone has been stressed and grumpy for far too long. A little sunshine should go a long way.


  



  Chapter Three


  “Rain,” Paige murmurs, her hands pressed against the glass. “I can’t believe this.”


  “Why not?” Lennon mutters, looking dejected in his bathing suit and t-shirt, his now useless sunglasses pushed up on top of his head. “This day is perfectly representative of this tour.”


  “And we got all this beer,” Cash says. “What a waste.”


  “We could still drink it,” I suggest lamely. “On…the bus?”


  “Yeah, ’cause we don’t spend enough time crammed in the bus together,” Lennon says.


  We all stand there for a long moment, staring morosely out at the rainy patio. As if to mock us, a loud crack of thunder sounds overhead and the rain increases in intensity.


  “Well, this is just too depressing,” Paige says suddenly, clapping her hands. “Are we going to sit here and cry over a little rain?”


  “We wanted a day off,” Reed says.


  “And you can’t have a day off in the rain?”


  “We’re stuck in a hotel, Paige,” Lennon says. “Our options are kind of limited for rainy day fun. Unless we want to like, go to a movie. But then we’d have to get security and call the management…” he trails off and I know just what he’s thinking. Those are the types of things that have everyone stressed out in the first place.


  “So we make our own fun,” she says brightly. “Here at the hotel.”


  “Oh, God,” Cash mutters. “She has that look in her eye.”


  I glance at Paige and have to do my best not to laugh. Paige is a little…quirky. She has the strange ability to be optimistic about everything and everyone. Sometimes it can be grating, her overwhelming desire to make the best of everything. Like, she’s spent the entire first half of the tour making lists of weird road-side attractions for us to visit. Sometimes they can be fun, but there’s only so many times you can look at a giant ball of twine before the hobby loses it’s shine. In Mexico she somehow convinced the entire party—band and crew alike—that we should build a giant sandcastle. And then spent hours bossing us around to make it an epic sandcastle.


  There’s really no one more fun to hang out with than Paige—but it’s the kind of fun that can definitely get exhausting after a while.


  “Paige,” Karen says, a warning note in her voice. “I am not like, doing interpretive rain dances or whatever crazy ass shit your brain is coming up with right now.”


  “I’m not talking about rain dances,” Paige shoots back. “I was thinking something more…awesome.”


  We all stare at her blankly. “Like what?”


  Suddenly her entire face brightens. “Field day!”


  “Field day?” I ask, not following her at all.


  “You know, like when we were kids? At the end of the year, in elementary school. You know. We would go out and play a bunch of games like tug of war and three-legged race. And eat popsicles. That was like, my favorite day of the entire year.”


  Cash is staring at her with something akin to horror—probably thinking how not-rock ’n’ roll that sounds—while everyone else seems merely bewildered. “Um, Paige,” Reed offers. “You do know that it’s raining out, right? And that’s why we can’t have our pool party?”


  She waves away his objection. “We can have a rainy day field day!”


  When she’s again met by silence she sighs in frustration. “Come on. A little rain never hurt anyone! It will make it funnier! A three-legged race in the rain? That’s comedy gold right there.”


  Karen is shaking her head mutely, as if too embarrassed by her best friend to speak.


  “Tug of war in the rain!” Paige continues. “That would be hilarious!”


  “Yeah,” Cash says. “And when someone slips in the mud and breaks their arm I’m sure it will be equally hilarious to explain to Dad how it happened.”


  Her face falls. “Oh. I didn’t think about that.”


  “I don’t know,” Reed says suddenly, watching Paige closely. “Maybe we could still do it. There’s a ballroom in this hotel, you know.”


  “Oh, God,” Cash mutters as Paige beams at Reed. “Not you, too.”


  Paige turns to him. “How are you not seeing the fun in this?”


  “I’m sorry if I don’t get all jazzed about the idea of tying my leg to one of my brothers to hop around the room,” he says.


  “I think you’re just scared,” Lennon says, and I know right then Paige has won. The others will get on board just to spite Cash. Sure enough, Daltrey chimes in next. “Totally, dude. You know you don’t have a chance of beating any of us. At anything.”


  After that it’s just a matter of organization. There’s no way Cash will back down to that kind of challenge, though he grumbles about how “opposite of rock and roll” this all is. Karen and Lennon go to talk to the hotel manager about using the ballroom while Paige recruits the rest of us to help her brainstorm games and find materials.


  After reserving the ballroom, Karen and Lennon wander the hotel, recruiting roadies and other crew members to come play with us. To my absolute shock, they even get Mr. Ransome to agree to join us. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him willingly take a day off of work. He surprises me further by ordering a huge spread of food for us to enjoy during the event. By now Paige has dubbed the day’s activities the First Annual Ransom Tour Olympics of Rock and has begun to fashion medals out of tin foil pilfered from the hotel kitchen. As usual, her enthusiasm is infectious. I’m actually giddy by the time we all gather in the huge ballroom to get started, and it’s clear to see I’m not the only one.


  “Welcome to the First Annual Ransom Tour Olympics of Rock!” Paige yells to the dozen or so of us that have gathered. Mostly everyone cheers in response, though I see Cash distinctly roll his eyes. “The first event is the Wire Wind Challenge!”


  Paige refuses to take volunteers, insisting instead on pulling names from a hat for each event. “Otherwise Cash will never do anything,” she says matter-of-factly. I watch his annoyed face and figure she has a point. The contestants for the first game are Karen, Lennon, Mr. Ransome, and John the roadie. Before they begin she has Sam, the chief roadie, stand on the raised dais to instruct the contestants in the proper way to wind an amp wire in a figure eight before securing with a black twist tie. John grins—he most definitely has the advantage here.


  “First person to wind all eight of their wires wins,” Paige shouts. “Three, Two, One, Go!”


  The rest of us gather around the contestant, shouting a steady stream of encouragement and abuse. John, as predicted, blows through all eight of his wires in record time for the gold medal. Karen is absolutely hopeless, knotted up her wires so much Sam winces. Silver is a close call between Lennon and his father, with Lennon eventually edging him out.


  “I actually feel breathless,” Daltrey tells me, laughing.


  “Me too! That was ridiculously exciting.”


  I win my first medal, a silver, at bobbing for apples. I’m very pleased with myself, particularly since I beat Cash, who walks away grumbling.


  “I have a feeling we might get our wish,” I whisper to Daltrey, watching him go. “Cash is definitely going to cry by the end of this.”


  We play tug-of-war, race around the room with eggs balanced on spoons, and battle it out in a three-legged race. Daltrey and I come in last place on that one, not surprisingly considering he pulled me down in the first five seconds, kissing my neck while I squealed in protest. “I’m too tangled up to get off you,” he argued, kissing me some more. It was a pretty nice way to lose, all things considered.


  When there’s finally a break in the rain, Paige leads us outside to the parking lot where she instructs the roadies to half empty out a trailer of equipment. I’m relieved when my name isn’t picked for this game—the participants have to reload the equipment as quickly as possible. The stakes are amped up by the still present rain clouds and the imposing figure of Mr. Ransome, scowling at the mere chance the equipment might get wet. I assume this will be another win for a roadie but Daltrey ends up taking it by several seconds.


  “They always made me pack the van in the old days,” he tells me after he accepts his medal. “Because I’m the youngest.”


  Back inside Karen takes first place in a pie eating contest, so pleased with her win over the boys that she doesn’t even seem to care that her face will be stained by blueberries for the foreseeable future. My favorite game involves all four of the Ransome boys wearing pairs of Paige’s high heels while they race around an obstacle course of amps, hotel chairs, and overturned banquet tables. Cash looks like he’s going to blow his brothers away right up until the finish, when he comes out of his heels while hurdling over an amp, tripping and falling flat on his face. All three of his brothers manage to cross the finish line ahead of him, shutting him out of the medal podium yet again.


  “Looks like you’re having a tough day, buddy,” I tell him.


  “Oh, yeah, Dais. I’m just so broken up over losing at kid’s games.”


  I pretend not to notice his sarcasm and nod my head in commiseration. “Yeah, it must be hard to suck so much at games even children can do.”


  His eyes flash and I grin in triumph. It’s nice to see the cocky look come off his face for once.


  “How about we try something for grown ups,” he snarls.


  I raise my eyebrows. “Like what?”


  “A drinking game.”


  My eyes are drawn to Paige and Reed, who are currently setting up the next game by pulling baseball bats from a canvas bag. If this is the game I think it is, it might just be the perfect chance to finally take Cash down a few notches.


  “How about this,” I say, taking a step closer to him. “You go head-to-head with a single competitor in the next event. Before it starts, you’ll both do two shots.”


  “Two?” He rolls his eyes. “How about four.”


  “Fine. You both do four shots and then compete in the task.”


  “‘You both?’” he asks.


  “I pick your competitor.”


  “Someone else? What, you’re too chicken to go against me?” He smirks a little. “It’s okay, Dais, I get it. You’re a girl, of course you don’t want to go up against all of this.”


  I roll my eyes. “Actually, the person I had in mind is a girl.”


  He laughs. “Oh, this should be good. Fine, let’s do it.”


  We walk over to Paige to clear the idea with her. Though she tends to be pretty proprietary over her ideas, she agrees to the change immediately. “A one-on-one!” she squeals. “Sounds dramatic!”


  “So what’s the game?” Cash asks.


  Paige points at the baseball bats. “You bend over, put your forehead on the end of the bat, and spin around for ten seconds. Then you drop the bat and run as fast as you can to the finish line.”


  Cash cocks an eyebrow skeptically. “How is that a challenge?”


  “Because the spinning will make you dizzy.”


  I grin. Just what I had hoped when I saw the bats—I remember this game from elementary school. The shots will only heighten the affect of the spinning. With any luck, I just might get to see Cash fall flat on his face twice in one day.


  Cash looks straight at me and affects an exaggerated yawn. “No problem. Who am I going up against?”


  I don’t miss a beat. “Paige.”


  “Paige?” he asks incredulously. “You think I can’t beat Paige at a drinking game?” He looks her up and down. Paige is shorter than me and skinny as a rail. Hardly any meat on her to absorb the booze. I’m sure Cash thinks I’m a fool, that I’ve picked the worst possible person to compete against.


  But he doesn’t know what I know—that there’s much more to Paige than meets the eye. And there’s no one in the world more likely to surprise you.


  “You’re on,” he says, his cocky grin back in full force. “In fact, why don’t we up the ante a little?”


  I cross my arms. “You want to bet?”


  “A friendly wager.” His eyes drift to Paige again. “When I win she has to shut the hell up about dumb-ass road side attractions for the next two weeks.”


  I think Paige will refuse—she takes great joy in her little side trips to crazy places. But she merely raises her chin. “Fine.”


  “And if Paige wins?” Reed asks. I look at him as I think about it and it strikes me how different he looks right now than he did last night. He no longer seems tired or stressed—in fact, he looks happier than I’ve seen him since Mexico.


  Suddenly Paige leans into my ear and whispers, “I have a tiara in my suitcase.”


  I slap a hand over my mouth to cover the snort of laughter. Of course Paige has a tiara in her suitcase. It makes zero sense and therefor is exactly the kind of thing she would have packed. Struck with a surge of fondness for my slightly eccentric friend, I grin broadly at Cash.


  “If Paige wins you have to wear a tiara for the next forty-eight hours.”


  “A tiara?”


  “Yeah, Cash,” Lennon says. “Thats a shiny crown that pretty princesses wear.”


  Cash glares at him. “Fine. I’m man enough to take the risk.” He pulls out his phone and taps away for a minute before slipping it back in his pocket. “I’m in.”


  “You were just checking the itinerary, weren’t you?” Reed asks, shaking his head. “Seeing how many chances there might be to get laid in the next forty-eight hours?”


  “Of course,” Cash says. “You think I’m crazy?”


  I search my mind, trying to remember what we have coming up. After the show tomorrow night we’ll spend the next entire day traveling. Meaning the concert is probably the only time we’ll be able to enjoy seeing him in his tiara in public. Oh well, I think. A few hours on stage in front of thousands sounds pretty embarrassing. Besides, it will be enough just for me to see it. And take a shit ton of pictures.


  “Are we doing this or what?” he asks, puffing out his chest. I roll my eyes and grab a bottle of whiskey from the food table along with two shot glasses. I pour out a measure for both of them, holding them up when I’m done so everyone can see that they’re even. Paige and Cash both take their drinks and down them. Cash seems to be watching Paige’s face for any sign of grimace but she merely holds out her glass for the second shot. I struggle not to laugh. My instincts were right—Cash has no idea who he’s dealing with.


  Three shots later they both look slightly unsteady on their feet. Reed takes over as event organizer, handing them each a baseball bat and helping them to get into position. “I’m setting the timer on my phone for ten seconds,” he says. “You must be spinning the entire time.”


  “Get on with it,” Cash growls. “I want to reveal in my victory.”


  “Go!” Reed shouts, and the two competitors begin to spin, their foreheads pressed to the ends of the bats. Cash’s almost slips a few times but then Reed is shouting to stop and they’re both standing. “Now run!”


  Paige holds out both hands, a determined look on her face, and moves smoothly across the floor—it’s not a run, exactly, but she’s also not stumbling. Cash, on the other hand, looks entirely disoriented. Reed has to point out the direction of the finish line when Cash attempts to stumble the other way. When he turns and sees Paige’s slow gait, a grin comes over his face.


  Gotcha.


  Cash breaks into a run, assuming he’ll easily be able to overcome Paige’s pace. But Paige has one thing Cash doesn’t—balance. Just as I predicted, he careens off course and into a chair before falling face down on the ballroom floor. Paige doesn’t even notice—arms still extended, she crosses the finish line before sitting abruptly down on the floor, hands on her head. “Did I win?”


  Most of us burst into cheers as we run to her. “Don’t jostle her,” Reed warns. “She might puke.”


  She grins up at us weekly. “I’m going to jump up and down just as soon as the room stops spinning.”


  “Should someone check on Cash?” Karen asks, peeking over her shoulder. A roadie is helping a disgruntled looking Cash off the floor. He glares down at us and I whoop in triumph.


  “What were you saying again about competing against girls?” I call. He flips me off and we all laugh.


  “Where is this damn thing?” he asks, holding his head high even though he still looks plenty dizzy. “I’m not going to wuss out.”


  “I’ll go get it when I can see straight,” Paige says, rubbing her hands over her eyes.


  “How in the hell did you know she could do that?” Cash asks me.


  I shrug. “She told me once that she’s really good at taekwondo. I figured she’d have good balance.” I poke his chest with my finger. “This should be a lesson to you, Cash. You shouldn’t tease people so much or be so cocky.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” he mutters, slinging an arm around my shoulder and kissing the top of my head. “I’ll lay off on your girlfriend.”


  “Cash.”


  “Oops. Innocent slip of the tongue. I’ll lay off on your boyfriend.”


  “Thank you.”


  I look across the crowd to Daltrey. He’s watching us, and I can’t quite read his expression at first. He’s smiling, but he doesn’t seem particularly amused. Then it hits me—there’s something incredibly grateful about his expression.


  As a general rule, I try not to think too much about the things that had to happen to get me here. How I had lost these boys for so long, how I had almost lost everything. Those months of not speaking to Daltrey—or his brothers, who were like family to me—were so overwhelmingly dark and lonely. I gave up back then—on myself, on happiness, on hope. Eventually I had given up on life itself and in doing so had very nearly lost mine.


  But I’d made it, somehow. When I decided to allow Paige and Karen to pull me out of the darkness I was taking a step toward this moment. When I agreed to join them on their summer road trip to see Ransom I’d taken another. When I called Daltrey for the first time in more than a year I’d taken another, and another when I finally let myself see him. Let myself confess it all to him. Let myself love him.


  All of those things had brought me right here. To this room filled with friends and family. To a silly day where I got to watch rock stars dress up in women’s shoes and make fools out of themselves. To a day where I can tease one of my best friends in the world, secure in the knowledge that he loves me as much as I love him.


  I know that must be what Daltrey is thinking about as our eyes meet across the room. That we’re so lucky to have gotten here. That we’ll never take a moment for granted. That there’s no time to waste.


  “I’m going to go,” I tell Cash, squeezing his side.


  “After all that you don’t want to see me in my crown?”


  “First of all, it’s a tiara. Second, I’ll be happy to take every opportunity to see you in it for the next forty-eight hours. But right now, I need to go.”


  “Why?”


  I look up at him and grin. “Because your brother is making eyes at me across the room and I can’t wait to get him alone. He’s incredibly good in bed, you see.”


  “Daisy!” Cash cries, releasing me to cover his ears. “I so do not want to hear that!”


  “Maybe you should think about that the next time you feel like teasing him,” I say happily, leaning up to kiss his cheek. “Help Paige clean up for me, kay?”


  “Fine,” he mumbles, still shaking his head. I laugh as I wave before crossing the room—Daltrey is already waiting for me at the door, as if he read my mind.


  “You heading upstairs?” he asks innocently.


  I raise my eyebrows. “Someone did say something about ravishing me.”


  He grins, taking my hand. “I know just the guy to do it.”


  We’ve barely shut the door to our room before we’re falling into each other, eager mouths coming together, eager hands reaching for buttons and hems. He hardly has to touch me and I’m overwhelmed with the feel of him, the way he smells, the sounds that come from the back of his throat when my fingers brush against the skin of his stomach under his shirt.


  He stumbles as he leads me backwards to the bed and I giggle, making him growl and toss me into the mattress. “I thought we discussed you insulting my seduction skills?”


  “I wasn’t!”


  “That giggle was clearly an insult. We’re about to have serious sex, missy. No giggling allowed.”


  I pretend to consider his words. “I guess you’ll just have to spend an extra-long time proving your prowess so I’m never tempted to giggle at you again.”


  “I can do that.”


  I narrow my eyes up at him. “Why don’t you start by taking off your shirt? Give a girl a little something to look at.”


  He grins and reaches for his hem, pulling his shirt off in a fluid movement. When it passes over his eyes, temporarily blinding him, I reach behind me and grab the pillow, swinging it up to nail him in the face the moment he’s free from his shirt.


  He stares down at me in shock and I can’t help but crack up.


  “You are in so much trouble, Daisy Harris.”


  I sit up so I can grab him around the middle, pulling him down on top of me, still laughing. “This is the kind of a trouble I could get used to.”


  He kisses me again and my laughter stops abruptly, replaced by a little sigh I can’t contain. I’m a big fan of teasing Daltrey, but there’s a time and place for everything and I’m no fool. I was without him for too long to ever take the sight of him shirtless for granted.


  He wastes no time in removing my shirt as well and I kick off my shorts, desperate to feel him against me. There’s no better feeling in the world than his skin pressed against mine. I thank my lucky stars that we finally stopped messing around and got it together—what if I had never gotten the chance to feel this way? Then his mouth slide down my neck, past my collarbone, heading south, and I stop thinking about anything at all.


  When he moves inside me he whispers that he loves me. When he kisses my shoulder I whisper it back. When his forehead rests against mine I do my best to keep my eyes open, desperate to look into his eyes, to see how I feel reflected there, to know this makes him every bit as crazy as it makes me, but soon the sensation and the emotion overwhelm me and I can’t do anything but squeeze my eyes shut and hang on as he takes me over the edge.


  I lie in his arms after, listening to the sound of his still-racing heart under his daisy tattoo. “I love you.”


  He sighs, the sound content and satiated. “I liked today.”


  “Me too. It was fun. Paige is so silly, I love it—”


  “The games were fine,” he interrupts. “But I had more fun watching you than playing.”


  It’s silly that I blush, considering I’m naked in his arms and we just had mind-blowing sex. “You were watching me?”


  “I’m always watching you. I’ve been watching you since we were kids. You’re the only thing I see.”


  “And what did you see today?”


  “Someone really happy.”


  “You got it right, then.”


  He’s quiet for a long moment. “I wish you didn’t have those memories, Daisy. I wish I could take all of that from you, I really do. But, God, I’m so proud of how far you’ve come.”


  I close my eyes, letting the words wash over me. I think again about those dark months—not just about missing Daltrey but about the bad things that had happened to lead me there. The constant, heartbreaking bullying I endured. The knowledge that everyone had seen pictures of me naked—had seen me literally in my most vulnerable moment. The way it had felt to feel eyes on me and wonder what they were thinking. How that had quickly led to panic attacks. How I hid every day, doing everything I could to keep people out. How I had eventually decided I was done with living and given up.


  To my surprise, my breathing doesn’t change as I lie there, thinking these thoughts. My heart doesn’t speed up. There’s no rushing in my ears. I feel sad and slightly sick, remembering those things, but I don’t feel out of control. I don’t feel helpless. Instead, I feel Daltrey’s arms around me, his heart beating steadily below my cheek.


  “I’m proud of me, too,” I whisper, and I think it’s the first time I’ve said those words since it all happened.


  Daltrey squeezes me tighter. “I can’t tell you how it made me feel to watch you today. To see you so happy.”


  I grin against his skin, thinking now of all the things I’ve gotten back, all the things the future might hold. “I plan to be happy for a long, long time. After all, I have so many things to look forward to.”


  There’s a buzzing from his phone on the nightstand and he sighs but picks it up. After a moment he chuckles and sets the phone back down.


  “You’re going to love this,” he manages, laughing harder. I lift myself up to look down at him, smiling even before I know what’s funny, loving how he looks when he laughs this hard.


  “What?”


  “Dad just scheduled us for a magazine interview tomorrow,” he says, before cracking up again.


  I frown, momentarily confused. Daltrey usually freaks out when his dad adds appearances to their already full schedule. So why—


  “Oh, my God,” I murmur. “Cash’s tiara.”


  Then we’re both laughing, leaning into each other as we gasp for air. The image is just too perfect—Cash in his leather jacket and a freaking princess tiara, having to explain to the interviewer what happened. It’s too perfect.


  “See,” I say once we’ve calmed down enough to talk again. “So many things to look forward to.”
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  DESCRIPTION: When Shannon is called to the mall for an emergency shift as a sexy elf manning the Santa's Village booth, her billionaire boyfriend, Declan, gets roped into playing Santa. The mall mommies start tweeting pictures and the hashtag #HOTSANTA blows up, bringing everyone from Shannon's mother's yoga class to her gay coworker and his friends to have a seat on Santa's lap and visit the North Pole.


  Shannon's overbearing mother, Marie, brings all the crazy family members (including Chuckles the cat, dressed as Rudolph) to make the Christmastime trek to the mall for a family photo that turns out to be as hilarious as it is heartwarming.
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Chapter One


  The call comes from my old boss, Greg, at 2:12 p.m. The fact that it is two days before Christmas should have tipped me off. I should let the call go to voicemail. I should ignore it and not stop decorating the Christmas tree in my boyfriend’s apartment.


  It’s a tree that Declan ordered from some place in Nova Scotia, where all trees look like something out a movie set, and the super-nice Canadians hire Tibetan refugee monks to rub the trunks down with virgin coconut oil and chant “Om Mani Padme Hun” for universal nirvana. This tree lived in paradise, before they chopped it down to ship by helicopter to a waterfront high rise on the Long Wharf in Boston, where it will look pretty for two weeks and then get the chipper treatment at a recycling center. That’s a form of reincarnation, right?


  But I don’t ignore Greg’s call. I blame Declan, standing next to me, for my poor judgement. I might be a little intoxicated by the sight of my man wearing a Santa hat, tight jeans, and a snug green cashmere sweater that makes me want him to hurry up my chimney tonight.


  (C’mon. You knew the pun was coming).


  “Hey, Greg. What’s up?” I answer.


  Declan is hanging one of the new ornaments I bought him, a candy cane made from glued cloves. My mom’s friend holds a Sustainable Free Trade Christmas Fair every year, and I’d been told a young African girl made the clove ornament to raise money to buy a three legged-goat for milk to feed her family, or something like that.


  The details are fuzzy because I couldn’t listen through my sobs as I handed fistfuls of money to Mom, who just picked out a few items and patted me on the back, mumbling something about how I was just like my father. He had been banned from the fair two years ago when he bought all five hundred handmade Christmas cards from the Ivory Coast refugee who was promoting slave-free chocolate, sobbing with guilt and apologizing profusely for his KitKat addiction.


  “Did Carol call you?” My old boss sounds frantic. Greg isn’t the type to descend into hysteria. A chill runs up my spine, and it isn’t from the nine inches of snow that blanketed Boston yesterday. I know that tone of voice.


  That is the tone that got my hand shoved down a toilet in the men’s room of a fast food restaurant when I worked for him as a mystery shopper, evaluating customer service at stores and companies.


  The tone that gave me a brand-new car that looked like a Goliath took a steaming dump on top of it when we were doing branded advertising for a website.


  The tone that made me listen to podiatrists wax rhapsodic about toe fungus as they eyed my feet like I was starring in a fetish story from one of my dad’s old Hustler magazines that he kept stored in his backyard Man Cave.


  That is the tone of desperation.


  “No. Carol did not.”


  Declan looks at me, tilting his head to the left and making a low voice in the back of his throat that indicates displeasure. While I work for Declan’s company now, I fill in for the occasional mystery shop at my old job. My oldest sister, Carol, has my old job now and sometimes does the really professional maneuver where she calls and begs and whines and pleads and threatens to tell my boyfriend all about that time I bought a chest enhancer and got my budding nipple caught in the springs, in order to get me to take on a shop.


  Yeah. Professional like that. Carol would make a great women’s prison kitchen chef.


  So Greg is a step above. “Carol had a mystery shopper no-show on her, and she can’t come in because of your nephews. Something about needing a babysitter—”


  “We can go over and watch Jeffrey and Tyler!” I say in an overeager voice as Declan continues his vocal imitation of Jamie Fraser from the Outlander series, making more guttural sounds than a female sea lion with strep throat.


  Of course, I offer to babysit. Because the alternative is…


  “That doesn’t work. Something about one of the kids having the bubonic plague,” he adds. Carol can get a wee dramatic, but I vaguely remember Mom telling me one of the kids had something that generated more snot than a bunch of postmenopausal women watching Steel Magnolias.


  “Did you try Josh?” Josh is the company technogeek, and he almost never gets pulled into mystery shopping. Right now, though, I’d throw him under the bus if it means staying here with Declan for the rest of the day, my eyes memorizing the tight little ripples of muscle between his lower ribs as he stretches up on tiptoes to hang an ornament. His sweater pulls up enough to make his torso look like it was finely carved from tanned alabaster.


  



  On the first day of Christmas, my true love gave to me


  A humping in the bedroom so fine I forgot my name.


  



  (So what if it doesn’t rhyme. Just go with it).


  “We need a female,” Greg stresses. I look down at my overflowing bosom, tightly encased in a green wrap shirt that makes my cleavage pour out like a split muffin top. Damn. For once, having breasts qualifies me for a job.


  “He looks really good in drag,” I tell Greg.


  Declan halts in mid-stretch and plants his feet firmly on the floor, turning to me. He points to himself and shakes his head slowly, eyes steely green.


  Not you, I mouth.


  “Good,” Declan says with his hands on his hips, one knee bent, like a man in pose to argue, the male equivalent of Talk to the Hand.


  “Josh does that stuff?”


  “No,” I confess. “I just don’t want to do whatever it is you want me to do.”


  “We need a sexy female elf.”


  “A sexy female elf?” Did I hear him wrong?


  Declan appears instantly at my side, suddenly very interested.


  “You would be a very good sexy female elf,” Greg and Declan simulcast in my ears in two completely different tones of voice. Both, though, carry the tiniest hint of desperation.


  “Who’s there?’ Greg asks. His words are a bit muffled, as if floating through cotton.


  “Why are you talking so weird?” The cinnamon-scented Christmas candles on Declan’s sleek marble mantel send a glow high into his arched ceiling. The city is spread out before us on one side of the high-windowed penthouse, the ocean on the other side. Panoramic views are fine and all, but the best scenery is two inches away, his lips closing in on my neck.


  “It’s the beard,” Greg says, jolting me out of my turning into a maid a-milking, my hand reaching for Declan in a place that makes him inhale sharply, then smile against my ear.


  “Beard?” I ask.


  I twist my way out of Declan’s arms and make a pouty face. He joins me, looking disturbingly like my cat, Chuckles. I didn’t know Declan had a Grumpy Cat face. You date a man for eight months and then one day you discover he looks like a cat doing a Paul Ryan imitation. Thank God that’s not his O face.


  I shudder and Declan mistakes that for my being cold, wrapping his arms around me.


  “I’m Santa,” Greg explains. “We’re evaluating the customer service quality of the Children’s Christmas Village set-up at the mall. Our Santa no-showed and I had to jump in.”


  “You’ve got the body for it.” Greg doesn’t just have a bowl full of jelly—he’s the entire Smucker’s plant.


  “Hey!” He sounds genuinely offended.


  “You can talk about how I can be a sex elf but I can’t mention your beer gut?”


  “It’s not a beer gut!”


  “Fine. Wine gut.”


  He lets out a long sigh of resignation. “That’s better.” Because it’s true.


  “You want me to come in and put on a sexy costume to play the female equivalent of Buddy the Elf at the mall two days before Christmas because no one else will do it?”


  “Right.”


  “Why?”


  “Why what?” Greg’s breath is coming in huffs of nervousness.


  Grumpy Declan sees me wavering and finishes my hot toddy for me, returning to the tree to decorate.


  “Why should I do it?” I challenge.


  “It pays $30 an hour and you get a free picture with Santa.”


  “I make more than that working for Anterdec now, and I am not sitting on your lap.”


  “I didn’t ask you to! I’m only here for a little while longer, and then the new Santa comes on board. You can sit on his lap.” He pauses. “Wait. You make more than $30 an hour now?” He seems more scandalized by that than by the idea of having me in his lap.


  “You can sit on my lap right now, for free,” Declan murmurs, nibbling on my ear.


  “He’s paying $30 an hour.” I point to the phone.


  “You want me to pay you to sit on my lap?” Pulling me into it, he shifts in just the right way. I groan, inhaling cinnamon and sex, exhaling weakness and loyalty.


  “Shannon, please? Please?” Greg is begging. “Carol said she might be able to come at five o’clock and take over for you, but I’m really stuck here. All these kids are lined up, their hopeful little faces cheering for Santa, and they want to know where the elf is.”


  “Awwww.” Declan’s hot tongue in my mouth makes it hard to answer.


  “And the dads are asking, too.”


  “Ewwww.”


  I push Declan away and eye him closely. He’ll make one hot dad someday. I imagine a little girl in his arms, Declan carrying her to the Christmas Village for a visit with Santa, me waddling behind pregnant with our first boy. It’s a pleasant vision, and one that Declan seems to share, if I’m reading the look in his eyes right.


  Christmas at the mall is such a cornerstone of my childhood that I begin to weaken. All those kids. All those parents. And if I don’t go in…


  “Bottom line is that there’s suspicion that one of the photographers is stealing cash payments here, and some of the Santas have been coming in drunk, so in the interest of making the holiday a joyful experience for every single kid—kids like Jeffrey and Tyler—if you could get your butt down here and help your old boss, I’d really appreciate it.” Greg’s voice shifts from pleading to commanding, and the combination means—


  Damn.


  A long sigh escapes from me, making Declan freeze, his tongue perfectly centered now on that soft spot of skin beneath my earlobe, the gateway to all things warm, wet, and naughty.


  “Where are you?” I ask Greg.


  Declan’s turn to groan, and so not in the good way.


  Greg names a mall about twenty minutes away.


  “I’m on my way.”


  I hang up to find that I am suddenly on my boyfriend’s Very Naughty List. I deserve a spanking, but I’m about to get a tongue lashing instead, and not the kind that makes me rip the sheets off the bed.


  I give him my best Grumpy Cat look.


  “You’re leaving? You’re seriously going to push aside this carefully planned day so you can go dress up in a sexy elf costume… ”


  His voice shifts from self-righteous anger to aroused intrigue, the morph so gradual yet distinct. His green eyes match his sweater, dark hair recently clipped in a style that makes his face even more masculine, the cut jawline lickable. Long eyelashes frame steady, sharp eyes that comb over my body with more suggestions than a waiter trying to upsell you on the chef’s special.


  Meeting the son of Boston’s most famous billionaire while conducting a mystery shop eight months ago had been the best stroke of luck I’d had since counting the right number of M&M candies in the contest jar at Dad’s favorite auto parts store when I was nine and bringing them home, but this was better.


  Because I can eat this prize without getting a stomach ache.


  Wait. That doesn’t sound right…


  “Yes.” I shrug helplessly. “He wouldn’t call if he weren’t desperate.”


  Declan’s mind is a million miles away, his eyes smoking hot and aimed right at me. And then I realize he’s not a million miles away. He’s five miles away, at the mall, listening to “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” with visions of something way dirtier than sugar plums dancing in his head.


  “Do they let you bring the costume home?” he asks.


  I whack him hard with a fistful of tinsel. It flies up in the air and whirls around us, like a piñata filled with Angel Dust and disco balls from the 1970s.


  Which is about on par with what we experience when we arrive at the mall.


  


Chapter Two


  You know what the North Pole smells like?


  Frightened kid pee, scented baby wipes, and Tiger Moms.


  What are Tiger Moms? The same women who rule over their piano-playing prodigies, the kids mastering Chopin before they were weaned, who make Yo-Yo Ma look like a drunk homeless dude playing a broken recorder in East Cambridge, who raise soccer players who make Luis Suarez look like Rainbow Brite—and they’re lined up here at the mall with their kids, and they’re not taking “no” for an answer.


  To anything.


  “Tycho! Tycho!” screeches one blonde mother who looks disturbingly like Jessica Coffin with under-eye bags. “Tycho, don’t you dare sit down. You’ll crease!”


  Crease. She’s dressed the kid in all white and he looks like a cross between President Snow from The Hunger Games and a Ralph Lauren ad. He’s three. Three. And you put him in white? Mommy Masochist.


  Creasing is the least of his problems. Most three year olds can’t follow a two-step command, or watch an entire episode of Bubble Guppies without wiping nine boogers on the couch cushions, and she expects him to not crease?


  “I don’t like waiting! You said your waiting app told you we wouldn’t wait, Mommy. Give me your phone. I want to play Paplinko!” Tycho whines. “Eat at P.F. Chang’s! I want to order from your app!”


  “Manners!” his mother snaps back.


  Her eyes glow red with the kind of intensity that only a well-educated, over-entitled Nanny Diaries-type mother can cultivate. My own mom suddenly seems cuddly and harmless, like Mrs. Brady with a side of Mrs. Weasley and a touch of Peg Bundy.


  Okay, a lot of Peg Bundy.


  “We were told, in the app, that there would not be a wait!” she yells at me. I am standing in front of Santa’s throne, a veritable pantheon to the advertising geniuses who have turned Christmas into a religious holiday, serving the new gods: Visa, MasterCard, Discover, and American Express.


  “App?” I ask, resisting the urge to pull the butt floss out of my crack. Butt floss? Oh, yeah. After Declan dropped me off at the main doors to go hunt a wooly mammoth… er, find a parking spot (either were equally likely on December 23rd at 3 p.m. in this particular mall parking lot), I’d found Greg, who had wordlessly handed me the elf suit.


  I’ve seen models on GoDaddy Super Bowl commercials wearing more than this.


  “App!” Mommy Masochist screams, texting while she’s yelling at me, her eyes on the screen but her lips devoted entirely to me. “The app!”


  “An app for… what?”


  Demon eyes flicker up at me and she holds up one perfectly French-tipped finger. “One second,” she says with a supercilious air that makes me want to crack that fingernail right off and use it like a ninja star to shave off that arched eyebrow. She’s blonde, hair pulled back in a twist, and she is wearing all red, open-toed shoes in December in Massachusetts, where nine inches of snow means everyone I know wears Fuggs and looks like a Jawa for four months of the year.


  Red stiletto heels, open-toed and with these crazy ankle strap things that make her feet look like red flamingoes. If that’s fashion, then my Salvation Army wardrobe is starting to look good.


  She ends her textfest and centers all her attention on me, taking as much time as she pleases to size me up. Her eyes catalog my bright green, satiny outfit, with sequins that spell out Ho Ho Ho across my boobs.


  A careful examination under the blinking fluorescent lights of the employee bathroom two hours later will show that yes, indeed, I walked around the mall for three hours with just Ho on each nipple.


  But I digress…


  The green fabric cuts into my armpits, the shelf bra was designed for a ten-year-old gymnast, and what might have been appealing in a Mae West kind of way as the bustier pushes everything up instead makes me look like a can of Pillsbury biscuits.


  One that someone pulled the string on.


  And twisted.


  The green, shimmery stockings are two sizes too small, and the crotch threatens constantly to pull down about six inches lower, which would make me look like I am wearing harem pants… except I’m wearing the closest thing to a g-string anyone can imagine, a tiny little red taffeta skirt circling my crushed hips like a bad case of eczema.


  The costume design department for Blades of Glory is weeping with jealousy right now for not coming up with this.


  Or maybe they did…


  “Nice outfit,” Mommy Masochist says. “I need to speak with your manager,” she adds slowly. Her eyes cut away. “And tuck in your nip.”


  I look down. Yep—headlight escaped, pointed right at the security guard by the service desk, who starts to stroke his billy club suggestively.


  “Thanks,” I mutter, because one good turn deserves—


  “Manager,” she snaps. “You’re useless. And slow.” Her face softens a little. “Are you—do you have a helper? An aide who works with you? I think it’s great you have a job and all. Is there a program manager I can—STOP IT, TYCHO! DO NOT SIT ON THAT BENCH! CREASE! CREASE!”


  A cold rage replaces the scent of peppermint and pine that the mall is piping through the heat registers. I’m breathing ice and frost and I wish I had Elsa’s power, because I could freeze a bitch right now. Turn her into a mall Han Solo.


  “I am not developmentally disabled,” I say, searching for Santa, er… Greg. He’s gone, and the line of moms, a few dads, and tons of kids is getting longer.


  “Then you’re just stupid and useless. Why is there a wait? We paid the exclusive premium for Santa’s Special Delivery, and—”


  “Ho, ho, ho!” Greg busts out, materializing from the direction of the bathrooms. Either he’s pretending to be Santa or he’s reading my breasts.


  In full Santa costume, he’s pretty amazing. Breathtaking, really. His belly fills out the costume perfectly, his eyes twinkle in a warm, inviting way with the skin wrinkling around them in a calm, compassionate manner, and his beard is fake but so realistic I want to tug it, just to make sure he didn’t magically grow it overnight.


  “Your elf is ruining Christmas!” Mommy Masochist announces in a voice loud enough to make several children, and one dad, start to cry. I suspect the dad is her husband, Daddy Doormat, because Tycho runs over to him and buries his face in the man’s knees.


  “Crease, Thomas! Crease!” Thomas is wearing white jeans (those are a thing? For men?) and a white turtleneck, with a red wool sweater the exact color of Mommy Masochist’s shoes.


  “I’ve never had an elf ruin Christmas,” Greg booms, his voice so Santa-like that shoppers slow down from their fast clip through the mall, pull phones away from ears to gawk, and come to complete halts at the baritone that fuels old dreams tucked away long ago.


  He’s kind of magical.


  “In fact, Shannon the Elf here has come to our rescue to help make sure every good little boy and girl gets their turn.” It’s working—she’s thawing and smiling now, her eyes a bit frozen in place as she realizes she’s the center of attention but not in control of it. All those years of Greg playing Santa at the community center are paying off.


  “Thank you,” she says softly, giving him a look that says she could just as soon hug him as sever his limbs and hide them in the Verizon kiosk. “But the app says we’re supposed to be here on time.”


  “App, Santa?” I ask helplessly.


  Greg pulls me aside. “There’s this new app the owners rolled out. For $79 you can sign up in advance and come at your appointed time and jump the line. No waiting.”


  “So the rich get to buy their way to no lines but the people who can’t afford it have to wait for eternity? How is that fair?”


  “Is it fair that when I was a kid Santa brought one toy and my neighbors all got five? Santa’s an unfair bastard.”


  “What?” Mommy Masochist asks, eavesdropping. “Please keep your voice down!” she snaps at Greg. “I can’t have Tycho tormented by nightmares about hearing Santa talk about… Santa, and calling him a bastard!” She throws her hands up and then reaches into her purse for her phone, muttering something about getting a refund and how nothing works properly these days because employees don’t know how to do their jobs.


  I look at the enormous sea of wiggly children, tired parents, and crabby mall workers.


  “What now, Santa?” I ask.


  “Off we go,” Greg says, walking past Mommy Masochist and letting out a loud “ho ho ho,” to the children’s delight. The throne has a place for Santa to sit, and I’m there to hand out candy canes, keep people in orderly lines, and encourage the kids to look at the photographer, who charges $39 for a blurry photo of your kid sitting on the lap of a man who hasn’t gone through a CORI background check.


  (Actually, Greg has, but not the average mall Santa).


  Tycho is first in line. He looks at my chest and points, shouting, “I want nanas!”


  Doormat Daddy gives my breasts a nervous grin and says, “Tycho, we’re all done with nanas. Remember? We had your weaning party—”


  Greg turns the color of his beard and I turn the color of my elf suit as we both realize what “nanas” are.


  “Want nanas! Want nanas!” Tycho screams. Visions of a three-year-old vampire-diving into my overflowing nanas and drinking direct from the tap—a decidedly dry tap—make me cross my arms and push back my breeding date by, well, never. How does never sound? Sorry, Mom. No billionaire grandkids. I’m too traumatized by being turned into an unsuspecting wet nurse while wearing a naughty elf costume.


  “Crease! You’re creasing!” Masochist Mommy cries out.


  And that’s kid number one in a sea of them.


  Merry Christmas.


  


Chapter Three


  One hour later I am ready to give myself a tubal ligation with a mascara wand.


  Sex ed classes shouldn’t teach abstinence, or the mechanics of sex, or even birth control. They should march those teens to the mall two days before Christmas and make them play Santa’s Helper for a few hours. That would drop the teen pregnancy rate by a good fifty percent, tout suite.


  I love kids. I do. The world revolves around Jeffrey and Tyler when I’m with them, and in my thirties, after I make director or vice president, I plan to have a couple. Whether Declan wants them or not is still a mystery, because we don’t talk about it. Ever. There’s this shadow between us that seems to have formed not by intention but more by omission.


  The longer we don’t bring it up, the bigger it becomes.


  The photographer, a lovely older woman named Marsha, who dresses in a Mrs. Claus outfit that makes her look like Betty White, approaches me and Greg.


  “My shift’s over,” she says, a bit nervous. “The new photographer is talking to the parents.”


  We look at see a man in black jeans, a grey leather jacket, and a collared business shirt talking to parents in line. Twenties are changing hands.


  Greg stands and we put up the “Santa is Feeding the Reindeer—Back in Five Minutes!” sign. Parents groan, but the new photographer seems to be keeping them occupied.


  “You know him?” Greg asks Marsha, who shakes her head.


  “Never seen him before, but he says he’s a sub the owner sent. I texted the owner and he hasn’t replied, so… ” She reaches for a clipboard on the small counter behind Santa’s throne and starts writing numbers on a spreadsheet.


  Greg and I exchange a skeptical look. “We need to document this,” he whispers to me. “They either pay through the app or at checkout. Cash isn’t supposed to change hands.” One of the many sour aspects of being a mystery shopper and customer service evaluator is that you end up busting people who are embezzling, or cheating customers. It always involves cash.


  Marsha looks at me with agitation and pulls me aside. “Your nipple is, um… ” She points down and I growl, shoving the girls back in place.


  “Thank you.” If this were a Dickens novel I would be the Ghost of Christmas Nip Slips Present.


  “Jory was less… buxom,” she murmurs.


  “Jory?”


  “The old elf. The one who always worked here before. So much turnover.” She slings her purse over her shoulder and gives a wave, looking repeatedly at the new photographer, then shrugging. “I’m doing some shopping, so I’ll pop back in after a while and see how it’s going. I’ve been here for nine seasons and I can spot someone who isn’t going to work out.”


  Greg and I share a knowing look, and Santa turns away from the crowd to text the client and let them know what’s just gone down.


  Marsha crooks one finger at me and whispers in my ear: “This Santa is too nice. Betcha he won’t make it two more days.” She has no idea who we are, so I play along.


  Greg is texting the client, but then stops, alarm crossing his face. “Shit!” he exclaims.


  “Hush!” I hiss. “Santa doesn’t say ‘shit’!”


  “He does when the replacement Santa is stuck in the parking garage! Says he’s been in there for more than forty-five minutes and can’t find his way out.”


  “I believe it,” says a familiar voice. Warm hands are on my shoulders, and Declan adds, “This parking lot is designed by planners who hate human beings.”


  I laugh. He doesn’t. But he plants a kiss on my cheek and lets go of me, walking around and emitting a low whistle.


  “Whoa.” His eyes rest on the overflowing volcano of flesh that is my chest line.


  “Ho,” he says as he looks at one breast. “Ho,” he says for the other. “Nice. It’s like a Christmas eye doctor’s chart.”


  Greg’s texting furiously, then looks at us, horrified. “He says he just came out of the exit to the mall near the turnpike and he’s heading back home! Says it’s not worth it!”


  Declan shrugs, eyes glued to my breasts. “You said sexy elf costume,” he says in a weird voice.


  “This isn’t sexy?” My eyebrows are buried in the mall skylight.


  “This is a slutty elf costume.”


  I glare at Greg. “Told you.” I turn to Declan. “I’m sorry. I know it’s a bit much—”


  “What are you apologizing for? Slutty beats sexy any day.” His hands slip around my waist and he pulls me into a kiss that curls my toes.


  Greg texts and clears his throat. “Um, guys? I have a serious problem here. No replacement Santa, and I have to take Judy to a doctor’s appointment.” Greg’s wife is a long-term breast cancer survivor, and while I don’t know the details, everything has been in a good place for a while. The look on his face makes my stomach sink, though.


  Declan goes somber, too.


  And then Greg and I turn simultaneously and give Declan the once-over, like Clinton and Stacy on What Not to Wear.


  Except we’re doing the Christmas Mall Edition: Santa Style.


  “Oh, no,” Declan says, reading our minds. “No.”


  “It pays $30 an hour and you can get a free picture on the next Santa’s lap.”


  “I make $30 every time I cough,” Declan snorts. I’ve never heard him snort before. Today is a day for discoveries and revelations. Grumpy Cat looks and snorts. What’s next? Farting in bed and not excusing himself? Or, worse, pulling the covers over my head and Dutch Ovening me?


  Mom says men save that for the second anniversary.


  “Your nipple is, um… ” Greg says. To me. Speaking of revelations. I tuck it back in. I might need to walk over to the scrapbook store and get a little rubber cement so these puppies will stop trying to escape.


  “What’s your currency, man?” Greg asks Declan, gone from begging to outright negotiation. “You’ve got me by the balls.”


  “I’ve got my own balls. Don’t need yours.”


  The parents in line are murmuring louder and louder. “If there’s no Santa, the entire mystery shop is compromised, and twenty kids out there are going to start crying,” I say to Declan, pleading.


  His eyes rake over my body, angry and determined, the deep “no” in there. He means it. I know he does. So I use the only leverage I have.


  “Greg says I can take the costume home with me. If you fill in for Santa.” I reach between us and make a suggestive stroke. The North Pole does indeed exist.


  Declan groans. “Ho. Ho. Ho.”


  I stand on tiptoes and lick his ear. “I will be one for you if you do this. It’s only for an hour or two,” I plead.


  “I look nothing like Santa,” he says in a hard, flat voice, but arousal flickers in his eyes. He looks behind the wall and sees the sea of kids. Those green eyes look worried. He’s an old softy underneath this granite-like appearance.


  I think. I hope so.


  “Name your price,” Greg adds, already taking off the costume, handing Declan the hat.


  Eyes the color of my suit flash at Greg, angry and exasperated. “Quit calling her for mystery shop jobs. Forever.”


  Greg’s hand shoots out. “Deal.” He takes the jacket off and hands it to Declan with a warning. “It’s hot in the suit, so you might want to take your sweater off.”


  “I don’t have anything on under it,” Declan explains.


  “That’s fine,” I peep. My mouth waters. He gives me a glare. I stand by my words.


  “Where’s the pillow?” Declan asks as he slips into the Santa pants. Luckily, he’s wearing black leather shoes that are perfect.


  “What pillow?”


  “The pillow for my belly.”


  Greg laughs, his real belly shaking. “I didn’t need one. I think there’s one back on the counter.” And then he’s gone, calling back, “Merry Christmas to you, and to you a good hour.”


  “You are going to pay for this,” Declan grouses. “And these pants are a little wet.” He sniffs one leg. “Is that pee?”


  “No,” I lie.


  He’s standing just behind the wall on the back of Santa’s throne, jeans peeking out from his Santa suit, red suspenders hanging down. In one fluid movement, like something out of a stripper show, he reaches for the hem of his green cashmere sweater and slowly pulls it up, biceps flexing, his skin gleaming under the calibrated Christmas lights in the mall.


  It’s one of those moments that should have a soundtrack attached to it, something Barry White. Slow and sensual, the kind of music that gets you wet and throbbing. Time stops, and all the moms walking by telepathically communicate the presence of my hot boyfriend taking his clothes off, pecs on display, a free peep show at the most stressful moment in the Christmas rush.


  A regular community service Declan’s performing here.


  Out of the corner of my eye I see Mommy Masochist taking pictures and texting someone. Whatever. Tycho managed not to crease for his photo and now he’s running around with a $9 cupcake from the gourmet bakery in the mall, chocolate smears everywhere. He looks like a Tide commercial.


  The sweater makes Declan’s thick, dark, wavy hair stand up a tiny bit with static electricity, and he reaches one perfectly sculpted arm up to smooth it back. I hear a decidedly female moan from behind me, and then look. Really look at the moms around us, most biting their lower lips and squirming.


  That’s right. Look all you want. I’m the one who gets to touch.


  He slides the red suspenders up over his shoulders and looks like something in a Santa firefighter’s calendar. If he had a big hose in his hands right now.


  Boy does that sound porny.


  Let’s try again: “Hey!” I murmur, sliding up next to him and placing a strategic hand on his hip. Mine, I communicate telepathically in a voice designed to make all the other women’s heads explode like cantaloupe dropped from a second-story window.


  Mine.


  “Hey what?” He’s still pissed. Doing the Santa bit, but pissed.


  “How about you bring the suit home, too? We can play Santa Disciplines the Naughty Elf,” I whisper in his ear as he dons the fake beard.


  “That’s one of your father’s favorite games,” Satan says from behind a fake ficus across the way.


  


Chapter Four


  “MOM?”


  “Just look at you two! I knew Shannon was here as a beautiful little perky elf, but Declan as Santa! You two were meant to be together,” Satan, a.k.a. my mother, says, reaching in to give Declan a kiss, ignoring my protests.


  My sister Amy is with her. “Perky is right. Shannon, your, um, headlight is… ” I look down. One is pointed toward New Hampshire and the other toward Antarctica.


  I turn around and readjust. “What are you two doing here?”


  “Amanda texted to let us know.”


  “I hate her.”


  “She’s your best friend. You can’t hate her.”


  “Why isn’t she here doing the elf impression?”


  “She’s delivering toys to needy kids.”


  “Flimsy excuse.” I look around the wall and see that Mommy Masochist is back in line, dragging a very chocolate-y Tycho. The line’s gotten a lot longer suddenly. Doubled, even.


  “Wow,” I say. “the line’s really getting long.”


  “Blame it on Hot Santa,” Amy says, pointing to Declan, who scowls.


  “You look just like Chuckles!” Mom gasps.


  It makes Declan’s frown darken. Even Mom backs off.


  “Please don’t call my boyfriend ‘hot,’” I chide Amy. “It’s gross.”


  “No,” she explains, pulling out her phone. “#HOTSANTA. Some mommy blogger who’s here at the mall started it on Twitter with pics of Declan getting dressed, and now Jessica Coffin’s made it go viral.”


  “What?”


  She’s holding up a picture of Declan in all his broad-chested, thick-pec glory, adjusting one red suspender and looking good enough to ride.


  Like Santa’s sleigh.


  “But, but—” he protests. “That was five minutes ago!” He’s rattled, and Declan doesn’t do rattled.


  “Five minutes is like a day on Twitter. You could end up with a flashmob,” Amy says.


  “Hot Santa, huh?” I smack his ass and send him on his way. “Time to go make some good little girls and boys very happy.”


  “I think he’s got mostly naughty girls out there,” Mom says.


  “Humph,” is all I can reply. I see the photographer out there, working the longer line, more cash changing hands. Greg trusted me to get this right, and I will. I march out there, ignoring my mom and sister, wondering if the day can get any weirder. By the time I get to the guy, he’s worked his way to the front of the line.


  The new photographer ignores my outstretched hand as I try to introduce myself and says something in a clipped, accented voice to the mom standing with her little boy. She smiles nervously at him, clearly not understanding a word he says. He sounds like a mix of a Russian hit man and the Swedish chef from the Muppets.


  Which means he’ll probably shoot me dead with a silenced gun and have my body made into something they serve at the shady burger joint in the mall food court before he finishes a cigarette.


  “Come here! Look here!” he says in that severe accent, his eyes dead. The guy could be anywhere from twenty to fifty, with a face so angular you could use it to dig a hole under the Berlin Wall (circa 1988).


  The little boy who is about to perch himself on Declan’s laps begins to cry as the photographer sighs, throws his hands up, and spews a stream of foreign language invective that might well be the words to Goodnight Moon, but sounds like a laundry list of all the ways he’s going to cook this boy’s pancreas for dinner.


  “We have our own photographer, actually,” the mother says nervously as she comforts the sweet boy, whose brown eyes are teary. He has bright blonde hair and a giant cowlick on his forehead hairline. The green eyes make me think of Declan.


  The photographer starts screaming in what I now realize really is Russian, making a handful of kids in line start crying, parents on smartphones texting and calling and trying to look like they’re doing something.


  And then: Santa starts shouting back at the photographer. In Russian. Declan speaks Russian?


  The Russian man spits on the ground. Santa hands the kid off to his mom and stands, grabbing the photographer’s arm and pulling him behind the wall on the other side of Santa’s chair.


  A massive wave of anxiety and fear spills through me as Amy and Mom hide behind a planter and my nipples decide to try to run away, too. I can’t catch my breath and everything happens so fast I feel the room spin.


  There is this 1980s movie that Mom and Dad loved to watch over and over when we were teens. It’s A Fish Called Wanda, and there’s this scene where John Cleese speaks Russian to Jamie Lee Curtis and it makes her so hot and horny she turns into a sex machine. I always giggled with embarrassment, and later lots of eye rolls, at the idea when we watched the film.


  But finding myself horny, wet, and suddenly turned on from zero to humpgirl by the sound of Declan speaking Russian makes me see that Jamie Lee Curtis and I are soul sisters.


  Getting that aroused while wearing a too-tight elf costume that turns into a g-string when I stand up straight is all kinds of wrong.


  Declan’s hissing in his deep, clipped voice, so angry and cold looking that I wonder if he’s a secret Russian hit man and the American stuff is just an act. Maybe he’s not really the VP of marketing for his father’s mega-billion corporation. Maybe he’s a secret double agent working for some shadow government and I’m just his cover.


  I take a careful inventory of my elf costume.


  Green satin. A skin volcano up top. Sequins unthreading. High heels with candy cane striped stiletto points. If I’m a double agent’s cover, then the Illuminati are in really big trouble.


  The photographer tosses his camera onto a chair and barrels down on Declan, snatching Declan’s Santa hat off his head and throwing it down, stomping and spitting on it. His face is inches from my boyfriend’s, red rage all over as the Russian words are flying back and forth in a volley that is making my little red nub try to break away and drown itself in a fifth of vodka.


  The Russian dude wrenches Declan’s arm, then rips his red jacket off Declan, who is now shirtless and bearded, fighting this guy.


  “Beat his ass, Santa,” one of the dads in the crowd shouts. A bunch of the fathers have let go of their kids’ hands and are craning to catch a view of the fight. I grab the first thing I can use as a weapon, just sitting there on the counter, and run after, whacking the Russian dude over and over.


  With the belly pillow from the Santa costume.


  And then the photographer reaches for something on his hip, and everything goes into slow motion. Declan grabs his arm and twists it, hard. The guy headbutts Declan, a sickening crack breaking through the pan-flute version of “The Little Drummer Boy” that fills the mall’s sound system. Every parent is still, eyes wide and mouths shaped by shock.


  Blood trickles into Santa’s beard and down his bare chest. I scream.


  Declan ignores the blood and reaches for the guy’s hip just as a swarm of overstuffed mall cops (any of which could easily play Santa) arrive on their Segways. He lifts up the guy’s jacket and exposes the hip where he was about to reach and—


  A gun.


  As the security guys cuff him and call for police backup, some of the dads have phones high in the air, taping everything. Not a single mom or dad has covered their child, pulled them behind a post or a piece of furniture, or walked away. Fortunately, the kids just stayed in line, good little do-bees who haven’t had every Santa fantasy crushed.


  Something falls out of the photographer’s pocket as he’s half dragged off. A giant pile of money. Then another.


  “Hey! We paid extra for the good pictures!” a parent calls out. “You can’t take the photographer away!” The mall cops step in and try to calm the crowd while I run to Declan.


  “You speak Russian?” I gasp as Declan walks toward me with a swagger. Either that, or he’s staggering.


  “My nose is fine, thank you,” he says, irritated. “And yes, I speak it. Have since high school.” He glares at me. Mom and Amy run up, Mom holding out a tissue. He takes it and presses it against his nose as he tips his head up, eyes locked on me. “I go through that and all you can ask me is… ”


  “What the hell was that?” I snap. “You speak Russian to some angry photographer and next thing I know you turn into Jason Bourne!”


  “You figured it out,” he deadpans.


  People are golf clapping. “Go, Santa! America! America!”


  “What does America even have to do with—” Amy starts to ask, but Mom cuts her off.


  “All those children! Santa can’t be ruined for them!” Mom clucks, grabbing the Santa jacket and working to help Declan back in it. There isn’t much blood on the beard, and Mom dabs at it, frantic. “We need to get you back in that chair.”


  “Mom’s just worried we won’t get a picture with you guys,” Amy says drolly.


  “Picture?” Declan asks in a ragged voice. The mall cops come over and I walk away to answer questions. The long line makes this all tough, with a million questions that need to be addressed. Declan casts a long look my way. I can’t tell if he’s more upset about his injured nose or being left alone to converse with my mother.


  I dispense with the mall security by begging for an hour to clear the line, which seems to have tripled. Declan’s peeling himself off Mom and Amy is texting. He settles in Santa’s chair to thunderous applause and I realize: we have no photographer.


  Great.


  As if on cue, Marsha walks past carrying some shopping bags. She comes over behind the Santa chair and reaches for her clipboard.


  “I’ll take over. As long as I get to sit on Santa’s lap for an extra long time,” she says with a wink. I have no leverage here, so I just nod. Noddy the Elf.


  “Hot Santa,” Amy says as I walk past him to join her, shaking her phone at me. “Word’s getting out. Look at all those women in line.”


  I peer into the crowd. “They don’t have any kids with them.”


  “So?”


  “Shouldn’t you bring a kid to see Santa?”


  “I think they just want to sit in Santa’s lap and visit the North Pole, if you know what I mean,” Amy says, snickering.


  “She means they want to sit on Declan’s penis,” Mom translates.


  


Chapter Five


  “Thanks, Mom,” I cough, “for the explanation.”


  “Just being helpful! Oh, look—there’s Agnes!” Mom runs off toward the end of the increasingly long line. Agnes is a ninety-something regular in Mom’s yoga classes.


  Declan is warm and gracious with each child who comes through. If I weren’t completely gobsmacked by how my boyfriend has turned into a Special Ops CIA dude who speaks Russian, I would pay more attention to my ovaries. They appear to be clapping, cheering, fanning themselves and putting on makeup for a special occasion with Santa, because damn if Declan isn’t amazing with the kids.


  Charming and fatherly and sweet, yet ruthlessly efficient. The perfect blend of high-powered executive and Chevy-commercial dad.


  He’s made to be a father.


  A giggly women sans child asks if she can sit in Santa’s lap and he says, “I’m taking all the little kids first, and then we’ll work our way through the big kids,” adding a wink.


  I look through the line. There are about ten kids sprinkled in among the forty or so folks queued up. I walk out and pull the kids and grateful parents forward.


  “Hot Santa is kind of a dick,” the rejected woman mumbles, walking away.


  My mother hands her a candy cane and a yoga business card. “Merry Christmas!” The woman just glares and mutters to the other women in line. The single women in line thin out, about half leaving.


  “Once you’re done with the kids, can senior citizens be next? This bladder isn’t as young as it used to be,” shouts a familiar voice.


  “Ho ho ho,” Declan shouts, then mumbles to me, “I’ve been peed on enough. Don’t need to add Agnes to it. Do whatever she wants.”


  “What is Agnes doing here?” I ask Mom, who turns out to be remarkably helpful, handing out candy canes and directing people to the pay station. Amy wandered off to huff the Lush bath products.


  “I canceled yoga today when I learned you were coming here, and when they asked why there was a huge stampede of people who figured they might catch a glimpse of Declan. No one ever dreamed they’d get to sit in his lap!”


  “Neither did he.”


  Her eyes take in my costume. “You’re a little bigger than me, but not much. You get to keep that costume? Can I borrow it?”


  Declan waves me over and I walk away without a single word, because I know why she wants to borrow it, and while costumes can be cleaned, brains can’t. Once that image is imprinted in my mind—of Mom and Dad playing Santa and the Naughty Elf—I might as well get an official Red Ryder Carbine Action 200-shot range model air rifle—


  And shoot my eyes out.


  We get through the kids and Declan begs for a short break. Out comes the “Santa is Feeding the Reindeer—Back in Five Minutes!” sign. Declan walks around back and stretches. The mall cops seize on the chance and come over to explain that the Russian dude was a garden-variety scammer, telling parents that for an extra $40 he’d make sure they got their pictures to them on CD on the spot. He’d pulled the same scam at five other malls this season.


  And a fingerprint check showed he was part of a mafia ring, too.


  “Russian? You speak Russian? We’ve been dating for how long and I don’t know this?” I bark.


  He shrugs. “There’s a lot we don’t know about each other. What foreign languages do you speak?”


  “Southie and Pig Latin.”


  “See! I didn’t know that. You polyglot.”


  The security force people leave us alone and Declan takes a minute to hydrate and just breathe without a little kid on his knee. I look down the long walkway in front of us and do a double take.


  “This section really brings out the crazies,” I say.


  “Your mom’s a bit weird, but crazy might be an overstatement—”


  “Not her. I mean, she is, but—see that guy walking toward us?” I point to a tall, older man wearing glasses and a brown down coat. He walks slowly, shoulders hunched, and is carrying a cat in his arms.


  A cat wearing reindeer antlers, and as he gets closer—


  “Is that cat wearing a red nose that lights up?” Declan whispers out of the side of his mouth.


  “Holy smokes!” I peep. “What a nutcase.” The guy comes closer and avoids eye contact. The area is loud and the glow of red and green Christmas lights makes everything a bit dim, but he stands out. I’ve never seen a cat so angry before, either. So grumpy. So pissed off.


  So—oh my God.


  “DAD?”


  Chuckles tips his eyes up at me, the red light from his battery-powered nose making his irises glow evil red, like Dracula’s cat come to kill Santa Claus and steal the Spirit of Christmas.


  And, frankly, I can’t blame him.


  “What are you doing to Chuckles?”


  “More like what is your mother doing to my manhood,” Dad mumbles just as Mom comes over and makes a big to-do of the cat.


  “Look at Chuckley-Wuckley!” Mom squeals, holding him out from her, arms stretched with a limp animal planning how to smother her in her sleep, his eyes glowing with hatred and LED-inspired evil.


  “Chuckles is figuring out how to pull your liver out through your nose and snack on it while you writhe in death throes, Mom,” I say. My cat nods slowly and Dad shivers.


  “He’s so cute, though! The family Christmas picture will be so perfect.” Dad cuts me a look that says Don’t even say it as he pulls his jacket off in the stifling mall.


  But I say it.


  “Family Christmas picture?” I turn fifteen again. Mom has this way of making me turn into a screaming teenager with a persecution complex. “What family Christmas picture? There will be no family Christmas picture!”


  “Especially if your nip is hanging out like that,” Mom says.


  Amy comes back smelling like avocado, coconut, and way too many rose hips mixed with Ralph Lauren’s Polo. Like Jamba Juice meets Milton Academy.


  “Walked through the perfume counter at Macy’s, huh?” Dad asks her.


  “WHAT CHRISTMAS PICTURE?” I thunder as I shove my hand down the front of my bustier.


  “Is that Josh over there? In line?” Amy asks me as I wrestle my own boobs like I’m the female lead in a tentacle porn movie.


  “Josh?” My old coworker? Technogeek Josh, the one I tried to throw under a bus and get Greg to call today instead of me? A red wall of fury fills me. He should be the humiliated one here, with nipple slips and peeing kids and…


  I look over and sure enough, he’s in line in a group of three guys, all way too stylish to be straight. I march over, hand still down my front.


  “What are you doing here?” I demand.


  He looks up, face friendly. Like his friends, he’s wearing all black and grey. In a mall swimming in green and red, they’re a welcome reprieve.


  “Hi, Shannon! We’re here for Hot Santa. What are you… ” He and his three buddies watch me giving myself a breast exam. “Um, do you need some privacy?”


  “Why are you guys in line? Do you have little kids with you?”


  They instantly look uncomfortable. “No,” Josh confesses. “We’re here to see Hot Santa.” He, like my sister, holds up his phone. The same damn picture of Declan in red suspenders.


  “Where did you learn about this?” I demand.


  “Jessica Coffin,” Josh and his friends intone.


  “You realize you’re about to sit on my boyfriend’s lap!”


  Josh goes from embarrassed to mildly horrified. Then kind of interested. “Really? Declan is Hot Santa?”


  “Declan McCormick?” one of his friends asks, fanning himself. “Oh, hot, hot, smoking hot Santa! I’ve got a lump of coal he can turn into a diamond by letting me shove it in—”


  “Yes!” I shout. “Mine!” I growl savagely. “MINE!” My girls are in proper place, but the g-string cuts into my ass, giving me a Brazilian. It’s like a built-in Epilady string.


  “That is hot,” Josh says in an admiring voice.


  “No. Just… no.” I can feel a complete public meltdown coming on.


  “You wear jealousy well,” one of his friends murmurs. He looks at his phone. “Hey! Coupon for Lush!” They all skitter off and I wonder what I’m missing with this whole Lush craze.


  I’m not about to find out, though. Something far more lush is in my immediate future.


  A strong, insistent hand circles my forearm. “Ho, ho, ho, little elf, Santa needs your help,” Declan says in a jocular voice. A bunch of kids, all of Josh’s friends, and ten women in line wave at Santa, who is now dragging me off to the employee break room, where he slams the dented metal door shut and deadbolts it. He rips the beard off, slips out of the Santa jacket, and—


  Hot Santa’s hot mouth is on me. Hands roam over the slutty elf costume, soon finding their way inside the bustier, and Declan is not just readjusting my headlights. He pulls one breast out and tongues the nipple, making it rock hard.


  “We can’t have sex in here!”


  “You’d prefer I ravish you on Santa’s chair, in public?” He pulls my other breast out and sucks lightly. My entire body tightens and twangs like a plucked guitar string. “Kinky.” He pulls back and gives my body a visual once-over. “I like kinky.”


  “I’m not having sex in the Christmas Village of a mall!” My words come out more like a moan than a protest, because his mouth feels so damn good on my caged breasts, the slick heat of his warm tongue forcing my blood to pound through me like the 1812 orchestra, cannons at the ready for the big finish.


  “Then this will have to do.” He pulls the tight costume down my body, the cold, painted concrete wall behind me stinging my shoulders, back, and hips. His mouth is all over me, his chest pressed against my belly, those suspenders rubbing against just the right parts as he deliciously peels me out and I’m standing there in nothing but fishnet thigh-highs.


  “Oh my God, Shannon,” he whispers, eyes eating me up. “You are so beautiful.” My red nub is beeping so loudly it sounds like Rudolph’s nose. I grab the red suspenders and slide them off each shoulder and he drops trou, then he drops trou, and oh, Santa baby—


  “I’m going to explode if I can’t get in you, Shannon,” he hisses as his naked body becomes a wall of hot, silky flesh pressed into mine.


  I reach between his legs and cradle him. “I can tell you’re Santa,” I murmur.


  “Huh?”


  “Santa’s sac.” I make a move that makes him groan and chuckle.


  “What does that—”


  “It’s so big because he only comes once a year.”


  “You’re making Santa scrotum jokes when we’re—oh, you naughty girl.” He pulls back and spanks me, hard. The sound is like a thunderclap of erotic dreams come to life. Somehow a condom appears in his hand. Perhaps it’s a little holiday magic.


  “That stings!” But I open my legs, and he’s in me in seconds. Jokes fade, our bodies releasing all the pent-up lust and frustration.


  “You are so hot,” he mutters in my ear, thighs tensing, his body primed for climax. We have mere minutes, and while I normally need more foreplay than one spank and a ball fondle (for him), my orgasm is at the ready, eager for Santa to empty his sac at my place.


  The friction and the slick of our bodies working together, all fire and need, the clench of his hands on my hips, the slow drag of my fingernails against his back are almost enough.


  “Speak Russian to me,” I beg, and he does, making my core clench instantly, his tongue on my earlobe the final touch that makes me burst into fireworks. His body tenses and I feel his heat pour into me, even through the condom, his shudder and hoarse cry caused by me. Me.


  Mine.


  As we slump against the wall, the snickering starts.


  “Oh, Santa!” I moan.


  “Oh, Slutty Elf!” he groans.


  I burst out laughing so hard I push him out of me as he finishes, giggles overcoming us as we give in to the absolute absurdity of the past hour and a half.


  “You’re amazing, you know that?” he whispers in my ear, fingers grazing my bare shoulder, tracing a line down to my nipple. His hot breath tickles my hair as he kisses me slowly, finally finding my mouth.


  “You aren’t too bad yourself, Santa,” I whisper when we break apart, warmed through.


  “Chuckles in a reindeer costume,” he laughs, reaching down to remove the condom, tie it off, and throw it in a trash can next to… another condom. Oh, gross. Who has sex in a mall employee break room—


  Oh.


  People like us.


  “What did you say to me? In Russian?” I ask as I straighten my stockings and try to squeeze myself back into the sausage casing that masquerades as my elf costume.


  He’s buttoning his Santa coat and doesn’t look up, just laughing to himself.


  “Declan?”


  He won’t look up. “Let’s just say Santa’s sac will be visiting you quite a bit more often than once a year, and I need to look up the Russian word for ‘slutty.’ I only know the word for ‘whore.’”


  “You called me a whore while we were having sex?” I twist around to catch his eye so fast the g-string nearly gives me a colonoscopy.


  “Not on purpose.” He opens the door and we walk out into the industrial hallway toward the public bathrooms.


  “Not on purpose? You mean, like, ‘Whoops! I called you a whore in Russian while buried balls deep in you,’ like you might say, ‘Whoops, I forgot to pick up milk while I was at the store’?”


  My words echo down the linoleum-floored hallway. And then I realize we’re not alone.


  “See?” Mom says to Dad. “I told you we’re not the only ones who play The KGB Agent and the Bond Girl.”


  


Chapter Six


  “I am going to pretend I never heard that,” Dad says, making a beeline for the men’s room. He hands a still-fuming Chuckles over to Mom, who strokes his fur and hums “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing.” Chuckles raises one paw and looks like he’s imagining how he’d stroke Mom’s vocal cords and shred them while singing “Kumbaya.”


  In that reindeer getup he looks an awful lot like Anthony Hopkins playing Hannibal.


  “We need to get back to work!” Declan announces, storming off.


  “Sounds like Santa was already in someone’s chimney, busy at work—”


  “MOM!”


  I storm off and follow Declan. We come to the end of the hall and into the main part of the mall to raucous applause. The line is twice as long now, but no one has kids with them. It’s all elderly women and gay men.


  Declan goes behind the Santa chair and I realize I need caffeinated reinforcement. I stumble over to the espresso cart near the service desk and dig into my breasts again. I can store anything in there, including a sweat-soaked twenty.


  At least, I hope that’s sweat…


  Two double Mexican mochas later, I come back to find Declan already in the chair, Amy and Mom there to help, and a series of old ladies from Mom’s yoga class tittering. I drink as much of my spicy-hot nirvana as I can before setting it down and getting back to work.


  “You don’t smell like Santa,” one of them giggles, making fun of a line from the movie Elf. “You smell like beef and cheese!”


  “Actually, he smells like sex,” Mom says cheerfully. I kick her.


  “Elves can’t kick people!” Amy informs me. I kick her, too.


  “Shannon the Violent Elf,” Amy mutters as she hands a candy cane to yet another old lady who just got more male muscle contact from my boyfriend than she’d had since he was born.


  And then:


  “Hi, Auntie Thannon!”


  I look at Mom and Amy. “You have got to be kidding me.”


  Mom kicks me. “What’s good for the goose is good for the gander. Now smile!”


  “Smiling is my favorite,” I say as I frown. Chuckles nods.


  “Auntie Thannon!” Jeffrey and Tyler sprint through the crowd and both of them leap into my arms at the same time, knocking me backwards onto my ass. Something in my costume rips.


  “Day-um!” Amy says just as Dad appears, his face shocked as he quickly looks away.


  “Um, honey? Cross your legs. No one needs to see your clam,” Mom whispers in my ear.


  “You have a clam?” Jeffrey asks. “I have a hermit crab. What’s your pet’s name?”


  “What a nice surprise!” I shout in an overly friendly voice. Carol comes up behind them, eyes turned to triangles, narrowed with laughter at my appearance. “I thought the kids were too sick for you to work here.”


  She ignores that comment. “Shannon the Christmas Can-Can Dancer. How nice.”


  “At least there’s no nip slip,” I mutter.


  “Lip slip,” Mom says, pointing to my crotch. A three-inch tear in the costume has, um, made private parts of me not so private.


  I look around frantically for anything I can wear, then spot it. Perfect.


  I wrap Declan’s green cashmere sweater around my waist.


  “That’s cashmere!” Mom gasps. “It will pill!”


  “My labia are on display in a place where people are snapping pictures at a rate faster than the paparazzi following Lindsay Lohan.”


  “But it’s cashmere!” She’s scandalized. I don’t care.


  “We’re here to see Santa and take the family Christmas picture,” Carol explains.


  “There is no family Christmas picture!” I scream. My cries echo through the high-ceilinged mall at the exact moment the Muzak system cuts short and the service desk announces:


  “We will now start the canine Santa time. I repeat, bring your favorite furry kids on down to Christmas Village and get some bow-wow-wow holiday cheer.” The clerk says this with the enthusiasm of a Brazilian announcing Germany’s win in the World Cup.


  “Let’s give Tyler and Jeffrey a turn first,” Mom pleads as a slow trickle of dogs on leashes, attached to green-and-red-covered owners, makes its way to the Christmas Village.


  Carol grabs five-year-old Tyler, marches over to Declan, and unceremoniously plunks him down. Tyler hates strangers. Despises face hair. Can’t stand loud noises. And yet he looks calmly at Declan with absolutely no facial expression whatsoever, eyes blinking.


  “What do you want Santa to bring you, buddy?” Declan asks in a soft voice, familiar with my nephew’s language disorder. For a kid who can’t say much, little Tyler looks Declan firmly in the eye and says:


  “You need to pee.”


  Tyler confuses “I” and “you” and is potty trained, but…


  Declan jumps up and Carol swoops in, hurrying my little nephew off to the bathroom as his older brother, eight-year-old Jeffrey, climbs shyly onto Declan’s—er, Santa’s—lap.


  “I don’t need to pee,” Jeffrey assures us. His lisp that was deeply pronounced just eight months ago has faded, a hint of it left. His features have broadened and he’s in third grade now, on the cusp of being a bigger boy. This might even be his final year in Santa’s lap.


  Mom snaps picture after picture, ignoring her duties and reveling in being Grandma. Dad beams and records the whole little moment as Jeffrey chatters on and on and on, giving Santa a list of requests longer than anything you’d find on the wish list of one of the wives in those fancy reality television shows about over-consuming rich people.


  Carol rushes back with a (hopefully) emptied Tyler as we all hear Jeffrey loudly request the latest video game system, and then he goes quiet.


  “But I have one final thing, and Santa?” he whispers.


  “Yes?”


  “First of all, I know you’re really Declan, because Santa needs lots of helpers, and you’re one of them.”


  Declan, er… Santa just smiles.


  “But, um, I’ll ask anyway.” He goes still, his face falling. I swallow, my mouth dry, and all the ambient sounds of the mall fade to a series of whispers, like time slows down.


  “I don’t need any of those video games or systems or points. I don’t even need the robot. What I really want is my dad.”


  Tears prick at my eyes, and Carol’s hand floats to her mouth, trembling.


  “Can you tell the real Santa I just want my dad for Christmas? Or, maybe”—Jeffrey’s eyebrows connect in concentration—“maybe if he’s too busy, like Mom says, maybe just a dad?”


  Declan’s eyes register so many emotions—surprise, anger, compassion, confusion, befuddlement—but he manages to stay composed as Mom, Amy, Dad, and I try to secretly wipe tears away. Dad’s spare hand is in a fist, the other one still taping the scene. He’s angry not at Jeffrey (of course), but at Todd, my older sister’s ex-husband who took off and who hasn’t seen his sons in far too long.


  Casting his eyes about, Declan catches mine and I shrug in solidarity. I don’t know what to say, either. Whatever Declan says is fine, because no one can do the right thing here.


  Other than Jeffrey and Tyler’s father, and he isn’t exactly in the running to provide a Christmas miracle.


  “Tell you what, buddy,” Declan says quietly. Carol is furiously wiping tears away and turns her back on the scene. Mom’s standing there, sniffling. Amy is looking at me, our exchange one that doesn’t need words.


  “What?” Jeffrey says, eyes down. A rumble of dog sounds builds around us as big dogs and little dogs, hairy dogs and shaved dogs, all line up for their chance at Santa.


  “I’ll tell Santa what you want, just like you asked me to.”


  “You will?” Jeffrey’s eyes light up, his face completely changing to one of pure joy. “Do you think he’ll help bring my dad home?”


  Declan widens his eyes, the fake white eyebrows covering for a multitude of emotions no eight-year-old could understand. Hell, the twenty-nine-year-old man in the costume is clearly struggling to comprehend.


  “Um, well, Jeffrey, I don’t know. Santa isn’t all-powerful, but I know—I know—he’ll try.”


  Jeffrey nods somberly. “Okay.”


  “But I know something else.”


  “What?”


  “Even if your dad doesn’t come for Christmas, I can’t be a dad for you, but I can be an uncle.”


  


Chapter Seven


  Mom gasps and shoots her eyes my way. I drop the candy cane in my hand. Everyone stops breathing. Declan’s eyes are only on Jeffrey, whose head is bent so close their foreheads are touching.


  “Uncleth are great! I’ve never had one before! My dad only has sisterth. Mom only has sisterth. I have a ton of aunts so I don’t need any more, but an uncle is wicked cool!” His lisp comes out when he’s excited.


  Declan envelops Jeffrey in an enormous bear hug. His eyes are glistening with undropped tears as he says to the boy, “Be good for your mother, and nice to your brother.”


  Jeffrey whispers something in Declan’s ear. It makes them both smile, and Declan says, “You bet.”


  And then my little nephew scampers off, leaving the rest of us with shattered hearts. Declan looks at me and winks, then addresses the crowd.


  “Ho, ho, ho, merry Christmas,” Declan bellows as he sees the crowd of dog owners lined up. If we weren’t so crushed for time I’d try to talk to him—


  Uncle?


  —but we can’t. The new Santa is coming in fifteen minutes, but we have to do this last bit.


  Mommy Masochist comes running over with a yappy Bichon Frisé in her hands, perfectly white (of course), uncreased, and wearing green and red bows.


  Dad drops Chuckles to the floor and I realize the poor cat is on a leash. No wonder he’s plotting more violent deaths for us.


  “I reserved my time for my family picture with our dog, Mr. Puffinschmitz Snowfighter III at exactly 4:55 p.m., which is in exactly one minute, and I expect—”


  “Is she wearing ankle laces?” Dad asks under his breath, just as—


  “AAAAIIYYYYYYYY,” Mommy Masochist screams as Chuckles pees all over one ankle. She kicks Chuckles across the room, where he lands right in Santa’s lap. Declan shouts and Chuckles hisses, back arched to the full in a complete and utter feline imitation of Mommy Masochist, who is screaming in a pitch made only by dog whistles.


  Two giant German Shepherds break free from their owners and descend on Chuckles and Declan, one of the dogs encasing the cat’s head entirely with its mouth, though Chuckles maneuvers just so, leaving the dog with a mouth full of antlers, clinging to Declan’s lap.


  “Off! Down! Ho ho ho!” Declan shouts. Chuckles sprints to a giant water fountain and springs into the air, landing with a furtive grace on the very edge of the top marble tier of a five-layer water cascade. He pauses to lick a paw as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


  “Chuckles!” Mom screams, racing to the fountain. “Get down!”


  SPLASH! A Great Pyr jumps into the fountain, followed by a rush of dogs that resembles something out of 101 Dalmatians. A gaggle of Segway-powered mall cops appears, blowing whistles and accomplishing absolutely nothing as Amy, Dad, Carol, Jeffrey, Tyler, me, and Declan all run to the fountain to try to do, well, something.


  Tyler crawls into the fountain and shouts “Wa-duh! Wa-duh! Da dog is in da wa-duh!”, splashing with glee.


  Carol stares in surprise. “That’s a new sentence!”


  Mom, Dad and Amy grin as Jeffrey jumps in, too, and begins scooping his hands into the water and stuffing handfuls of something in his pockets. He’s soaked, and tiny dogs swim past him in the eighteen-inch-deep water, their heads tipped up, eyes on the prize of Chuckles, who now rules over his domain.


  The King of the Mall.


  “Money!” Jeffrey shouts. “Fwee money! Look, Mommy. It’s fwee!”


  I hear laughter behind us as a crowd of mall shoppers just takes in the scene, a few taping it. Josh is laughing in the crowd, across the large fountain from us, and he pulls his phone out. He snaps a ton of pictures as Mom cries out for Chuckles and the rest us just laugh, the kids throwing handfuls of “fwee money” from the wishing well into the air.


  A white-haired old man lingers by Santa’s seat, and I realize it’s Declan’s replacement. He’s standing next to a shapely young woman.


  “Hi!” I say. “Are you the new Santa and elf?”


  She eyes me up and down. “I, uh, brought my own suit.”


  “What’s ‘O O’ for?” the old man asks, looking at my boobs. I look down.


  “Great. More sequins fell off,” I mutter. My breasts tell people what to say when they’re coming. Excellent. Directing them to the changing area, I sigh a big, long blast of relief. We’re done.


  We made it through the miracle of Christmas.


  Two strong arms wrap around me, bending me backwards in a dip so low my loose hair brushes the carpet. Soft, hot lips cover mine and a fake beard presses into my face, a welcome tongue exploring and teasing as Declan’s hands hold me in place, his heart cradling me, too.


  He pulls back and I look up, dizzy with desire and joy. “I love you,” I say.


  “I love you, too,” he says back, then leers. “And you’re bringing that costume home.”


  “My family Christmas picture! It’s ruined!” Mom cries.


  Josh comes over and says something to her, the two hovered over his phone. He taps a bunch of times, then does one final tap.


  “I got one. And I think it’s the best family Christmas picture ever.”


  And it is.


  But I don’t appreciate it when Josh sends it in to the website Awkward Family Photos, because, um, I have another wardrobe malfunction.


  And their caption when they post it?


  Jolly Old Saint Nip.
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ONE


  This was not my night. I’m not sure what night was my night, but this sure as anything wasn’t it.


  When I had signed on with Naked Prozac as their Tour Logistics Manager I imagined the glamorous life of living on the road. Have an adventure! Travel! See the country! Rock and roll, baby!


  Yeah. No, not so much.


  Somehow glamor and adventure turned into nightmare babysitting.


  Spoiler alert: Never take a job where the person you have to babysit is, bigger than you, crazier than your wildest relative, and pays your salary.


  “Melissa, I’m for real.” The irate voice on the other end of the phone was pitched higher than my five-year-old nephew’s. “Have Dalton on the bus by three am, or you’re out the door. I don’t have time to worry about the little things along the way.”


  “Right, Lenny.” You conceited wad of ego. Misplacing the tour’s rock star is such a…little thing. “I’m on it.”


  He snorted on the other end of the line. “Get on it, but keep your hands off the talent. You know the rules. That is not the it I want you on.”


  “Right.” I fought back a sigh. There had never been a moment I’d been drawn to His Majesty—I mean, Dalton. To my daily mortification there was a body of hotness with a stronger gravitational pull than his. “Because I’ve been throwing myself at him since I came on board.” I hit the call end button.


  I was usually a sweet, patient girl. My last boyfriend broke up with me because I was too nice. I’m pretty sure after the day I’ve had, that wouldn’t be a problem. My last nerve was fried and my body was dive bombing off the caffeine and post-show adrenaline buzz.


  Between Lenny and His Majesty, I’d been dealing with so much testosterone it wasn’t even funny.


  I wove through the backlot chaos to the lead bus hoping against hope that my lost lamb had taken a six-pack and a groupie and gone looking for some privacy. But, when I pounded on the door, the driver-slash-bodyguard-slash-runner opened it right away.


  “He’s not in there, is he Buck?” I wouldn’t put it past His Majesty to have Buck lie to me. “Because I wouldn’t have to bother him. I could just let him be and we could move onto the next town with him happily doing whatever it is he’s doing in the back there. All quiet like. Right?”


  “No, ma’am. He’s really not here. He came on, grabbed a guitar, and headed back out.”


  “Without you?”


  “Yup, dude headed over to the bench over there. Went and started strumming away. Then a little Toyota pulled up and they sped off.”


  The look on my face probably said, Have you lost your ever-loving mind? Because, let’s just get this straight, the most high maintenance rock star on the planet, the one who never went anywhere without someone to wait on him, just took off in the middle of the night with a guitar, no one to pay for anything because God forbid the man might know how to carry his own credit card, and he got in of all things… A Toyota?


  “Buck. How stupid do I look?”


  Buck was smart enough to not answer that.


  I glanced down at my phone, scrolling through my Google alerts, twitter hashtags, and anything else that might tell me where he’d gone. The entire world was my Rock Star Tracking Device…but tonight was oddly quiet.


  “Did you see the driver? Was it someone he’d just take off alone with?”


  I turned to study the street. I had no idea how a car could have gotten through security without a pass. Which meant he was either musician-napped by pros or he’d arranged this ahead of time.


  I missed something.


  “He wasn’t by himself.”


  “What?” I spun back to Buck, hoping to hear some good news.


  “He wasn’t alone, Mel.” He looked over my head as if he didn’t want to tell me the rest. “He was with Kyle.”


  Well, hell.


  


TWO


  Kyle MacLean.


  Kyle was the bane of my existence. The man knew just how to play the game. Anything His Majesty Dalton wanted to do, Kyle was up for. Anything I actually needed Dalton to do—like show up on time for an interview—Kyle was more than willing to distract him from.


  And he did it all with a wink and a charming smile.


  The worst part? No matter how crazy he drove me, my knees still got a wee bit wobbly when he pointed that charm my way—no matter how infrequently that was. I’d noticed him as soon as I’d joined the Naked Prozac tour. He’d stood out even lounging in the background. But, that had gone sour about ten minutes later and I’d been cursing his name seventy-two times a day since.


  But, right now, Kyle was my ace in the hole. My blessing in disguise. My GPS tracking device.


  Basically, just like any good Naked Prozac staffer, he was on our phone system. Just like I was. And, because I’d actually read my contract before signing it, I knew about their ability to track me. They’d tried to tell me it was for my own safety…but, again. Do I look stupid?


  Also, when was the last time you heard of a Tour Logistics Manager being kidnapped?


  I rest my case.


  I dialed Lenny back and jumped in before the demands could start. “Could you get me Kyle’s location?”


  “Is he with Kyle?”


  And this is where my job got sticky. Technically I reported to His Majesty. But, for all intents and purposes I worked for Lenny. One made my day long, the other made it hell.


  “I just need to ask Kyle some questions.” Next I’d be talking about clues and perps.


  This is what my life had become.


  I was the Nancy Drew of the Indie Punk scene.


  “Oh, okay.” He didn’t bother to hide his disappointment.


  The thing was, if I told Lenny that His Majesty was with Kyle, he’d race to wherever they’d escaped to with a police escort, create a scene, get us on the front page of every website in the free world. Basically, he’d give me more sleepless nights of PR twerking.


  Subtlety. Not in Lenny’s vocabulary.


  Great for putting a show on…horrible for not putting a show on.


  I grabbed the keys to the Jag and waited for Kyle’s location to load to my GPS. They’d been gone about forty-five minutes. Who knew what kind of trouble those two could get into?


  When the location came up, I hit the reset button. But, there it was again. What in the world were those two doing in The Village?


  Ten minutes later, I pulled up in front of the most adorable café I’d ever seen. It looked like someone had planted a little bit of Ireland just off the main drag. I glanced toward the sign swinging from a gas lantern. The Brew Ha Ha.


  It was quaint and adorable and absolutely not a rock god hangout.


  This couldn’t be right.


  With my luck, Kyle had given his cell to some kid before heading off to buy drugs and hookers and illegal handguns and off-market Twinkies.


  On top of that, the place didn’t even look open. The outside lights were dimmed and the shades were down. I found a space a few doors down and headed up the sidewalk. I wasn’t even to the door when I heard the acoustic guitar.


  Weirder and weirder.


  I pulled the door open and came right into the back of a huge guy. Definitely not one of ours.


  “Sorry, ma’am. Café’s closed.”


  “Doesn’t look closed.”


  “Yup. It’s closed.”


  “Door’s unlocked.”


  “And yet, since it’s a private establishment, it’s closed.”


  I peeked around him and caught my prey up on stage singing his latest hit. Acoustic. I’d had no idea the noise he made could be done unplugged.


  I took a deep breath and uttered the thing most girls love to say but I tried to avoid like a bad dye job.


  “I’m with the band.”


  “Sure you are, darling.”


  “No. Unfortunately, it’s true.”


  The doorman just stared down at me. I stared right back at him, giving him my most intimidating look.


  “Do I look like a groupie?”


  “In the eight years I’ve been covering the asses of musicians I’ve found one thing is true. Groupies come in all shapes, sizes, and…” He gave my worn off makeup and sloppy bun a once over. “And, styles.”


  I nodded. All true. “Okay, look.”


  I pulled my iPad out of my bag and went through the three layers of security to get to the details. “Backstage plans. Travel schedule. Hotel code names. I’m his handler.”


  “No. That guy’s his handler.” He pointed across the room at Kyle sitting on the counter next to a dessert display that almost distracted me from the disaster this night was becoming.


  Because, sugar cures all woes.


  Except ones created by the modern plague.


  “Kyle.” Kyle was my Newman. As soon as I saw him, the doorman had no chance of grabbing me when I faked to the left then dodged to the right.


  Every experience with Kyle left me feeling off balance, but this was one I couldn’t lose. Well, not and keep my job. He’d use that to his advantage tonight just like he always did. As I wove through the crowd, I watched him sitting there smiling down at a girl who was batting her fake eyelashes at him. I guess it took all types.


  He grinned at her, then his eyes swept the room, starting at the front and doing a spot by spot check just like I’d seen our security guys do. Way too practiced to be an accident. When his gaze caught on me, he stopped. No surprise, just resignation as I froze in his stare.


  With a shake of his head, he waved off the door guy. With one of his should-be-patented grins, said something that sent the girl on her way as I reached him. With a hop, he slid off the counter, checking his watch as he did.


  When I reached him, he stepped into me and leaned down to speak directly into my ear.


  “Melissa, I expected you here ten minutes ago. You’re losing your touch.”


  I was going to kill him. But first I had to figure out the damage. I shifted so I could see the stage and scope the room. He wrapped his arm around me, pulling me into him so he could speak privately.


  “Everything is fine.” His voice managed to sound laid back even as I watched a singer worth multi-millions surrounded by fans and the least trustworthy guy I knew. “Stay chill.”


  I turned my head to tell him exactly what I thought of being chill at the moment. That’s when I noticed the earpiece he wore and shifted to the other ear, nearly brushing noses with him as I did.


  “Do you have security here?”


  “Nope. Just me and the guy at the door.”


  My gaze narrowed as I took in the fifty-plus people hovering around the stage. Off to the left was an oversized guy leaning against the wall with a cap pulled low. On the other side was a woman who looked like she could take out a small platoon. She was dressed to party, but there was something definitely not at-ease about her. I found two more in the crowd, one behind the counter, the guy at the door, and a couple sitting by the bathroom in the back.


  Even I couldn’t argue with that. It was probably overkill for the size of the venue. Eight. Well, nine if I was going to count Kyle.


  I was not counting Kyle.


  I gave him a look.


  He gave me a look back.


  My knees started doing that darn wobbly thing.


  He winked.


  And then, I was back to wanting to kill him.


  “Why don’t you enjoy the show?” He put his hands on my waist, lifted me onto the counter, and leaned in. “You know, relax a bit and try to see what makes everyone so gaga over this guy.”


  I glared at him. This was so not what I needed.


  “You’ve got, what, two-and-a-half hours to get him back to the bus, right?”


  Darn him for being right. I felt my head jerk down in a nod.


  “He’s doing this as a favor for a friend. Just relax. It’s under control. Let go of all that stress.”


  “Yeah, with you and the door guy running the show?” I pushed, seeing if he’d admit the security plan and put me at least a little at ease.


  He shook his head. “Melissa, Melissa, Melissa. Don’t disappoint me like that.”


  So he saw me make his guys. All right. Fine.


  “You wouldn’t know what stress was if it was killing you.”


  He mumbled something under his breath that sounded vaguely like, “You have no idea.” But, instead of backing that up, he leaned even closer, his cheek brushing mine and spoke so close to my ear it felt like he was in my head. “You need to understand, to see what it’s all about. You do all the work and make everything run like a machine. And, that’s…impressive. For sure. But you don’t get it.”


  We stood there, the heat of him seeping into me as music that usually pounded my body through my earplugs played smoothly in the background via the mic’d acoustic. I was suddenly aware of the way Kyle leaned into me and his hand at my waist and the bristles of his end-of-the-day scruff against my cheek.


  I let myself imagine just for a moment that Kyle was mine and that he treated me like gold. When I looked up at him that must have been written on my face because everything narrowed down to us.


  “You don’t get a lot of things,” he pushed, and I had a lightening bolt of a feeling that he wasn’t talking about the tour. That he knew exactly the tug of war my heart played when it came to him.


  So, I did what any sane woman would do.


  I backed the heck off, trying to look cool while I did it.


  Kyle grinned at me, as if he knew what had just rushed through me. His hand slid off my waist and down my thigh to stop just above my knee.


  “Don’t worry, sweetheart.” He ran a hand down my cheek surprisingly tender in what could only be an attempt to hypnotize me to his will. “I won’t let anyone kill him tonight.”


  With that, he strode off. To anyone else, he appeared to be mingling, but it was definitely a sweep. It gave me a chance to take in the set up, and the security, and the phones all in a basket by the door. Everything as I would have done it…well, except for the muscle-overkill.


  This was a new side of Kyle. But, I was finding it really difficult to buy.


  I considered calling in my own team, but after a glance at the people in place it seemed that even if he didn’t know what he was doing, they did. A good team would know when to ignore the money and just do the job.


  Hopefully this was that team.


  Hopefully we weren’t one song away from a riot.


  I really shouldn’t have left the trailer without my stun gun.


  Well, that would teach me, wouldn’t it?


  


THREE


  “If you’re going to sit on my counter, you need to order something.”


  I turned to find an annoyed teenager staring at me, arms crossed.


  “Excuse me?”


  “You’re on my counter.”


  “I was put here.” What? It was the truth.


  The teen’s gaze drifted after Kyle and I realized why it was okay for him and not for me.


  He worked the room and for just the flash of a moment, I saw him again as I had the first time. He didn’t have the bulk of a detail or the looks of a front man or the polish of an agent. But he drew the eye. Even with His Majesty at the front of the room, female gazes traveled after Kyle, running across his shoulders and down to that rear that followed him around wherever he went.


  “Yeah, but groupies are dirty and I don’t let dirt on my counter.”


  “Abby.” An exasperated noise came from the man who walked up to us. “Way over the line. So far past the line I think you blew the line up as you went over it.”


  The girl shifted her angry look to the man as he smiled up at me.


  “We’re working on customer service.”


  “She—” Abby poked a finger in my direction. “Is not a customer.”


  “Anyone in my café is a customer.”


  “But, she’s on my—the counter.”


  “And if we were actually serving people that might be a problem. And then we’d ask her—politely—to hop down.” The man with the messy hair gave me a smile that made me want to do just about anything he gently asked. He stuck his hand out. “I’m John. Dalton’s investment guy.”


  I glanced around the café and back at John. “His M—I mean, Dalton’s investment guy?”


  “See? She doesn’t believe you either. You need to dress the part if you want to be taken seriously.” The teen stomped off, shaking her head and calling over her shoulder, “At least make her buy a cheese puff.”


  John shook his head and gave me an apologetic smile. “Yeah. I used to be a senior private advisor and a couple clients stayed with me when I opened this café.”


  “What investment firm?”


  He named a place and I tried not to let my eyes go wide. Okay, so the guy might not be all fluffy hair.


  “My fiancé, Sarah, thought we should start doing live music.” John grinned as he waved a hand at the stage. “Helluva way to kick it off, huh?”


  So, the mysterious Sarah was really the one I needed to thank for this. Even café owners could be swayed into chaos by a woman.


  If only I were a chaos swaying woman.


  “So,” he went on, “you’re one of Dalton’s people.”


  I tried not to growl. I hated that saying. As if we all just existed to make Dalton’s life go smoothly. Of course, most days that was true, but I didn’t need the world defining me that way.


  “I’m his…handler. For lack of a better word.”


  John glanced around and looked a little ill. “Oh.”


  Great. Who knows what he’d heard.


  Before I could guess, a hand slid across my back, pulling me out of the need to worry about it. The room was packed and the music was flowing and people had definitely pre-partied before coming to the café. It could have been any guy coming to the counter and wanting to move past me…or hit on me. But I knew it was Kyle. I knew it and my body gave a little shudder.


  Stupid body.


  I wish this were a new problem. I’d been all bright eyed and bushy tailed the first day on the tour. I’d assumed any sane person would be excited to have someone take care of the details and make things go smoothly. But, no. Not His Majesty.


  Of course, there was still the question of his sanity.


  Anything I wanted to do was wrong. Or a pain. Or slowing him down. Or stupid. I’d known within two hours that this job was severely underpaid.


  Of course, it would have been underpaid at four-times what it paid. But, someone in my position only left a tour if they were fired or put in the hospital. Which sadly happened more frequently than you’d think.


  So, when Kyle walked into the room that first day and was introduced as His Majesty’s best friend, I assumed he was the voice of reason. I also assumed that if I got to work with him every day I’d be the happiest girl on the planet. There were pheromones. Knee-weakening, heart-stuttering, brain-stalling pheromones.


  He may not have been the rock star, but when he walked in a comfortable pace or two behind His Majesty, my gaze slipped right past the leather-clad celebrity to Kyle’s soft flannel-covered, hard-muscled shoulders. The girls between us all but threw themselves at His Majesty, begging for signatures on places even my general practitioner didn’t typically see.


  But I, stupid girl that I was, had blushed when Kyle’s gaze traveled over the throng and clashed with mine. And when he winked, I thought my knees would give and I’d be trampled in the groupie stampede.


  To get past it, I focused on my new job, busying myself checking the schedule and politely moving the fans out of the room. I’d known from the start I’d have to play the bad guy to let His Majesty come off as the idol reluctant to leave his people. I just wasn’t prepared for how manipulative it would all be. I thought it would all be fun and excitement.


  But, no. Nothing had gone the way I expected that first day.


  Everything I suggested, His Majesty shot down. Even if it was just offering him a cup of coffee. If it came out of my mouth, it was wrong. It was like he wanted me to quit on day one and save us all the effort. The problem was I couldn’t quit.


  But, Kyle…


  Kyle had been just as bad. Whatever His Majesty suggested, Kyle was up for. He was the friend riding the coattails and enjoying the party. I’d been disgusted. I didn’t think people like that really existed. Weren’t most artists smart enough to know who their true friends were?


  Not that Kyle wasn’t a good friend. They’d grown up together and you could tell they had some type of bro-bond. But that didn’t mean hanging on to the edges was okay.


  When it had come to getting them on the bus, His Majesty had said he had enough time on buses and he thought he’d go for a walk.


  Of course I knew that blowing the schedule on day one was the fastest way to getting me fired.


  So did His Majesty.


  So did Kyle.


  I’d thought his friend would want to keep things moving along smoothly, to be the balance to the temperamental artist thing.


  But when I’d glanced his way, he shrugged and said they’d get to the bus when they got to the bus. Then, and I quote, “Why don’t you take your tight-assed, calendar pushing self and wait on the nice AC cooled bus? I wouldn’t want you to get all glisteny.”


  They’d shown up at the bus, sweating and annoyed ten minutes later and we’d left.


  And that had been that.


  Kyle had been undermining me for the last three months, making sure His Majesty got to do whatever he wanted and that I was constantly playing cleanup or catch up. Or both.


  “Thinking about me?” Kyle’s brows rose just a bit to drift under the flop of hair he was always pushing out of his eyes.


  “No.” I dared myself to look him straight in the eye as I lied. I’d gotten good about lying when it came to Kyle MacLean.


  “Sure you are. You always turn pink when you’re thinking about me.” He dropped his chin lower, his nose running along the place next to my ear. “Don’t worry. I’m thinking about you too.”


  And, before I could figure out what in the world that meant, he was gone again. Hand over his ear with the piece in it, off to check in with the big guy at the door.


  “So, Kyle is your boyfriend?”


  Oh, yay. Angry Teen Abby was back.


  “No.”


  “You’re just hooking up with him.”


  “What?”


  “You and Kyle. You’re like his little something-something on the road?”


  “No.” I glanced around wondering where her keeper had gone to.


  “Yeah.” Abby snorted. “I totally believe you. Do you want something to drink or not. John said to be nice to you.”


  I wondered how closely those sentences went together and shook my head. Better safe than really, really sorry.


  Just then, the crowd cheered, bringing up the noise to a point I thought the cops would bust in any second.


  His Majesty stood on the stage, waving his arms to quiet them down.


  “I want to thank you all for coming out tonight. When I lost the bet with John and knew I’d be singing on such a small stage I thought, Well, Dalton, let’s see if you can still carry a tune.”


  “You didn’t think that!” Kyle’s voice carried over the crowd. “I damn well asked you that straight out.”


  I thought the fans would rip him to shreds, but instead they cheered him on.


  “Is that so? Was that you? I thought the little voice in my head said it.”


  “I am the little voice in your head.”


  I watched the interchange knowing that this could spiral at any moment. I’d seen the two laugh off the worst remark and come to blows over a French fry. I will never understand boys.


  “So, little voice, why don’t you get up here and prove it yourself.”


  Kyle made a gesture my momma would have had him eating dinner alone in his room for. “Because I don’t have a multi-million dollar record deal I need to back up.”


  “Oh, really? You want to argue about your contract now?”


  Contract?


  His Majesty rolled his eyes and waved at the guy covering the drums to hand him something. Magically another guitar appeared.


  “Kyle, get your ass up here.”


  The crowd was way into their bromance by now and the chanting—Kyle! Kyle!—was deafening.


  He glanced around the room, gauging the crowd. With a quick word to the doorman, he wove to the front, making a hushing motion.


  By the time he made it to the stage, a second mic had been pulled around to a chair that had been dragged up on stage. Kyle gave His Majesty a glare when he accepted the guitar and sat.


  “So, we’ve been working on some new tunes for the next album and we’ve actually brought it down a little. If you’ve been enjoying this unplugged night, then get ready because the fourth album is going to really blow out everything you’ve heard us do before.”


  His Majesty leaned over and whispered something to Kyle and then did the countdown.


  I’d seen Kyle with a guitar, messing around, playing a little here and there. But, I’d never seen him really play. I wasn’t the only one noticing. Girls who had checked him out then turned their attention back to His Majesty were now swaying toward his side of stage. Great, now I was going to have to manage to get them both out of here without some drunk, musician-crazy girl trying to tear their shirts off.


  Kyle’s voice was smooth and low, more bluesy than the rock-gravel of His Majesty’s. But, somehow the two of them blended together perfectly.


  “So, are you just going to stand there looking dumbstruck?”


  Oh, yay again. Extremely Angry Teen Barista Abby was back.


  “Excuse me?”


  “That guy’s been all over you. Flirting and hands and trying to make you laugh. If he thought standing on his head would get your attention, we’d be picking crumbs out of his hair now. He’s glared down every guy who looked at you. And now there he was, up there basically getting every single and not-so-single girl’s attention.”


  “So?”


  “Really? Are you that stupid?” She threw her rag down and leaned over the counter. “Since I started working here, all I’ve seen is twenty-somethings come in, buy their fancy, overly-specific drinks, and ignore the good things in front of them. Don’t be one of those girls.”


  With a shake of her head, Abby moved back down the counter to snip at someone making origami out of her napkins.


  I glanced back at the stage to find Kyle looking right at me and singing about a girl who made him crazy. And, just as I wondered if Abby had been seeing things, he winked at me. A row of girls whipped around and glared, which pretty much meant that I couldn’t convince myself I’d been seeing things.


  That warm feeling I’d had the first time and that I’d tamped down every time since, rushed over me again in a more complicated mix of lust, tenderness, and confusion. I couldn’t forget that he was my third biggest pain in the butt, the guy who made my day so much longer. But, as I stood there watching him sing—watching him watch me—I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe…just maybe.


  They finished the song and then played another before Kyle stood, putting an end to that. Girls practically rushed the stage when he stepped off it. Security was not loving this. If there was one thing I knew about security, it was that they hated surprises. Doubling targets was exactly that kind of surprise.


  How glad was I that this wasn’t my team?


  


FOUR


  “That was…”


  “Amazing? I know, right?” He slid his arm around my waist, pulling me back into his side. And I, stupid girl that I was, let myself be pulled in. Just like he could with a grin or a joke. Pulled. Back. In. “I’ve completely blown your mind and now you want to jump me…I know. I’m irresistible.”


  He smiled down at me, his hand running up and down my spine in a slightly hypnotic way.


  “I don’t know about that,” I tried not to smile even as I could feel the tips of my lips turning up. This was not the time to be flirting with the enemy.


  “You do. You totally know. You know that we’re more than co-workers and that you want more than to just be annoyed with me.”


  “But, I’m constantly annoyed with you.”


  “It’s the lust. It’s skewing your brain.”


  “Right.” I shook my head and focused on the front of the room. “You’re so hot you melt all my senses into a puddle of useless female sensibilities.”


  “As long as you’re admitting it.” He grinned, seeming so proud of himself.


  “I admit nothing.” Who I was reminding, I’m not sure.


  “Mel.” He pushed my hair back out of my face and looked at me the way that made me feel like we were the only two people in the room.


  Everything dropped away, the security issues, the fans, the music, my over-stressed job. All that was left was Kyle and the way he looked at me.


  “You know, you’re amazing.” He grinned at me, a little less certain than before. Especially since so often it felt like he was laughing at me instead of with me.


  A wash of panic swept through me, turning my hands to ice. I stepped back, out of his reach, afraid that he’d suck me back in. “Is this you trying to distract me. Is that your job tonight? Keep Melissa busy so you boys can have your little show?”


  He stepped back, a deep crease forming between his brows. “Is that what you think this is?” Even as he was running his hand through his hair, he had shifted to keep an eye on the stage. “You think I’m hitting on you to keep you busy?”


  “Well, it’s quite the coincidence tonight is the first time you’ve hit on me…or even just flirted with me since we met.”


  At the look he gave me, everything I believed flew out of my head. He looked angry and frustrated and confused and like he couldn’t decide if he was going to kiss me or scream at me.


  I knew I should hope for screaming for my own sanity, but kissing sounded really good too.


  Really, really, good.


  Like…good-good.


  You get the picture.


  “Melissa, are you that insanely naïve?”


  “Um…no?”


  He stepped into me again, backing me into the counter his voice dropping to a rumble that shook my nerves. “Are you sure?”


  “But, you and His Majesty—”


  Kyle’s hand dropped and he stepped away. “Don’t call him that. I get it. He’s difficult, but you’re not exactly a fluffy bunny yourself.”


  “I have to be tough to do this job.”


  “So does he.”


  I glanced to where His Majesty—Dalton—was smiling out at the crowd, trying to see him objectively, to notice how he might have to hold people at bay and still be the good guy. I guess at least I didn’t have to pretend to love everyone as I dealt with all the details. I could be blunt. I was hired to be blunt.


  “Ok. Maybe you’re r—”


  “Kyle!” Dalton shouted into the mic. “Is that our favorite pain in the ass?”


  Kyle’s head dropped back as his eyes rolled shut.


  “I wrote a song just for her. Kyle, it’s a shame you’re not still up here to help me out.” Dalton picked up his guitar strumming away to a slightly familiar tune and making the words up on the go every line ending with a word that ended with itch.


  The crowd ate it up, some of them turning to snap my photo.


  “Melissa—” Kyle reached for me as I took a step back.


  “You know what? You’re right. I have been too naïve. Here.” I pulled open my bag, shoving my iPad, phone, and the car keys at him. “The Jag is half a block down. Have a great tour.”


  “Mel!” Kyle tried to grab me, but with his hands full it gave me a second to make a break. I tried to ignore the crowd who had picked up on the nifty chorus that said something about Killer of Joy as I made it to the door.


  The doorman looked me over as I made my way toward him and, at the last second, opened the door for me. “Ma’am, they all have a rough side.”


  I looked up, up, up at him realizing he was trying to tell me not to take it personally. Letting me know we were on the same team just as I quit. But, I really was done.


  “Thank you.” I gave him a slight smile and headed out the door. My luck held as the train came to the stop at the end of the block. “Hold the train! Hold it!”


  The college students mulling around pointed at me as the driver started to close the doors. The woman was a saint, because she held the train. I didn’t even know where it was going. All I knew was I’d somehow manage to just quit the job I’d basically sold my soul to get.


  Guess my soul wasn’t worth as much as I’d thought.


  


FIVE


  Somehow I’d jumped on a train going the right way. No idea why I’d felt such a dire need to escape. Even if Kyle had wanted to come after me, he couldn’t leave His Majesty—no, I was not calling him Dalton—alone unsupervised.


  But, after a quick chat with the driver, I waited for my stop and walked back to where the vans were.


  I’d just grab my bag off the bus and head on out. Kyle could let Lenny know I was gone. I was pretty much toast in this business leaving mid-tour anyway, so who cared?


  And Kyle, well, he could deal with it himself. I hoped he had enough of a soul to know playing with someone like that, knowing she was about to be humiliated, was evil.


  Make that Evil. The capital is important.


  Or, I dreamed a little…Maybe Kyle wouldn’t tell Lenny and they’d get all the way down to New York City and not know where to go from there. Sure, they’d know the venue and maybe the hotel if Lenny paid any attention to his emails. But, where to park the bus? What time to be at the Today Show? What appearances to make? Yeah. Not so much.


  I took a moment, pausing outside the gates and thinking of all the chaos it could make.


  Yeah. A girl could dream.


  Finally, I waved to security as I came through. At the first bus, Buck opened the door and stopped me.


  “Where’s the boy?”


  “He’s on his way!” I gave Buck the brightest smile I could and started heading back toward bus 4 before turning back. “Buck? You’ve been great to work with. You’re a pro and I’ve always appreciated how you balance keeping the tour on track with your client’s temperament. It’s truly been a pleasure working with you.”


  He looked at me like I was crazy. “You ain’t dying, are you, Mel?”


  “Nope. Not dying. Alive and kicking. Just wanted to let you know that.”


  “Well, thanks. People never thank the drivers. I really appreciate that.”


  I gave him a real smile and headed back to bus four. I quietly grabbed my gear and dragged it off the bus while everyone else mulled around.


  Luckily no one cared.


  Sad statement, but true.


  I circled around the bus and sat in a dark corner of the lot on a beat up picnic table afraid that if I tried to get out past security they’d ask again where their rock star was.


  The chaos began about thirty minutes later when people realized there was still no rock star. Lenny started making calls and shouting into phones.


  I wish I’d brought popcorn.


  After another fifteen minutes, the Jag pulled into the lot and His Majesty managed to swagger across the lot as if close to one hundred heart attacks weren’t relying on him.


  Kyle tossed the keys to the roadie who raced up to load the car on its trailer, pushed His Majesty onto his bus, and gave Lenny the high sign. And with that, the busses started up and headed out the gate.


  I took a sigh of relief as I watched the taillights of the last one turn the corner and head for the highway.


  “Hey.”


  I closed my eyes wishing, I didn’t know who had sneaked up on me from the other direction.


  “You missed your ride.” I nodded my head toward the gate as Kyle stepped into view.


  “Yeah. Well, I thought maybe you and I could take a rental.”


  “I think you missed the part where I quit.”


  “Is that what that was?” He grinned, cock-sure of himself. “I thought you were just tired of holding your stuff. Don’t worry. It’s in my bag.”


  He looked…cute. Just so darn cute. But, I wasn’t letting him suck me in again.


  “Kyle, what are you doing?”


  For the first time since I’d met him, he looked unsure.


  “Listen, about tonight. I get it. I totally do. More often than not Dalton can be an ass. But, he’s my best friend and he makes the money that pays all of us. I get to write music and tour and not have to be on a stage every night. That’s pretty much my dream. And so, dealing with the temperamental snotty side of him comes with the gig way too often.”


  “Yeah, because you totally have to deal with it.”


  “Last summer in a private session with management he told them that I couldn’t carry a tune. This was after they’d watched me sit in as the session musician, play three instruments, and sing backup vocals. Not to mention, I had writing credits and sometimes solo credits on every song we put down that day.”


  Wow.


  Not wow that Dalton pulled that crap. Wow, that I had no idea Kyle was so talented.


  “So, I get it.” He stepped in toward me, crowding me and forcing me to look up at him. “I really do get it. But you’re good at what you do. You know that. They know that too. Dalton actually is more chilled out with you than the guy we had last summer. Not only did they make each other crazy, but the other guy couldn’t handle the logistics when the personality clashes started. I feel like my life is a balance of listening to what needs to be done from you and Lenny and convincing Dalton it’s his idea to do it. Do you know how many times I’ve had to pretend his stupid idea was mine so he’d get back on a bus?”


  That couldn’t mean what I thought it did.


  “You called me a tight-ass.” I know it sounded like whining. But, it pretty much summed up the whole darn thing.


  “No, I didn’t.”


  “The day we met.”


  Kyle’s smile went wide. “The day we met, I definitely noticed just about everything about you. If anything, I told you you had a tight ass.”


  I stood there, trying so hard to believe him. Wanting it more than I wanted back on the tour. “It doesn’t matter. I’m—”


  Kyle must have been done with the conversation because his mouth came down on me, stopping my words and basically knocking every thought out of my head so I wouldn’t have known what I was going to say anyway. And I, shameless hussy that I am, wrapped my arms up and around his neck, letting it be my fingers running through his hair this time, pulling him closer and letting myself fall into him. I let this be true no matter what my brain said.


  Who was I kidding? My brain wasn’t doing any work at the moment.


  But, my heart was melting, melting all the beliefs it had before this night right out of its way. Even knowing it was happening and that I was going to let myself fall, I didn’t panic. His arms around me were holding me up and I was going to let them. For now.


  I have no idea how long he kissed me, but when he stopped, I knew the world was about to come crashing back in.


  “Mel, this can’t be how you end things.”


  It took me a moment to get my head back on straight and realize he was talking about work, not us.


  


SIX


  “I can end it anyway I want.” I backed off, feeling manipulated again.


  “No. Nope. Not doing this again.” Kyle’s arm came around me like a stretched band pulled too tight and snapped me back into him. “This is two separate issues. We obviously need to deal with one at a time.”


  “Melissa Foehner, the first time I saw you and your little clipboard, I wanted to sweep you out of the room and kiss you senseless. Of course, I couldn’t do that because it would get us both fired. Plus, you turned frosty on me almost immediately. But, as I got to know you, I knew you were more than just a hook-up girl and so I was willing to hold tight and wait you out. Only, you didn’t thaw. You stayed chill and I wondered everything you can wonder. Did you have a boyfriend, were you interested in Dalton, did I smell like rotting fish to you…”


  He faded out, giving me a look that could only mean, Well?


  “Are you really asking? This isn’t just to get me back on the tour?”


  “I am really asking. This has nothing to do with the tour and if I go to New York without you, that doesn’t mean I’m leaving a chance at us behind.”


  I took a deep breath, afraid that I was going out on a limb that couldn’t hold my weight. “You…you always undermine me and make things so hard. I can only assume that you feel like what Dalton said in that stupid song.”


  “That song is not stupid.” Kyle turned and paced away. Then paced back. Then did it again while I tried not to get pissy about the song. “I wrote it for you.”


  “You wrote that?”


  “Yes.” He stared me down. “And, I know it said that having feelings for you was hard, but it also said you were worth it. And, when he pulled me up on stage and made me sing it, in front of you—” He made an awkward motion with his hand and glanced away.


  For the second time that night, my knees nearly gave out. “You mean, the song you did tonight with H—Dalton?”


  “Yes. What did you mean?” He stepped forward, out of the streetlight’s ring he’d been under. “Wait. You thought?” He pushed his hand through his hair before giving it a nervous jerk. “I…I wouldn’t do that. I wouldn’t do that even if that’s how I felt. That was all Dalton being an ass.”


  “Oh.”


  “Right. Oh.” He took another step into the dark corner I’d hidden in. “I’m going to kiss you again, and you’re going to let me. We’ll figure out how we’ll make this work as we go, because I wasn’t kidding. I’ll leave here without you because I have a job to do, but I won’t leave here without us.”


  “Oh.”


  “Oh.” This time he smiled as he said it. “And, when I’m done kissing you, we’ll deal with the job part.”


  “Oh.” Well, now I was just sounding stupid to my own ears too.


  But then, Kyle and his mind-numbing kiss wiped that all away. After kissing me for what had to be seven years, he sat me down, then pulled out a phone, signaling for me to be quiet.


  “Hey, man. Yeah. I know. Totally missed the bus…Yeah. No worries. New York is less than four hours away. I’ll be there. What?...Oh, yeah. See there’s the thing, I was trying to get Melissa back on board.” He glanced my way and winked. “She quit. Totally. Stormed out after you made up that song about her. Totally humiliated her.”


  I glared at him. Humiliated was embarrassing. I would have rather gone with the more kick-ass pissed off.


  “Well, the girl works her ass off to make your life smooth as glass and you basically make hers as big a minefield as possible. I told you this was coming.”


  My jaw nearly dropped. I mouthed, You did? And was shocked when Kyle nodded, an embarrassed smile playing about his lips.


  “Well, you know, she said she was done with the crap and she could go run a nice, chilled out country tour and make three times the money you pay her…Yeah, she probably could. This tour’s not paying much…No. I don’t think she left because of just the money. I mean, dude, you’re a pain in the ass…” Kyle held the phone away from his ear and rolled his eyes. When the blathering ended, he picked it back up. “Right…Yup…Right. Also, did you know she rides the fourth bus with the crew?”


  Kyle stood and started pacing back and forth under the light. How did he know all this? I wouldn’t have thought he’d been paying that much attention to me.


  “Really?” he kept going. “Well, when were you going to fix that? I wouldn’t ride with them and I’m not sure I even have a sense of smell left after living with you…Okay…I don’t know. She already left.”


  I waited for him to keep going, but there seemed to be silence on both ends. Kyle paced the length of the bench back and forth as I watched. After a long pause, Kyle took a sigh as if he was exhausted and went on. “I’m going to rent a car. I’ll be down there by mid-morning. We’ll figure out what to do then. Hopefully Lenny can get the IT guys to hack her iPad. It should have the hotel info and the gig times and the appearances and your notes on your hosts. If not, I’m sure Lenny can just—you know—wing it.”


  The noise from the other end of the phone was so loud I could almost work out the words.


  “Dalton, dude. She’s gone. I’m not sure I could get her back even if I could find her.” He turned and looked me right in the eye. “Right. Well, there’s a hotel within walking distance, if she’s there I’ll tell her all that and see what’s what…Right. See you tomorrow.”


  He turned the phone off then silenced it.


  “So, here’s the deal.” Kyle squatted in front of me and stared straight on. “Are we dating or what?”


  “What?”


  “Are we dating? Are you and I official? Is this enough of the crap we had to cut through to get to a good thing?”


  “Seriously? My livelihood is on the line and that’s what you want to know?”


  “I want to know that whatever you do for a job doesn’t matter to our relationship. I want to know if I quit the tour or you quit the tour or I became a chocolatier in France or you became a school teacher in Des Moines, that we’d still be an us.”


  “Why do you get to live in Paris and I’m in Des Moines?”


  “Because this is my what-if. You can do the next one.”


  “What if I said yes and it doesn’t work?”


  “What if you said yes and it does?”


  I pictured a life of music and joy and laughter, all with Kyle, and I knew the answer. “Yes,” came out as a low whisper, as afraid to leave my body as I was to let it out.


  “Yes?” He reached out, taking my hand.


  “Aw, what the hell. I was looking for an adventure anyway.”


  And that’s how I got one. And a huge raise and a private bunk on bus two.


  Life was pretty darn good.
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Saturday night…


  “I’ll take it if you want.”


  “Only if you want to. No pressure from me.” Maggie looked down at the little blue pills still safely ensconced in their silvery packet.


  “I could be up for it.”


  “Pun intended?”


  I smiled at her. “What’s the worst that can happen?” I ran my hand over her hair.


  “A never-ending erection? A trip to the ER, and the embarrassment of having to tell a doctor what’s wrong with you?”


  “If that happens, you have to promise never to breathe a word of it to anyone.”


  “So you’re willing to risk all that for a roll in the hay?” Amusement colored her question.


  “Sure, as long as no actual hay is involved.”


  “Okay, bottoms up!” She handed me a blue tablet and the glass of water from my nightstand.


  “Pun intended?” I knew my sly smile matched the devilish glint in my eyes.


  


Chapter One


  Maggie


  Friday…


  Cardboard boxes and plastic bins cluttered the downstairs of Gil’s house. I’d been spending more and more time here since the reunion. Last weekend, we’d finally gone to the island and loaded two cars full of boxes, which contained more kitchen stuff than clothes. Or shoes. Luckily, Gil had bachelor cupboards and closets. I teased him about his limited collection of mismatched bowls, pint glasses and single cookie sheet, but I was delighted for all the extra space. His constant reminders that his house was now our house made me happy in a way I’d never imagined six months ago. My beloved stainless steel stand mixer sat on the counter next to his deluxe coffee/espresso machine.


  “Why does anyone need so many glass jars?” he asked, emptying one of my boxes, glass clinking against glass.


  “Why does anyone need so many pint glasses?” I gestured at the open cabinet.


  “Beer, water, gin & tonics… iced tea.” He smiled. “Want me to go on?”


  “You’ve covered four of the major beverage groups.”


  “I have wine glasses, too.”


  “It looks like you’ve done all your shopping in the gift shops of micro-breweries and wineries.”


  “And that’s a bad thing?” His chuckle was low and settled deep under my skin.


  “Not at all.” I set my Mason jars alongside his collection on the shelf.


  “Are you smiling at the cupboard?” He stood behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist.


  I tried and failed to temper my grin. “I am. I’m remembering the first time we shared a kitchen.” I wondered if we’d still dance to “Call Me Al” in this kitchen the way we had all those years ago.


  “Listen Betty, college didn’t count.” Gil’s chest rumbled with his laughter against my back. He’d remembered too. “Plus, we had housemates.”


  “We were friends.”


  “Without benefits.” He swept my hair down my back.


  “We were friends.”


  “We were silly youth who thought we knew everything and had all the time in the world to let things unfold.”


  He kissed the top of my head. “Silly, stupid girl.”


  I couldn’t argue with him. My smile returned thinking about this moment and this life, and how unexpected and right it felt to be here.


  “It’s ridiculous how happy I am right now.” I pulled his hand to my lips and kissed the back.


  “Happy enough for pie making?”


  “Is this a euphemism or real pie, involving filling?”


  His arms tightened around me and he dragged his scruff over the skin between the collar of my sweater and my jaw. I shivered. Oh, two could play at this game. I arched my back and rubbed my ass against his jeans.


  “Filling could apply to either.” His fingers slid closer to my breasts. “I love your pie. What kind is up to you.”


  “Filling? Really?”


  “You said it first.”


  My heart thumped quicker in my chest. After months of flirting on the phone, our not-so-dirty euphemisms still made me smile. They weren’t sexy, or really all that dirty, but they were goofy like us. “I’ll never get all these boxes unpacked.”


  “Let’s chuck them all. We can live with pint glasses, jars and paper plates.” His hands traveled over the soft swell of my bra and he stepped impossibly closer. He lowered his voice. “I'd rather fill a box—”


  “Gil… ”


  “Maggie… ” He squeezed me while grinding his hips.


  “You’re kidding about the paper plates, right?”


  His chuckle was muffled, but audible. “I’m trying seduce you and get you to make out with me. Forget about the unpacking.”


  “Oh,” I said when his fingers found my nipples.


  “Oh,” he said. “I do believe she’s catching on now.”


  “The unpacking can wait.”


  “It can.”


  I peered over my shoulder into his deep brown eyes. “We could at least clear off the counter.”


  He glanced behind us at the island and then quickly back at me with a silent question.


  “It looks like it could be an ideal height.”


  His expression morphed with restrained excitement. “For?”


  “Rolling out pie crust.” I turned in his arms to face him and pushed against his chest, encouraging him to back up.


  He groaned and grabbed my ass, pulling me along with him. “I’m sure it’ll be great for that, but let’s test it out for other things first.” He grinned, and then swept his arm out, knocking the empty boxes to the floor where they landed with soft thuds.


  I matched his expression. Dark hair surrounded a face I’d known half my life. I trailed my hands over the deep green thermal covering his broad shoulders and down his toned biceps.


  His long fingers wrapped around my waist and easily lifted me up to the cool granite of the counter. He settled his hips between my legs before kissing me softly at the corner of my mouth.


  “Nothing more than this,” he whispered against my ear, his warm breath tickling me as he sang along to the song playing on the kitchen's speakers.


  I hummed at his words and the memories they conjured. My gaze met his for a few beats.


  This man. This man was everything.


  I reached for his fly and what strained hard and heavy beneath the denim.


  Our pants ended up on the floor as we lost ourselves in each other. Hands swept over warm skin. Tongues teased and tasted. I tugged down his boxers until they skimmed his legs to puddle at his feet. I was right. This counter was the perfect height for his six foot frame.


  I opened my mouth to speak, only to be interrupted by the electric chime of the doorbell.


  “Expecting anyone?” he asked, his breath husky from our counter encounter.


  “No one ever expects the kraken.”


  “We’re landlocked.”


  “Land shark?” I asked.


  He responded by tugging on my earlobe with his teeth.


  I moaned. “There’s a river. Two rivers. Double the odds for a kraken.”


  “Do krakens live in the Willamette?”


  “I was thinking more the Columbia.”


  “Oh, sure, the Columbia. Don’t they need the deep, dank depths of the oceans?” He pulled away to meet my gaze.


  “You’re questioning kraken habitat?”


  “No, of course not. That would be silly.”


  The ringing from the hall continued.


  “Should we get that?” I asked.


  “Probably.”


  “We could pretend we’re not home.”


  Loud knocking replaced the chimes of the doorbell.


  “They seem pushy for Jehovah’s Witnesses. Or those sweet Mormon missionary boys.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Do you have a thing for young men on bicycles?”


  I laughed. “No, but my grandmother used to invite them in for lemonade and cookies. Then, flirted with them.”


  A combination of knocking and ringing created a cacophony at the front door.


  Gil sighed and reached for his jeans. “I should probably put my pants back on and answer it.”


  “Go pants-less. That’ll show them.”


  He shuffled himself back into his boxers and jeans. I watched his long fingers button his fly, mourning the loss of the view.


  “That looks uncomfortable.” I pointed at the outline of his hard length.


  “It’s not ideal.” He shook his head.


  “It’s a shame really.” I pouted. “Damn kraken.”


  “You might want to get dressed in case it’s someone we know,” he called out as he walked down the hall. “I’m coming.”


  “You were about to.” I snickered.


  “Get dressed, Maggie May. It’s Selah.”


  At the mention of my best friend’s name, I hopped off the counter, straightened my sweater, and then located my jeans on the floor near the stove.


  “What’s this about coming?” Selah’s voice rang out from the door.


  I hopped around, pulling up my jeans as her boots echoed down the hall.


  “Damn it, I knew I shouldn’t have brought up the kraken three times. Selah’s like Beetlejuice.” I smiled when her familiar dark bob appeared at the entrance to the kitchen.


  “Who are you calling a kraken?” Selah eyed my disheveled appearance, scanning my rumpled clothing. “You might want to zip your jeans, Maggie. Looks like I’m interrupting something delightful.” Glee danced in her green eyes.


  I quickly adjusted and zipped my jeans. “As a matter of fact—”


  “Maggie was about to make a pie.” Gil interrupted.


  Selah’s head turned as she studied the kitchen. A few full boxes sat on the counter and empty boxes laid on their sides, scattered across the floor. There was no flour, or other baking supplies, in sight. She returned her focus to me and arched her eyebrow. “Really? We’re going with the pie euphemism?”


  My cheeks heated.


  “Well, that blush, and the fact you can still blush at your advanced age, tells me everything I need to know.” She patted my hair, which was tangled from Gil’s fingers.


  After swatting away her hands and then smoothing down my hair, I opened the fridge to cool my face, mumbling about krakens and Beetlejuice. “Want something to drink?”


  “No, can’t stay. Just stopping by to drop off your house warming gift.”


  “I’ve lived here for years,” Gil said.


  “You don’t count. Okay, it’s more of a shacking up gift.”


  “Please don’t let it be a sex swing or restraints, or other kinky stuff,” I said mostly to myself.


  “As if I’d buy you two a sex swing.” She looked up to the ceiling. “I’m not sure these plaster ceilings could handle it.”


  “I don’t know whether or not to be insulted,” Gil said.


  “Oh, I know the best place to get one if you want me to take this back.” She placed a red gift bag on the counter.


  “You have a sex swing?” My voice revealed both my fear and fascination about her answer.


  “No, not me. What's-his-face from the tech startup did. You know all those successful businessmen, captain of industry types, are into the kinky stuff.” Her sigh held an unspoken nostalgia.


  “Before this turns into Cougar Confessions, are you sure you don’t want a beer or wine? Coffee?” Gil walked over to my newly organized cupboard and grabbed a pint glass. He held it up and smiled at me.


  I rolled my eyes.


  “Okay, fine. Twist my arm. I’ll have coffee.” Selah settled herself on one of the counter stools.


  While the scent of brewing coffee filled the kitchen, Gil and Selah chatted about their upcoming classes and who had the worse teaching load for spring semester.


  “What’s happening with your beach cabin while you two play love nest down here in Portland?” she asked, adding cream to her cup.


  “I was going to leave it empty for the winter, but Quinn called from New York asking for a favor. A friend of his and Ryan’s needs a short term rental. Bad divorce. How could I say no?” When Quinn called and explained about his friend Diane’s bastard soon-to-be-ex-husband, I couldn’t turn her away. Divorce was tough enough when it was amicable or apathetic. I knew from experience.


  “Is she hot?” Selah asked.


  “Are you asking for yourself?”


  She scoffed. “No, for John. I’m sure he misses flirting with you every day.”


  Gil grumbled from his corner of the counter.


  “I hadn’t even thought about John. The whole thing happened so quickly. Guess I should let him know.”


  “I’d hate for John to show up for his morning Maggie—sorry Gil, I mean coffee—and be devastated.” Selah smiled with her typical twinkle in her eye. The finger twirling a short lock of her hair was the tell that she was up to no good and deliberately pushing Gils buttons.


  Gil growled and muttered, “I’m sure the lumberjack will be fine on his own.”


  “Does the caveman thing turn you on, Maggie?” Selah laughed. “Cause it’s working for me. I didn’t know if you had it in you, G.”


  “Works for me, too.” I winked at her and wrapped my arms around his hips. He leaned down to kiss me softly on the lips. I kissed him back for a moment, rekindling what Selah had interrupted.


  “Gah, you two are like horny teenagers.” She coughed.


  I smiled up at the man I loved. His hair had silver sprinkled through the dark, but his eyes were the same ones that made me swoon in college.


  “Okay, before you two start making out again, or finish whatever it was you were doing when I arrived.” She eyed the counter and strewn boxes. “Open your gift.”


  I carefully lifted the bag and peered inside.


  Gil leaned over my shoulder and whispered, “Why do I feel a little nervous?”


  “Because it’s Selah?” I asked.


  “Stop it. Open my gift, you lovebirds.” She huffed.


  I reached inside the bag and pulled out a small blue and white box.


  Gil inhaled behind me and stiffened, but not in the good way. “This better be a joke.”


  “Now, now, no one is questioning your manhood. I just thought it would be fun for you two. You know, recreationally. I got them from that doctor I was seeing, so they’re legit. You can role-play horny teenagers. Or horny college students I should say. Second chances and all that.”


  I could feel my whole neck and face heat. I touched the tip of my ears as if I could feel their pink color.


  “Selah—”


  “Maggie—” She echoed me. “Quit glaring at me, Gil. Come on, it’s a gag gift!”


  I snorted. “Nice pun.”


  She preened. “I’m pretty proud of that one.”


  I stuffed the box back inside the bag and out of sight.


  “You haven’t even found the real gift yet.” She pouted.


  “I don’t think Gil can handle any more presents right now. I’m sure we’ll love it no matter what you got us.”


  “Unless it’s a penis pump. Then you’re banned from the house.” Gil smiled, but crossed his arms and glowered at her. “I’m serious.”


  “Okay, okay.” She held up her hands. “I’m done with my coffee and have a million errands today. Dinner later in the week, Magpie?”


  “Sure.” I kissed her cheek before she walked down the hall.


  Halfway between the kitchen and foyer, she called out, “Watch out for priapism!” With that she scampered out the door, her laughter lingering behind her.


  “Why are we still friends with her?”


  “Because we love her, and without her, I probably wouldn’t be here in your kitchen.”


  “Our kitchen.” He reminded me before kissing me again, snaking his hands under my sweater, and pulling me close.


  We broke apart a few moments later, both of us breathing a little faster than before.


  “We should straighten up this mess.” I glowered at the chaos in the kitchen.


  “Leave it. Let’s go to dinner.” He dug through the gift bag again, and pulled out the little box.


  “What are you doing with that? I thought you were pissed at Selah.”


  He shrugged.


  A smile tugged at my lips. “Someone’s curious.” It wasn’t a question and I couldn’t hide my amusement or own curiosity. He didn’t need help, but well, he wasn’t eighteen anymore either.


  “Sounds like I’m not the only one.” He arched an eyebrow.


  I sucked in my cheeks and let my gaze flit around the ceiling. Damn. I was curious. Nothing to complain about in our brief sex life, but my inner twenty-something did wonder what she’d missed all those years we’d been apart.


  ‘You are so curious, Maggie May. Your face says it all.”


  “All right, all right. I am. But not tonight. I’m tired and smelly from unpacking. Rain check?” I looked down at my hands stained with newsprint from the paper wrapped around the glasses.


  He kissed the tip of my nose. “Deal.”


  


Chapter Two


  Gil


  The next afternoon, Maggie’s laughter carried down the hall into my office, breaking me out of the trance of finalizing my sophomore history class reading list.


  I found her standing in my bedroom at the foot of the unmade bed. Our bedroom. Her eyes sparkled with amusement.


  “Is that a Star Wars pillowcase?” she asked.


  “It might be, yes.” I glanced at the bed, our bed, where the pillowcase in question sat on a stack of folded sheets.


  She grinned at me. “How does a grown man come to have a Star Wars pillowcase in his possession?”


  “Don’t be dissing on the vintage Star Wars collectible memorabilia.” I picked up the pillowcase and unfolded it, before running my hand over the familiar faces.


  “Did you just pet a pillowcase?”


  I nodded. “I’ve had it forever.”


  “You mean, from when the movies first came out?” Her voice carried an incredulous note.


  I nodded again. “Yep.”


  “Gilliam Morrow, you are a sentimental fool.”


  My smile matched hers. “Damn straight.”


  “Only one?”


  “Twin bed.”


  She raised her eyebrows and her lips formed a small “o” shape. Her eyes softened.


  I knew that look. I picked up a pillow and gently whacked her shoulder.


  “You’re imagining me in that bed, aren’t you?”


  The pink darkening on her cheeks answered my question. “Not in a perverted way. You were a kid.”


  “Your cheeks say something different, sweetheart.”


  She shook her head and her golden red waves settled over her shoulders.


  “Okay, okay. I admit the thought of young Gil makes my heart swoon.”


  “Young or younger?”


  “Well, not the one who slept on this pillowcase.”


  “I still had it in college. Don’t you remember?”


  I watched as her forehead scrunched up in thought. “You did?”


  “Freshman year. Until Ben called me a nerd and told me I’d never get laid.”


  “Ben would say that.” She laughed. “So you ditched the force?”


  “I did.”


  “How’d that work out for you and the getting laid?”


  “Pretty well.” I met her eyes and our shared history flickered behind her lashes. “Although, from your expression, I’m thinking I should have kept on being a nerd.”


  “Why’s that?” She stepped around the bed, moving to stand by my side. She tilted her head to peer up at me.


  “Maybe I would have got the girl instead.” I leaned down to brush my lips against hers.


  “You got me now,” she whispered against my mouth. “I would have sex with you, silly pillowcase and all.”


  “Silly?” I stepped back to stare down at her. “Silly? The greatest film franchise ever, in the history of film franchises, and you call it silly?”


  A familiar spark returned to her eye. She was teasing, pushing my buttons. “Two words—”


  “Don’t say Jar Jar.” I scowled.


  “I was going to say “gold bikini.” She shrugged. “Isn’t that every man’s fantasy?”


  I swallowed heavily. She was right. Most men of a certain age had a fantasy at one time or another about Leia’s skimpy outfit and Phoebe Cate’s red bikini.


  “You so did. I can see the lust all over your face.” She teased.


  I gave her a wolfish grin. “I’m imagining you in that bikini now.”


  “You want to role play? You can be Jabba”


  She squealed when I picked her up and threw her on the bed, toppling the stack of sheets and pillowcases onto the floor.


  “I should keep you tied to this bed.”


  Her eyes slowly blinked up at me, her chest heaving with her surprise and laughter. “Okay,” she whispered.


  “Okay what?” I dragged my nose along her jawline.


  “You can use the pillowcase.”


  “So that’s a no on the gold bikini?”


  She nodded.


  “And the tied to the bed part?”


  “Negotiable.” A slow smile teased her lips.


  I arched an eyebrow at her. “Oh, really?”


  She responded by pulling my head down, melting her mouth with mine. When she opened, I responded by sweeping my tongue against hers. Our kiss found a rhythm we first discovered decades ago, simultaneously familiar and new. I grasped her neck, angling her head to devour her. Lost in her taste, my feet slipped on the floor, and I fell heavily on top of her.


  “Oomph.”


  “Sorry.” I adjusted myself to brace my weight on my hips and elbow.


  After a few minutes of kissing and rounding second base, she asked, “So, thoughts about Selah’s gift?”


  I smiled against her shoulder and bit her skin with enough pressure to make her yelp. “Why do you ask?”


  “Well… ”


  I waited for her to explain and occupied myself with unbuttoning her shirt. She squirmed under my touch.


  “I was thinking we could have a do-over with that fantasy of yours.”


  “You have a gold bikini?”


  “No, the getting laid in college.” She paused and I could see the meaning of her words clicking into place in her mind. “Not that you didn’t get laid in college. I meant with me. On that pillowcase.”


  “And that has to do with the magical pills how?”


  “The two might complement each other.” She sat up and shrugged, not meeting my eyes.


  “Maggie?”


  “Hmmm.”


  “Look at me.”


  Her gaze swept over my face before meeting my eyes. “I’d like nothing more than to fuck you silly like I should have freshman year, if I’d had the courage.”


  I watched her pupils dilate and her breath pause for a moment until she let out a slow, quiet exhale.


  “You’re on, Morrow.” She untangled her legs from mine and crawled over me to get to her nightstand.


  Sneaky woman had tucked the box away already.


  “Are you sure?” she asked, her voice hesitant.


  “Yeah. It’s kind of like the Matrix.”


  “I remember when you made that reference last summer.”


  I remembered, too. We were at a crossroads of living in memories of the past or choosing to create new ones together.


  “In this case, the blue pill is the better choice.” She held out the pills.


  “I’ll take it if you want.”


  “Only if you want to. No pressure from me.” Maggie looked down at the blue tablets still safely ensconced in their silvery packet.


  “I could be up for it.” I smiled at her.


  “Pun intended?”


  “What’s the worst that can happen?” I brushed my hand along her cheek.


  “A never-ending erection? A trip to the ER and the embarrassment of having to tell a doctor what’s wrong with you?”


  “If that happens, you have to promise never to breath a word of it to anyone.”


  “So you’re willing to risk all that for a roll in the hay?” Amusement colored her question.


  “Sure, as long as no actual hay is involved.”


  “Okay, bottoms up!” She handed me the glass of water from my nightstand.


  “Pun intended?” I knew my sly smile matched the devilish glint in my eyes. I also knew she wasn’t really suggesting backdoor action.


  “No.” She rolled her eyes.


  “No to the pun or the deed?”


  “No to the pun. Negotiable on the deed.”


  “Oh, really?” My eyebrows felt like they were trying to escape from the top of my head.


  “At a later date.”


  “Well, then. Nothing to do but engage in illegal prescription drug use.” I eyed the packet.


  She giggled. “I’m nervous. I don’t know why. It’s not like it will be different. I mean the equipment is the same and all. We’ve had sex before. A lot of sex. Not random and infrequent encounters, but consistent, sometimes daily, sometimes multiple orgasms in a night—”


  I stopped her. “You’re babbling.”


  “I am. And you’re not opening the packet.”


  I stalled for time. “What's the most orgasms you've had in a day?”


  “Alone? Or with someone?” Her expression gave nothing away.


  “For the sake of the current discussion, let's limit it to with a partner.”


  She twisted her lips in thought. “Three? Four? There was that weekend after Olympia… ”


  I remembered that weekend. Knowing I was the one to hit her record, I felt my confidence return. “Let's see if we can double that number.”


  “Oh,” she whispered.


  I looked down before pressing the edge of my thumbnail into the foil. “Should I put on the Cocteau Twins to set the mood?”


  Her laughter answered me. “No, not needed. Come here,” she asked as she fell back against the bed.


  I swallowed the pill. “How long do we wait?”


  “I have no idea. It’s your penis. Won’t you feel something down there?”


  “I’m already feeling something from a few minutes ago.” I did that move that teenage boys do—I reached for her hand and placed it on the bulge in my jeans.


  “Wow, that worked quick.” She teased, tracing the visible bulge.


  “Maybe this was a mistake.” I lay next to her again, staring at the ceiling, waiting for something to feel different. Her knuckle ran down the length of my cock. Okay, it didn't feel different, but it did feel good.


  “Only one way to find out.” Kneeling between my legs, she unzipped my pants and reached into the fly.


  “What if it doesn’t ever go down?” A creeping worry infiltrated my brain. “Should we note the time?” I tried to sit up to see my alarm clock. Her hand pushed me back on the bed.


  Speaking of going down, Maggie’s head moved south until her warm breath tickled my happy trail. “Relax.”


  How could I relax when her head was there and the wet heat of her mouth teased me? I clenched the pillows above my head when her mouth engulfed me.


  I knew the drugs hadn’t kicked in yet, but everything felt more intense. Fantasies of Maggie in my dorm room flooded my head. Many times I’d thought about her doing this to me, but had chickened out on making a move.


  A slow drag of her teeth returned me to the moment. Normally, I’d stop her and return the favor before moving on to other things, but today was different. Middle of the afternoon and the whole night stretched before us. A whole night with no plans. No agenda. And hopefully, no trip the ER in four and a half hours.


  I gently rested my hand on her head, not directing or commanding, driven only by the need for more contact and connection. The tingling she joked about began low in my spine. I focused on dragging out my pleasure as I felt the point of no return getting closer. I closed my eyes and tried to think of droids and annoying animated sidekicks. I concentrated on picturing epic battles and the smiting of evil overlords. Instead, my brain conjured up strawberry blond hair and breasts barely contained by swirls of gold. I opened my eyes and realized she was staring at me. The passion I could see in her eyes, the love, pushed me over the edge. My fingers tightened around the strands of her hair as my hips arched forward, seeking more, as I exploded.


  I let my head fall back on the bed. Her hands rested on my thighs for a brief moment before she flopped next to me.


  “Hi,” she whispered, her eyes sparkling with self-satisfaction.


  “Hi.” I touched her cheek and leaned down to kiss her.


  “Feeling anything yet?”


  “Oh, I’m feeling something. That was amazing.”


  She rolled to her side and wrapped a leg over mine. “I meant do you feel different?”


  I paused to think about it, taking inventory of my body. I felt satisfied, but not satiated. “I don’t feel done for the night, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  She grinned at me and I mirrored her expression.


  My hand moved down her body, cupping her through her jeans. “You’re wearing too many clothes.”


  “Let’s fix that.”


  Once naked, I returned the favor. I teased her, nipping at the skin of her inner thighs and hipbones, making her squirm. I took my time, enjoying the feel of her arousal on my tongue. Slowly, I built up the pressure and rhythm until she came undone against my mouth.


  I kissed the soft skin of her stomach and then licked my lips to taste where she lingered there.


  Maggie lay against the pillows, languid and flushed. Seeing her blissed out, and knowing I did that to her, stirred my own desire again. A low hum began to build in my blood. It hadn’t been that long, but I was ready for round two. Maggie noticed the evidence when it brushed against her thigh.


  “Oh, hello.” She reached out her hand and grasped me in greeting. “Nice to see you again.”


  “Are you shaking hands with my penis?”


  “I am. Less rude than a leg poking.” She gave me a sidelong look. “Up for another round?”


  The hum turned into a buzz. “Definitely.”


  Her grip tightened and she stroked me a few times. I didn’t need the encouragement. I felt rock hard and more than ready.


  She rolled to her side and shifted so her leg rested on my hip, opening herself to me. Lessening her grip, she rubbed my tip against her slickness. I couldn’t stand it, I had to be inside her. Gripping her hip, I thrust into her and rolled her on top of me. She leaned forward to kiss me and I reached for her breasts, letting their weight fill my hands. When she sat back, my hands remained on her as I squeezed and brushed my thumbs over her nipples. She controlled the pace and angle in this position. I loved watching her chase her pleasure while she moved above me.


  Her hair tumbled down her back when she arched her neck and her movement began to lose its rhythm. I knew she was getting close again and reached between us to press my thumb against her, giving her that extra stimulation she needed.


  I felt her begin to clench and flutter inside. Her hand replaced mine on her breast, adding to her pleasure as she rocked with her orgasm.


  I was still hard and inside her.


  Maggie’s orgasms today: two and counting.


  


Chapter Three


  Maggie


  Maybe it was the pills. Maybe it was all that talk of college Gil. Or the Star Wars pillowcase and sexy Princess Leia. Or maybe it was my eternal Hans Solo crush I failed to mention last night. Whatever the reason, we didn’t get much sleep. I wasn’t sure I could walk this morning.


  When Gil stirred beside me and threw his arm over my waist, I tensed, thinking the pills hadn’t worn off yet and he’d want to go for round… four? I tried to recall if that was the shower or the sofa. I’d lost track of my orgasms after the dining room table. I was attempting to count them when his hand cupped my breast.


  “Morning,” he whispered into my hair.


  “Mmmorning,” I mumbled. “I’m hoping you can walk this morning. I’m not sure I can get out of bed to make coffee. Or do any of the things.”


  He chuckled.


  “Listen, Mr. Smug.” I rolled over to face him.


  “Yes, Ms. Satisfied?” He reached for my hip, wrapping his hand around the curve.


  “Don’t get any ideas.”


  “About?” His forehead wrinkled, but his focus remained on his hand, now caressing my skin.


  “I’m serious about the not being able to walk.”


  He grinned at me. “Sorry.”


  “No you’re not.”


  “Not at all. Although, I have to admit, I’m not sure I could handle anything this morning.”


  I moved my hand toward the juncture of his legs.


  He grabbed it before I could make contact with him. He kissed my palm. “Men get sore, too.”


  “Really?” I blinked at him.


  “Yes, really. Can I confess something?”


  “Sure.”


  “Last night was incredible.”


  “It was.”


  “I’m not finished.” He tapped my nose. “But honestly? I’m not sure I ever want to repeat it.”


  Relief settled over me. “Thank God.”


  “You okay with just regular, boring, old sex with me?”


  I could hear the undercurrent of insecurity beneath his question.


  “I’m more than okay.”


  He exhaled and gently kissed me.


  “Although, maybe every once and a while wouldn’t be bad. Maybe a half dose?”


  “If it makes you scream my name like you did in the living room, how could I say no? But maybe they should sell those pills along with packets of lube.”


  “Or gallon jugs.”


  “That would make picking up the prescription more than a little awkward.”


  Warmth spread across my cheeks imagining Gil standing in line at the drug store holding a gallon jug of lube. Maybe it would have a pump dispenser for convenience. “We could stick with oysters.”


  “Speaking of food, I’m starved,” he said.


  “Me, too.” I stretched and groaned. “Donuts?”


  “Stay in bed, I’ll get them.” He kissed me again and got up. His back cracked when he stretched, causing us both to laugh at our forty-something bodies recovering from a night of twenty-something sex. It would take days for us to recover from last night’s escapades.


  


Chapter Four


  Maggie


  After a quick shower, I made my way downstairs to the kitchen for ibuprofen and water. Selah’s gift bag still sat on the counter. We had forgotten to open her real gift. With mixed feelings about another sex related present, I slowly peeled off the black and white striped wrapping paper. A silver framed Polaroid sat nestled amongst black tissue inside the box. My breath hitched. Seven smiling faces, arms thrown over shoulders, the sun creating a golden shadow across the crowns of our heads, our youth had been captured and frozen forever. Or as long as Polaroids lasted. Jo’s blonde hair glowed in the bright light. Ben focused his eyes on her and not the camera. Selah and Quinn wore nearly identical plaid shirts over cut-off jeans and matching combat boots. In the middle stood Gil with his arm casually tossed over my shoulder, his hand resting on Lizzie’s head. My head was tossed back and my eyes were squeezed closed with laughter. A look of pure amusement danced in Gil’s eyes. He must have said something funny just as the picture was snapped.


  Barely legible, “these are the days” was written in Selah’s distinct cursive on the border. The ink had faded over the subsequent decades into a pool of smudged blue.


  I raised the frame closer to examine the picture. My finger traced over Lizzie’s face through the glass. A soft sigh escaped as a small wave of loss lapped at my heart.


  When I glanced up, Gil stood in the doorway watching me. “What did she give us?”


  He set the bag of donuts on the counter. I could smell the still warm, maple bacon bar.


  I turned the frame to face him.


  “Where did she ever find this?” He took the picture from my hands and smiled. “Geez, look at us. We look like the cast of Singles.”


  “Or the cast of Singles looked like us.” I sipped from the large latte he’d brought me.


  “Probably more apt.”


  “Your hair was so long.” I pointed out where his hair hit his shoulders.


  “Maybe I should grow it out again. Be that professor who wears a pony tail and has a beanbag in my office.”


  “Maybe not.” I shook my head and frowned.


  “You haven’t changed.” He lowered his voice.


  “You’re full of shit.”


  “Not the parts of you that count.” He tapped the glass, his eyes filled with love. “That’s the girl who stole my heart.”


  “She didn’t know she had it.” I leaned into his shoulder.


  “Silly girl.”


  “That silly girl became the woman who gave me her heart.”


  “Smart woman.” Our eyes locked and I knew what that girl in the picture hadn’t. My heart would be safe with this man.
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  Surprised By You

  by Kelly Harper


  DESCRIPTION: You ever have one of those days?


  Before today, Maggie didn’t even know what one of those days was. Now she’s wondering how life could possibly get any worse. And like most of those days, it all comes back to a guy…


  Haden Cooper. The hot, tattooed rock star that stole Maggie’s heart nearly two years ago.


  It’s a big day for Haden and his band, and Maggie wants to show him just how proud of him she is. Enlisting the help of her cousin, Sarah, they set off on a whirlwind adventure to do the impossible: bake Haden a cake. But along the way they encounter one problem after another until Maggie finds herself in the most unlikely of places.


  Now, hiding in the corner of her jail cell, Maggie tries to figure out where her day went wrong, and how she can make things right.


  Surprised By You is a stand-alone short story of 12,000 words or about 48 pages.


  Turn the page to begin reading SURPRISED BY YOU by Kelly Harper, or click here to return to this anthology’s Table of Contents.


  


Surprised By You

  by Kelly Harper
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Prologue


  Ever have one of those days? You know… the days when you realize that you probably should have just stayed in bed instead of heading out to conquer the world?


  Yeah, you know what I’m talking about.


  Well, I’m having one of those days.


  All I wanted was to do something sweet for the sweetest man I know. You see, it’s a pretty big day for him and his band. They’re being interviewed by Rolling Stone and then they’re headlining the second night of the New Orleans Jazz Festival. This is an incredible opportunity for them, and I thought it would be nice to surprise him with a few little somethings of my own, just to let him know how proud of him I am.


  That was how the day started, anyways.


  Now I’m sitting here behind bars, watching police shuffle paperwork while trying not to make eye contact with the drunken vagrants sharing this cell with me. It’s incredible how fast things can get turned upside down. Some days it just feels like everything is just waiting for you to blink, and as soon as you do the world crumbles to pieces in front of your very eyes.


  Since I’ve probably got a few hours to sit in this cell, I’ll go ahead and start at the beginning. This beginning starts out in the back of a tour bus, with the sweetest thing a love-struck girl could ever ask for…


  


Chapter 1


  His lips pressed into mine and my heart went soaring. It was the kind of kiss that happens toward the end of every good Meg Ryan movie. You know, the kind of kiss that makes you smile because you know everything is going to be alright, because you know the world just became a better place. It was that kind of kiss. It was every kind of kiss that I’d had for nearly two years.


  What made this particular kiss so good?


  For one thing, it was very unexpected. He was busy getting dressed, and I was busy watching him get dressed. Like I mentioned, it was a big day for him, and I was trying my hardest to stay out of the way. Besides, I had my own little devious plans swirling around in my head.


  For another thing, the kiss was so good because I was in love with him.


  Perfectly, faultlessly, and hopelessly in love with him.


  Haden Cooper—the tattooed, rock star, love of my life—kissed me like there wasn’t another person in all of existence. Just the thought of it gets me all swoony, even now.


  I kissed him back, stringing my fingers through the flowing lengths of his hair. His fingers curled around my slender hips as he pulled me hard against his body, against the excitement growing in his tight jeans.


  My heart raced faster.


  I locked gazes with him. His brilliant green eyes flashed, reading my mind.


  “Do we have time?” I asked.


  A grin spread across his boyish face. Boyish, despite the fact that he was all man. (Broad shoulders, big muscles, big packa… You get the idea.)


  “Only one way to find out.”


  Our hands became a blur as we furiously stripped off each other’s clothing. In hindsight, it would have been easier if we stripped ourselves, but where’s the fun in that? My grin spread from ear to ear. It had been forever since we’d been intimate.


  At least a week.


  And when you’re twenty years old, that’s practically a lifetime. Dating a rock star just isn’t what Seventeen would have you believe. It’s got its perks, but a girl can only handle so much teasing before she needs a little satisfaction.


  I unbuttoned his jeans and ferociously tugged at them. Why did he have to look so devilish in those tight jeans? And why would they never come off fast enough?


  We were moments from the good part when the Universe decided to throw its first rock into my day. Leave it up to the Universe to have impeccable timing.


  Bang. Bang.


  Two loud claps shook the tour bus seconds before the door opened and Bartlett bounded onboard. He was a scruffy, round man. Of course, his eyes went straight to the back of the bus, where we were in a most compromised position.


  (Remember when I said we were about to get to the good stuff?)


  I belted out a startled scream and leapt away, hoping to hide from Bartlett’s curious stares. My hands clutched at all of my exposed parts, which I probably should have done first. Heat blossomed on my cheeks with the realization that I’d just given the Road Manager a free peep show. Every roadie would have all the details within the hour.


  Haden glared at him.


  “What the hell, man? Can’t you knock?”


  “I did.” Bartlett’s deep voice was flat. “You got five minutes, Coop. Gotta get you down there.”


  “I thought the shoot wasn’t until two?”


  “Hey, I don’t make the schedule, I just make sure you get where you need to be.”


  Haden ran a frustrated hand through his long hair. He fixed Bartlett with another hard look.


  “Give me a minute, will you? I’ll be right out.”


  “Just a minute, Coop. Can’t be late, today.”


  The tour bus shook as Bartlett’s heavy footsteps bounced down the steps. Haden didn’t turn back to me until the door latched shut.


  He gave me a hesitant smile.


  “I guess we didn’t have enough time, after all.”


  “I guess not.”


  My cheeks still burned as I watched him gather his discarded clothes. His bulging muscles flexed as he pulled his tight, army-green shirt on over his head. It only covered part of the tattoos snaking down both of his arms.


  “We never get to spend time together anymore.”


  I dipped and ducked to snatch my own clothes while trying to maintain some semblance of dignity. Haden moved closer and wrapped his huge arms around me as I clutched the clothes tight to my chest. I couldn’t help but notice the bulge still in his jeans.


  “We’ll have more time to ourselves, soon.”


  The corner of his mouth turned up into a faint smile. I shook my head, feeling selfish.


  “I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s your big day, you shouldn’t be worrying about me.”


  “Don’t say that, you know you’re the center of my world. You know, Green Falls isn’t far from New Orleans… Maybe we should pay your family a visit?”


  (You see what I’m talking about? This guy is too sweet to me. You can’t make this stuff up.)


  I beamed up at him.


  “Promise?”


  “Promise.”


  He pressed another deep kiss into my lips and I wanted to melt into him. Even after almost two years he could still make me swoon. A guy shouldn’t have that kind of power over a girl for so long, who’s to say how he’ll abuse it?


  It’s just not safe.


  When we broke apart, I put on my clothes while he grabbed the rest of his stuff.


  “Hey babe, have you seen my guitar?”


  My insides froze.


  “Your guitar?”


  Crap! He knows everything!


  Haden shuffled things around in the tiny closet, as though the guitar might be hiding in a corner. I already knew it wasn’t. I knew, because I’d snuck it to my cousin, Sarah.


  “The one you gave me,” he said, as though I didn’t know which guitar he was talking about. (Actually, he does have quite a few, now that I think about it.) “I haven’t seen it since we got to Nawlins.”


  I cringed.


  “Why do you keep calling it that?”


  His brow rose, innocently.


  “What? Nawlins?”


  “I don’t even think the locals call it that.”


  He held his palms out to the side and leaned forward.


  “Babe, I’m a rock star. We start trends, we don’t follow them.”


  I shook my head, still cringing.


  “Start a different one. That one is tacky.”


  He waved a hand at me, dismissively.


  “Anyways, have you seen the guitar? I’m getting worried about it.”


  Seriously, the man is like a bloodhound when it catches a scent. He could go weeks without playing that guitar, but now he needs it with him at all times? How is it possible that one man can be so infuriating?


  “Maybe a roadie took it for the set?”


  “Maybe…”


  I needed to act quickly or he was going to get extra suspicious. The last thing I needed was an extra suspicious Haden Cooper all up in my grill. I just needed him to do his own thing for a few hours while I got my big surprise all worked out.


  I moved closer to him. His long hair was soft to my touch as I forced his gaze on me. His big hands wrapped around mine and he gave me a warm smile.


  “How did I get so lucky to find you?” I asked.


  “Don’t say things like that. Do you want me blushing for Rolling Stone?”


  “What if I do?”


  “Then I guess they’ll have to use extra makeup.”


  My stomach erupted in butterflies as he leaned down and pressed another kiss into me. I wanted to get lost in the kiss, and I could feel him slipping into it, too. It was perfect.


  Time for Rock Number Two. The Universe can be even more infuriating than a man when it wants to be.


  The door banged opened again as a thin, young blonde came bounding onto the bus. Her eyes were focused on the piece of paper in her hand, oblivious to the world around her.


  “Leland’s said it should be ready by four,” she called out, still looking at the paper.


  My insides twisted in panic.


  “Sarah!” I barked.


  My little cousin’s big round eyes snapped up, startled. Then they darted over to Haden as her cheeks turned a bright shade of red.


  “Leland’s?” Haden asked. “Isn’t that the famous guitar shop in town?”


  The entire world stilled around me. That was it. My big surprise was going to be ruined before I could even start working on it.


  Thanks for nothing, Universe.


  “Oh, no. Leland is a friend of mine,” Sarah said, quickly. “He’s helping with a gift for my boyfriend. I was just telling Maggie about it, earlier.”


  My head bobbed, quickly, in agreement with Sarah’s cover story. For a few long seconds, I didn’t think Haden was going to buy it, but finally he tilted his head in a shrug and let the moment pass.


  “So what trouble are you two ladies getting into today?”


  “Oh, you know, girly stuff,” I said. “We’re going to wander around the Festival and check out all the booths. I think the Avett Brothers are playing this afternoon.”


  Haden cocked an eyebrow at me before fixing Sarah with a serious look.


  “Now don’t you let her go eyeballing too many of those other bands,” he said, his tone concerned. “We both know she’s got a thing for rock stars.”


  He held the flat look and my eyes widened. Could he really, seriously think I could ever possibly leave him for anyone else? I swear men can be such idiots sometimes! I fought down the urge to grab the nearest thing and throw it at his head.


  Then, the corners of his lips tugged upward and he gave me that sly, devilish smirk that usually meant he was pulling a fast one on me.


  I gasped and didn’t think twice before reaching for the pillow on the bed. I swung it around, violently, hitting him squarely in the shoulder. He barked out a laugh as I swung it over and over.


  “You stupid man! Don’t even joke about things like that.”


  Sarah was laughing right along with him. Haden’s chest rumbled with those deep laughs as he tangled my arms in his, pulling me tight against his body. Before I knew it, we were kissing again, and the world around me was swirling into nothingness.


  Damn him for being so… him.


  Sarah cleared her throat in a not-so-subtle way, and we broke apart. I shoved his shoulder one more time for good measure.


  “You know I trust you completely,” he said, those green eyes of his trying their best to turn my insides to mush. (They usually do a pretty good job of it.) “I’ll see you after the set.”


  “Maybe. If I don’t find another, sexier, rock star who’s an even better guitar player than you.”


  The grin on his face didn’t fade for even a second.


  “Impossible. No rock stars are sexier and better guitarists than me.”


  I made a few grumbling noises to let him know he shouldn’t be so sure.


  He kissed me one more time on the forehead before he turned to head out. His minute was over a long time ago, but Bartlett was probably too busy trying to get Kyle out of bed to be worried about anything else. Haden turned back just before he hopped off the bus.


  “Don’t forget your security pass, I hear security is pretty tight around here.”


  I let out a few more grumbles and shooed him away. He shot me one more fierce grin before bounding down the stairs.


  As soon as the door shut, Sarah and I vaulted for the window. We watched Haden until he disappeared into the mass of tents outside.


  “You think he suspects anything?” Sarah asked.


  “No. No thanks to you.”


  “Hey, I covered it up pretty nicely.”


  I gave another noncommittal grumble.


  “We better get started, it’s going to be a long day.”


  Little did I know just how true that statement was.


  


Chapter 2


  “Please, you don’t understand, this is an emergency!” The old, curly haired lady’s eyes narrowed as she gave me a stern look. It had only been a few minutes and Phase One of the Big Plan was already in serious jeopardy. “You said yourself that it’s just a spare.”


  Her look soured with every word I spoke. I decided it was best to stop while I might still be ahead. Her eyes narrowed and her head tilted to one side, considering me for a long time.


  And judging me.


  There was a lot of judgment in her old-lady eyes.


  “And what’s in it for me?”


  I got the distinct feeling I was about to be hustled.


  “Have you heard of The Believers? I can get you a signed photo.”


  “Signed by who?”


  “Haden Cooper, the guitarist.”


  Her features darkened.


  “The whole band.”


  I winced. I mean, it wasn’t impossible to get the whole band to sign a picture for me, but doing so without making Haden suspicious was an entirely different matter. Thankfully, I kept a few photos lying around. For emergencies.


  Emergencies like this one.


  “Fine,” I said. “But, then you deliver and set it up, too.”


  Two birds, one stone. My grandmother would be proud.


  Her eyes found a way to narrow even more.


  “It’s not far,” I said, quickly. “The band’s tent is just around the corner.”


  Finally, she motioned for two of her people. She jabbed a finger at the gigantic oven sitting in the corner and told them to help me. They jumped to follow her orders.


  A smile started to spread on my lips, but came to a swift end when she rounded on me, leveling that menacing, hooked finger in my direction.


  “You don’t have long. My people will pick it up at six. We close early and I won’t be kept waiting by some skinny runt.”


  Skinny runt? She barely came up to my shoulders and she was calling me a runt?


  I gave her the biggest smile I could manage, promising we’d be done before then. Sarah gave me a hesitant look as we led the workers back to the band’s tent. When we arrived, the workers got to work setting it up. By the time I ran and got the signed photos they were already done.


  “You’re sure this is a good idea?” Sarah asked, after they were gone. “What if Haden comes in here?”


  I shook my head. “The band’s going to be tied up all day. They won’t be free until after the set tonight.”


  All the supplies were already laid out on the table in the back of the tent. Hopefully I had everything, there wouldn’t be enough time to fix it, if I didn’t. A nagging sensation tugged at the back of my mind. There were probably a million things I was completely forgetting.


  Sarah gave me a dubious look.


  “Can’t you just take him to a nice dinner or something?” she asked.


  “They go to nice restaurants all the time. It’s a big day for him and I want to do something special.”


  “And baking him a cake is something special?”


  “You don’t understand how much Haden loves cake. This is going to be perfect!” My excitement didn’t appear to inspire any confidence in my little cousin. “Just wait, you’ll see. Everything is going to be perfect.”


  At least that’s what I kept telling myself.


  We can convince ourselves of the craziest things sometimes, can’t we?


  


Chapter 3


  “You’re sure you know what you’re doing?” Sarah asked.


  “How hard can it be to bake a cake?”


  Her eyebrows pinched together.


  “Have you ever done anything like this before?”


  “Mom and I used to do some baking back in Jersey.”


  “And how long ago was that?”


  I gave her a sour look.


  “It’s like riding a bike—do it once and you’ll never forget how.”


  “I don’t think it’s like that at all.”


  “Can you just make yourself useful and go get the frosting started, or something?”


  She let out a sigh and slid her phone into her pocket. She’d been staring at it for the last half hour.


  “Who have you been talking to all day, anyway?” I asked.


  “No one. Why? It’s just my roommate, Billie.” She shot me a suspicious stare.


  “Just wondering, no need to get all defensive.” I gave her a reassuring smile as I continued mixing the cake batter in a gigantic, plastic bowl. “How are things going with that new boy of yours?”


  “They’re fine,” she shrugged. “Well, they’re better than fine. They’re actually going pretty well.”


  I grinned at her. “Are you in love with him?”


  Her cheeks turned a crimson red before she ducked away from me, giggling.


  “I don’t even know what that means after Huck.”


  “You’re radiant, I think you know exactly what it means.” She beamed another smile at me. “You deserve a lot better than what that Huck asshole gave you.”


  “Thanks, that means a lot.”


  The moment should have been a sweet one—the kind shared between only the best of friends—but of course it was one of those days where all good things turn into train wrecks.


  There was a shuffling at the front of the tent as someone tried to claw their way in. My heart sank as I pictured Haden busting in. There was no way we could hide what we were doing. Thankfully, I’d been crafty enough to knot the tent closed from the inside, buying me just enough time to cut them off.


  I raced around the table and made my way to the front just as a tall figure with blond hair exploding from the top of his head tore through the flap. He cursed obscenities and kicked at the tent a few more times for good measure. It wasn’t until he straightened himself that he saw me standing in front of him, looking annoyed.


  Kyle Landers. Lead singer. Arch nemesis. Asshole.


  He sized me up with a quick look of his blue eyes. There was a skinny, blonde girl attached to his waist.


  “Well, this should be interesting.”


  His lips tugged into that cocky smirk that had a way of making me want to cause him bodily harm.


  “You’re supposed to be with the Rolling Stone people all day.”


  “We finished early. I didn’t realize I have to check with the Band Mom before having a little fun.”


  The blonde gave me a suspicious look.


  “Kyle, baby, who is that?” Her voice was high pitched and whiny.


  He was about to respond when Sarah came walking up from the back. That cocky little smile of his spread even wider.


  “Well, if it isn’t little miss Sarah, all grown up.” His eyes flashed between the two of us. “It’s still early, but I guess I’m down for a foursome. Who’s getting naked first?”


  Sarah and I let out detested groans.


  “In your dreams,” she said, just as I said, “You’re disgusting.”


  He held a hand up, innocently.


  “Ladies, there’s plenty of Kyle to go around.” He looked down at the blonde. “Right, Jenny?”


  She frowned. “My name is Rebecca.”


  He rolled his eyes. “What’s the difference?”


  I felt dirty just looking at him. I was willing to bet money that he was the most diseased man on the planet. Didn’t these girls know he was just going to use them and lose them?


  “What are you two doing in here, anyway?” Kyle asked, nodding at the apron I was wearing.


  “Nothing,” I said, quickly. A thought occurred to me, and my mind went racing once again. “Wait, if you’re here, where’s Haden?”


  “I’m not his babysitter.” His eyebrow arched. “He’s probably sniffing after you like some lost puppy dog. You two are pathetic like that.”


  I stopped listening. I shot a concerned look at Sarah as I untied the apron and threw it to her. She already knew what I was thinking. I had to make sure that Haden wasn’t on his way to the tent. If he came here he would see everything.


  Kyle barked indignantly as I shoved past him. The sun was high and the humid heat of the Louisiana spring made the air sticky and thick. I didn’t make it two steps before a pair of massive arms pulled me tight against a muscular frame.


  “There you are,” Haden said, his bright green eyes beaming.


  


Chapter 4


  “Haden! What are you doing here?” My insides turned as he flashed me that charming smile.


  “I thought you would be happy to see me.”


  “Of course I am, it’s just… I thought you were going to be busy with the magazine all day.”


  “We finished the photo shoot a little early, so I decided to track you down. I was beginning to think that you and Sarah had already left.”


  “Well, you found me.” I tried to give him a cheery smile.


  His brow pulled together and he gave me a suspicious look.


  “Why did you come racing out of there like that?” he asked, nodding toward the tent.


  My insides found a way to twist even harder.


  “Oh, that was nothing. It’s just…” my mind raced, “…Kyle was just entertaining a guest.”


  He let out a laugh.


  “That guy doesn’t waste any time, does he?”


  “I don’t know how he does it,” I said, honestly.


  Then, Haden’s laugh turned to a frown.


  “Is Sarah stuck in there with him? Maybe I should go tell him to keep it in his pants for a while.”


  He moved toward the tent as I latched onto his arm. He was at least twice as big as me, and solid muscle, but somehow I managed to change his mind.


  “She’s not in there,” I said, quickly. He gave me a puzzled look. “She and her boyfriend were arguing and she wanted some privacy.”


  I felt miserable lying to his face like that. But what other choice did I have?


  “Is that the new guy? Not Huck, right?”


  “Yeah, some guy named Jeremy. She seems to really like him.”


  “He better treat her right, or I might need to have a talk with him. She’s a good girl.”


  “That’s sweet of you to say.”


  His arms wrapped around me again and he pulled me into another tight hug. My entire body tingled as he planted a deep kiss on my lips. I could feel the excitement growing in him, too.


  “Kyle shouldn’t be the only one having a little fun,” he breathed between kisses. “Let’s sneak back to the bus and finish what we started earlier.”


  My heart raced. I didn’t want to leave Sarah stuck any longer than I had to, but how was I supposed to turn down a proposition like that? Didn’t I mention just how long it had been?


  Not that it was all about the sex. I needed to get him away from the tent or he’d ruin the surprise. I mean, that was the real reason I wanted to get him back to the bus. It wasn’t just because I was all pent up and frustrated… I swear.


  “What are we waiting for?” I asked.


  He gave me a fierce smile and took me by the hand. We didn’t make it more than a few steps before a familiar voice called out to us.


  Seriously, Universe. Get your shit together.


  “Haden, there you are! Haden, wait up!”


  We turned to see Bartlett’s round frame running after us. When he finally caught up to us his breathing was labored and he held up a finger for us to give him a moment.


  “Rolling Stone. They’re ready for you, again. Gotta get back over there.”


  “I thought we had an hour?” Haden said, annoyed.


  Bartlett shook his head, making his chin-fat jiggle.


  “They need you now.” Then he added, “I still gotta find whoever Kyle is shacked up with.”


  My eyes widened and I jumped to cut off Haden before he could say anything.


  “I’ll get him!” I bit my lips together after the quick outburst. “I don’t want you to be late. I’ll send Kyle right along after you.”


  “Didn’t you say he’s in there with someone? I’ll just get him real quick.”


  “No!” I said, sharply.


  He gave me a shocked look, so I did the first thing that came to mind—I turned on my feminine charms.


  “Please, let me do it,” I said, running a finger along Haden’s chest. “I owe him the embarrassment of having a girl walk in and break up his fun.” Haden gave me a dumb nod, mostly distracted by my swirling little fingers. “You and Bartlett go ahead, I’ll send Kyle chasing along soon enough.”


  Bartlett looked between us like we’d both lost our minds.


  “Sounds good to me. They need you first anyway.”


  He grabbed Haden by the arm and pulled him along.


  After they were gone, I shoved my way into the tent and found Kyle sitting on the couch. Jenny, or Rebecca, or whatever her name was, had curled herself into his lap. She was kissing down his neck. She looked pathetic.


  “Your cousin won’t come play,” Kyle said, flicking his wrist towards Sarah. “Care to talk some sense into her?”


  “Seriously, you’re gross,” she said from across the way, scowling at him.


  There wasn’t any time to play into his antics.


  “Bartlett just came by. Rolling Stone needs you again.”


  “Bull shit.”


  “I’m serious, he just dragged Haden off.”


  Kyle fixed me with an annoyed stare. Rebecca was oblivious to everything going on around her, she was too interested in the nape of his neck to care that everyone had lost total respect for her.


  “You better not be fucking with me,” he snarled, pushing her off of him. He straightened to his full height, nearly a foot taller than me. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but I can tell when someone’s hiding something.”


  My heart sank. No one would enjoy spoiling my surprise more than Kyle.


  “Please don’t say anything.”


  I realized my mistake as soon as the words left my mouth. His only response was a single arched eyebrow. But it spoke volumes.


  “My, my… What’s Haden going to think when he finds out you’re hiding something from him?”


  “Haden Cooper?” the floozy asked, suddenly interested.


  Women threw themselves at Haden all the time. I got over it a long time ago. But Kyle scowled at her. His ego was such a fragile thing. Seriously, why did he keep hooking up with such tramps? He could have a real girl if he just kept his mouth shut and his dick in his pants.


  “Please, Kyle. Just don’t say anything…”


  “What’s in it for me?”


  “My undying gratitude?” I chirped. It was an obvious lie, but maybe he’d fall for it.


  “Yawn,” he said, rolling his eyes. He turned his gaze to Sarah. “What about you, short stuff? You got something I’d be interested in?”


  Her eyes glanced up over her phone.


  “Like some Valtrex?”


  The sneer on his face spread even wider.


  “You’ll come around, sooner or later. They always do.” He raised a finger and jabbed it in my direction. “We’re not done here.”


  He grabbed the floozy by the hand and dragged her out of the tent. Sarah looked at me after he was gone.


  “You think he’ll say anything?”


  “Probably. Just to spite me.”


  She shook her head. “He and Haden are like night and day. How are they even friends?”


  “You’ve seen them play… When they’re on stage together all of that other stuff goes away.” She nodded her agreement, begrudgingly. I checked my watch. “We better hurry, we have to get to Leland’s soon.”


  Sarah gave me an exasperated look as we got back to work. If I’d known my troubles were only just beginning I probably would have called it quits right then and there.


  


Chapter 5


  “Seriously, can we go any slower?”


  The cabbie shot me a hard glance over his shoulder. I craned my neck, hoping to see a clearing in the traffic ahead, but there wasn’t one. There were rows and rows of cars, all backed up against one another. People on the sidewalks were strolling along twice as fast as us.


  “Maybe this was a bad idea. I should have stayed back with the cake.”


  “You can’t make it bake any faster by staring at it. Besides, you needed to get away from there. You’re going a little crazy-brained.”


  I sighed. She was right.


  “There must be some kind of side street you can take, right?”


  The cabbie gave me an incredulous look.


  “What do you want me to do?” he barked, throwing both hands in the air. “It’s the Festival. Same thing every year.”


  I let out a frustrated groan. Sarah gave me a reassuring look, though it didn’t do much to calm my nerves. Eventually the traffic started moving again. It felt like it took another hour before we finally pulled up to Leland’s Guitar Shop.


  Walking into the shop, I was instantly taken aback by all of the guitars lining the walls. They were breathtaking. Before meeting Haden, the place would have looked like just another music store, but dating a rock star guitar player teaches you a thing or two. And this wasn’t just any old music store.


  A tiny, hollow-faced man sat behind the front counter with a Fender Stratocaster perched on his knee. He fingerpicked some jazz scales while tuning it. When he saw us approaching, a gentle smile spread across his face.


  “Afternoon. What can I do ya for?” His voice was deep and gravelly.


  “I’m here to pick up a guitar. My cousin dropped it off earlier to get it engraved.”


  He nodded at me and placed the Strat onto a stand. His hands were gentle and cautious as he set it down.


  “Claim ticket?”


  “Of course, it’s right here.” I dug through my purse for the piece of paper Sarah had brought back earlier. “It’s in here somewhere.” I gave him a nervous smile. Did I even need half the crap in there? It was definitely time to clean the thing out. “It has to be in here…”


  The old man didn’t rush me as I set my purse on the counter and spilled it out.


  “Lipstick. Security pass. Keys. Receipts… I can probably throw those away.” I gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m not normally this messy.” That was a lie.


  Sarah stepped up to the counter and went through the stuff with me.


  “You didn’t leave it on the bus, did you?” she whispered.


  I could have swore I grabbed it after Haden left. But it wasn’t there. I’d been such a flustered mess since this morning.


  “I must have forgotten it.” I chewed on my lip then gave a hopeful smile. “But I can describe the guitar. It’s pretty unique.”


  His brow pulled down as he let out a pained groan.


  “Kills me to say it, but can’t do nothing without the ticket.”


  “What do you mean? I’m sure this happens all the time, there must be something we can do…”


  The old man gave me an appeasing look, holding his open palms up in the air.


  “Sorry, them’s the rules during the Festival,” he said. “We get all kinds of people coming in here trying to pull fast ones.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Got into a little spot a while back… Had to put my foot down.”


  I stared at him in disbelief.


  “You can’t just keep my guitar…”


  “You can wait till the Festival ends,” he reasoned.


  “No, I can’t. I can’t even wait another hour. I need the guitar, like now.” I pointed a finger at Sarah. “She dropped it off earlier, don’t you remember her?”


  “Actually, he wasn’t here earlier,” she said. “There was some mangy looking guy.”


  The older man nodded at her with his soft eyes.


  “That would be Chet. He left an hour ago. Won’t be back till tomorrow.”


  “Surely you can call him or something? He’ll remember her bringing it in.”


  A gravelly laugh rolled up from the man’s chest.


  “‘Fraid that won’t be possible. Chet’s a musician.”


  “What’s that got to do with anything?”


  Amusement glistened in the man’s eyes.


  “Don’t think that boy ever owned a phone a day in his life. Spends every last dollar on new equipment.”


  Was this really happening? If I couldn’t get the guitar back then nothing else mattered. I could already imagine how the conversation would go…


  “Congratulations on your big day! Oh by the way, your favorite guitar is being held hostage because your girlfriend is irresponsible.”


  “Thanks, babe. I love you, too…”


  I touched my fingertips to my temples, trying to rub away the headache that was pulsing there. It was getting worse by the second. Then, my eyes shot open as a thought occurred to me.


  I grabbed my blue, leather wallet and dug out a picture. A huge smile spread across my face as I held it up. If the picture didn’t help, then nothing would. It was of Haden and me when I had first given him the guitar. He was serenading me with it, and someone snapped a picture.


  “See?” I said, excitedly pointing at it. “That’s the guitar right there, and that’s my boyfriend playing it.”


  He studied it for a moment.


  “Ain’t that the boy in that one band?” he said, giving me a curious look. I nodded. “Well, ain’t that somethin’? Boy, can he play. I ain’t heard fingers like those since… oh, since before you were born, I suppose.”


  “Yes, he’s wonderful,” I agreed. “So can we get the guitar back now? He’s headlining the Festival tonight and I’d really like to get back before then.”


  The man shook his head.


  “Fraid that won’t be possible.”


  “You can’t make an exception this once? Please, I’m desperate!”


  He scratched at the scruffy whiskers on his chin.


  “Oh, I’d love to help you out. It’s just that a fella already picked up that beauty. Couldn’t ’a been more than, oh, maybe a half hour ago.”


  My insides curdled.


  “What do you mean someone already picked it up? You said they had to have the claim ticket to pick it up.”


  He nodded. “That’s right, he had it. Looked mighty happy to see it, too.”


  Confusion ran through me.


  “Who picked it up? What did he look like?”


  The man heaved his shoulders.


  “Oh, I don’t know. Fella looked like a trucker or something, all dirty and travelled. I was worried at first, but he took good care of it. He was real careful with it. Soft hands.”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Someone else had come in with the claim ticket and taken Haden’s guitar? Who in the world could have possibly done that? I wanted to crumble into a little ball right there. I’d rather tell Haden that his guitar was being held hostage than that some dirty trucker had stolen it.


  “We should get going,” Sarah whispered into my ear.


  “But the guitar…” I looked at her, exasperated.


  “There’s nothing we can do here, we’ll have to figure it out later.”


  Her blue eyes were soft and considerate as she regarded me. Something felt wrong about leaving there empty handed, but she was right.


  “Thanks for your help,” she said, beaming a smile at the man.


  “Any time,” he said, nodding his head.


  My feet were heavy as Sarah dragged me outside. What in the world was I going to tell Haden?


  


Chapter 6


  After everything that had happened already, you’d think the Universe could have cut me a little slack, right? You know, nothing major, just maybe stop picking on me so much? After all, I’m a pretty decent person, just trying to do something nice. So why did it have to feel like the weight of the world was resting on my shoulders?


  “I swear it was in here,” I groaned, digging through my purse. The security guard stared at me like I was some kind of vagrant, and it made me want to scream. “Look, I promise I’m not some crazy person. I just need to get back to the bus and I can get another security pass to show you.”


  “I’m sorry, ma’am, but no one gets by without proper ID.”


  Sarah frowned at me. “Where did it go?”


  “I don’t know!” She jumped back a step. I took a deep breath to calm myself. “I don’t know,” I repeated, calmer this time. “I had it when I left here. I remember pulling it out at the guitar store…” A wave of nausea came over me. “Did I leave it at the guitar store?”


  “I’m sorry, ma’am, but if you don’t have the proper ID, I have to ask you to depart the area.”


  The guard’s voice was hard and unwavering. He raised his hand and gestured toward the main ticketing area. I stared at him, disbelievingly.


  Sarah tugged at my arm.


  “Let’s go,” she said. “Just call Haden or someone and tell them you forgot your pass. I’m sure it won’t be a big deal.”


  I scowled at the guard one more time for good measure as I let her pull me away.


  “We can’t do that. They’re too busy, and besides, I don’t want Haden getting suspicious. I told him we were going to hang around the Festival all day, not go gallivanting around the city.”


  “What other choice do we have? We can’t finish the cake if we’re stuck here.”


  I considered it, then gave her a devious look.


  “I guess we’re just going to have to find another way in.”


  “What do you mean?”


  I tilted my head toward the security checkpoint.


  “You’re not planning on flashing them or something, are you?” she said, her voice rising.


  I belted out a laugh.


  “No, of course not! I’m just going to have to find a way to sneak in, is all.”


  “That doesn’t sound like a good idea.”


  I waved a hand, dismissively.


  “It’s no big deal. I’ve done it hundreds of times at other shows.”


  “So this kind of thing happens to you regularly?”


  I shied away from her. “No, I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that I’ve spent a lot of time at concerts and festivals, and sometimes a girl’s gotta know how to get backstage at those things.”


  She considered it for a moment.


  “I wish Billie was here, she can talk her way into anything when she puts her mind to it.” She fixed me with a worried look. “So what are we going to do?”


  I held up a finger, waggling it back and forth.


  “I’m doing this alone.” She started to argue, but I held a hand up to stop her. “Trust me, it’ll be easier for me to get inside by myself. Once I’m in I can go get a new security pass and come back for you.”


  She gave me a hard, judgmental look, but finally gave in. It’s not like we had many options, and she knew it.


  “Fine. Just be careful.”


  “Of course, I’m always careful.”


  


Chapter 7


  I don’t know why I thought things would start to go my way when I decided to sneak backstage at one of the biggest musical festivals in the world. It’s not like anything else was working out for me, so it shouldn’t have surprised me when there were two police officers watching as I crawled through a tiny hole in one of the fences.


  “Please, officers, you’ve got it all wrong. This is just some kind of misunderstanding.”


  They stood in front of me, the older one with a sour look on his face and the younger one looking eager, but still uncertain.


  “You see, I’m actually allowed back here, I just forgot my pass in town.”


  “Oh really? In town, did ya? Well, I’ve never heard that excuse, before.” Sarcasm gushed from him as he gave the younger officer an amused chuckle. “You know how many girls we catch sneaking through that fence everyday?”


  “No really, I do belong here. I can prove it…”


  In hindsight, I probably should have thought better about making any sudden movements to dig through my purse with two officers watching me. But it really didn’t occur to me at the time.


  No sooner had my hand disappeared into the purse than both officers had their guns drawn and leveled at me. I shrieked and froze in place. They instructed me to raise my hands and keep them where they could see them. I did as I was told, withdrawing the picture of Haden and me at the same time.


  “I was just getting this.” I wagged the photo so they could see it.


  The older officer nodded and the younger one took it from me. He studied it for a second before a big smile spread across his face.


  “Hey, I know this guy. He’s in that band, right?”


  I nodded, quickly. “He’s my boyfriend, we’ve been together almost two years now.”


  “Awesome,” he said, handing it over to the older cop.


  The older one gave him a look like he was the biggest idiot in the world.


  “You must be some kind of special, huh?” he said. The younger one frowned at him. “You don’t see what’s going on here? We get these all the time…”


  The older one holstered his gun and pulled out his cuffs. He grabbed me by my still-raised arms and spun me around. The metal was hard and cold as the cuffs clinked shut around my wrists.


  “Ow, that’s tight. What are you doing? Why are you cuffing me?”


  My heart raced a million miles a minute. Were they really going to arrest me for sneaking through a fence?


  The older cop talked like I wasn’t even there.


  “These girls get all obsessed with these boy band guys. They make up these delusions about how they’re in love, and they’re meant to be, and crap like that. They’re so crazy you never know what they’re gonna do.”


  “I’m not crazy, it’s the truth,” I argued.


  The officer didn’t respond, he just gave me a shove toward the front entrance. I stumbled along, trying to keep my balance.


  “Where are you taking me? Why are you doing this?”


  “Calm down, honey, it’s for your own protection. We can’t have any stalkers running around here. You’ll probably be out in 24 hours, your boyfriend should be long gone by then.”


  “I’m not a stalker! You have to believe me, this is just a big mistake.”


  “Yeah, yeah… There’ll be plenty of people down at the station that will be happy to hear all about your rock star boyfriend.” He let out another sinister laugh. “Hell, there might even be a few of his other girlfriends there, too. You all should get right along.”


  As they pushed me through the front gate I saw Sarah standing off to the side. Her eyes widened when she saw the two officers escorting me towards a squad car.


  “Maggie, what’s going on?” she yelled, racing towards me. The younger officer held his hand up, stopping her before she got too close.


  “Sarah, go call someone. Tell them what happened, they have to come get me out.”


  Her eyes were panicked as she gave me a confused look. The last thing I saw before they shoved me into the squad car was her frantically mashing buttons on her cell phone.


  


Chapter 8


  Dear Universe,


  You suck.


  That is all,


  Maggie


  PS, I hate you.


  


Chapter 9


  So that about catches us up to where I am now: sitting in a lockup cell, still trying to avoid all the drunken people cooped up with me. I’m not quite sure how long I’ve been here, but judging by the dark sky outside, it’s getting pretty late.


  I’m sure there’s some kind of lesson to be learned from all of this. I’m trying hard to convince myself that it isn’t that I should just stay in bed more often, but it’s not going so well. Right now, even the cramped confines of the tour bus sound like a five star suite compared to this holding cell.


  I’ve already given up hope on the whole surprise thing working out. Who was I kidding, anyways? I just hope Sarah is able to track someone down. I don’t even care who, at this point, so long as they can come get me out of here. I’m not looking forward to explaining everything that happened to Haden, but I’m ready to face the music if it means getting away from the smell of B.O. that’s clinging to the cement walls all around me.


  I’m slowly losing my desperate struggle to keep my composure when someone finally shows up. Sarah carves her way through the police station, walking quickly, making a beeline for the holding cell. When she sees me, there’s relief on her face, but it’s still tinged with concern. I give her a perplexed look until my mind pieces together what’s bothering her.


  As it turns out, I’m not going to have to explain things to Haden. Not yet, anyways. But that doesn’t make the situation any better. In fact, the situation is a whole lot worse. Because the person that I finally see slithering his way behind Sarah is the last person I want to see there.


  Kyle Landers. Asshole. Vermin. My only hope.


  Even his footsteps are pretentious as he saunters up to the cell. The cocky, little sneer on his face makes me consider taking my chances in lockup all night. Sarah is standing next to him, looking thoroughly deflated.


  “Well, lookie what we have here.” He scrapes a finger along one of the bars. “Little Miss Goodie Two-Shoes has gone and gotten herself in trouble.”


  “Cut the shit, Kyle. Just tell them who I am so I can get out of here.”


  His lips pull together in a tiny circle as he blows a low whistle through them.


  “Is that any way to treat your savior?”


  I let out a groan. He is going to make me beg, isn’t he? He’s enjoying this moment way too much. Seeing me locked up probably excites him as much as the idea of a three-way with two bikini models. That’s how repulsive he is.


  “Can we do this some other time? I just want to get back to the bus.”


  (And take a long hot shower while downing an entire bottle of wine by myself. But he doesn’t need to know that.)


  He taps a finger to his jaw and considers me.


  “You remember earlier when I said you would owe me?” That smirk of his turns into a grin faster than I thought possible. It makes me sick to my stomach. “Looks like it’s time to pay up.”


  “I’m not really in a position to give you anything.”


  He leans against the bars, eyeing me from the corner of his eye.


  “Don’t worry, I’ve got time. I’m sure you can come up with something.”


  I see red.


  There are times when I can tolerate his antics, and then there are the times I want to rip his eyeballs out so I can turn them around and show him just how big of an asshole he really is.


  “Seriously? You’re just going to stand there and do nothing? You’re unbelievable.”


  He holds up an open palm in an annoyingly innocent way.


  “Quid pro quo, sugar. I don’t make the rules, I just follow them.”


  “You don’t have any rules,” I say, viciously. “I’d rather rot in here all night than do a single thing for you.”


  He gives me a tilt of his head and a tiny shrug.


  “Suit yourself.”


  He straightens himself and turns to walk away. Sarah gives me a wide-eyed, desperate look. I shrug my shoulders. What am I supposed to do?


  “I know what you want,” she calls out. I give her a hard look.


  Kyle freezes in place, his head giving a slight tilt.


  “Ah, yes. Short stuff to the rescue, again.” He turns to face her. “I suppose I’ll play along…”


  She looks him straight in the eye and takes a step closer. His gaze falls until he’s openly staring at her cleavage, that leering smirk tugs at his cheeks.


  “I’m sure I’ve got something you want to see,” she says, softly. “Two somethings, actually.”


  My jaw drops open.


  “Sarah! You don’t have to—”


  “It’s fine,” she cuts me off, sharply.


  He gives me a triumphant smirk.


  “I told you they always come around.” He grins down at her, letting his gaze fall to her breasts, again. “How about a little preview to kick things off?”


  She fixes him with a stare and shakes her head.


  “You get her out of there first, then we can settle up.”


  His eyes are hungry for her as he considers the offer. Finally, he nods his agreement. He pivots around on one foot and heads off to talk to one of the booking officers.


  I fix Sarah with a disbelieving stare.


  “You don’t have to do this.”


  “I know I don’t have to, but we’ve got to get you out of there.”


  “Why did you bring Kyle in the first place? You should have got Haden.”


  “That would have ruined the surprise…”


  “Who are we kidding? It’s already ruined. Sometimes, you just have to face the facts.”


  Her lips spread into a soft smile.


  “Have some faith, Maggie. Everything is going to be just fine.”


  It takes Kyle all of two minutes to get me released. My stomach lurches as he openly lusts after Sarah while we leave the police station. I’m disgusted for her. I’ve seen Kyle at his best, and even then I wouldn’t wish him upon anyone. Especially not my little cousin.


  “Alright, short stuff. Time to show me what you’ve got going on.” He grins at her. “Who knows? If you’re lucky maybe you can come back to my bus tonight…”


  I’m going to retch.


  She gazes up at him in a surprisingly intimate way. I’m caught off guard by her sensual movements. She’s my little cousin, she isn’t supposed to be able to look at a guy like that. Especially not one who just wants to get in her pants.


  “I suppose you upheld your end of the bargain…” Her voice is soft.


  Slowly, her hands snake up the sides of her body until they’re perched near the top of her low-cut blouse. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. My little cousin is really going to expose herself to this bastard of a man because I was stupid enough to get myself locked away?


  This is all my fault.


  “You’ve wanted this for so long,” she says. “Since you first met me, right?” Kyle nods. Quickly. Eagerly. Her fingers trace a tiny line near her collarbone and he looks excited enough to burst. “And now you’re finally going to get what you deserve…”


  Her hands sink lower on her body and I cringe. I can’t take this anymore. I have to do something. I have to stop her.


  I’m about to throw myself between them when Sarah does something that catches me completely by surprise.


  Her tiny hands clench into tight little balls, and she sticks her middle fingers straight into the air. She thrusts her hands directly at Kyle, flipping him off with a menacing look on her face.


  “There you go, asshole,” she says, harshly. “Those two little things I promised.”


  There are times in your life when you know things have just changed. When something happens and you know that you’ll never be the same again. This is one of those times.


  I burst into laughter as I see the shocked look on Kyle’s face. His eyes widen, furiously, as he looms over Sarah, staring her straight in the eye.


  “You’re such a little bitch,” he spits. “You girls are all the same, not worth more than a few easy thrills.”


  A ferocious smile appears on her face.


  “Maybe if you weren’t such a douchebag you could find yourself a real woman instead of all those sluts you hookup with.” She leans in closer, still holding her fingers up. “But don’t think for a second that I’ll ever be one of them.”


  Kyle looks like he’s about to have a melt down right then and there. He’d been so arrogant and cocky that he’d never even considered the fact that Sarah is a girl who would never, ever, stoop to his level.


  She played him. Hard. Heck, she even had me fooled.


  He takes a few deep breaths, finally composing himself. He stands tall again, raising his chin up high as he runs a hand through his mass of blond hair. He looks like himself again, the king of his own little world.


  “Sooner or later I always get what I want.”


  Sarah rolls her eyes, turning back to me.


  “Let’s go. It’s getting late and the creeps are starting to show their true colors.”


  I grin at her and can’t agree more.


  “Thanks for your help, Kyle,” I say, as we flag down a cab. “You’re a peach.”


  The annoyed look he shoots me is worth every single second I had to stay in that smelly lockup. Maybe the Universe has a sense of humor, after all.


  


Chapter 10


  The cab ride back to the Festival is a lot faster than before. With the Festival finished for the night, the traffic has mostly disappeared. I can’t even begin to imagine how crazy Bourbon Street is at that very minute.


  Sarah made sure she brought a security pass along with her this time, and we have no trouble getting into the backstage area. When we push our way into the band’s tent we’re greeted by a sour looking chef and her two employees.


  I look between them and the oven they are about to wheel away. I can’t even muster the energy to be upset.


  “I told you I needed it back early.” She levels that crooked finger at me.


  I shrug.


  “Go ahead, take it. It doesn’t even matter, anymore.”


  Her eyes narrow, suspiciously.


  “Have you ever even used an oven before? With the way you burned that cake I’m willing to bet your mother never taught you a single thing, did she?”


  My eyes pinch shut at the mention of my mom. Sarah steps forward, ready to come to my defense, but I hold out a hand to stop her.


  “You’re right,” I say, returning my gaze to the old croon. “I was just trying to do something nice, but I got in over my head. Thanks for letting me use it, even if I didn’t know what the hell I was doing.”


  Her face pinches together, sourly, but she doesn’t say anything else. I’m thankful for that, because I’m just too worn out to put up a fight. The only thing I want to do is curl up in bed and wait for Haden to come back to me.


  The croon and her workers finish packing everything up and head out. They leave the remnants of the burned cake sitting on the table, and I inspect them, casually.


  “It really does look pathetic, doesn’t it?” I say, giving Sarah a soft smile.


  She beams up at me and rubs my shoulder. “You had the right intentions. Sometimes things don’t work out the way you expect them to.”


  I nod my agreement. “I think the best part of the day was the look on Kyle’s face when you flipped him off.” We both erupt in laughter. “I still can’t believe you did that. I totally thought you were going to go through with it.”


  She tilts her head and gives me an, “Are you serious?” look.


  “Please. That guy is a jerk. He deserves much worse than what he got. Does he even know how much of a creep he can be?”


  I shrug. “He’s been like that since we first met him. He doesn’t date girls, he just hooks up with them. I’m too scared to even try to count the number of girls I’ve seen him with.”


  “Disgusting,” Sarah says, her face twisting. “What happened that made him like that? Someone must have really screwed him up.”


  “Maybe. All I know is that you got him pretty good. His ego is going to be bruised for a long time.”


  “Serves him right, taunting you like that while you were helpless.” She gives me a devious, little grin. “I have to admit, it was a little funny seeing you like that. I don’t think I could have ever imagined seeing my favorite cousin, Maggie, behind bars!”


  A little laugh escapes me. “Yeah, you better watch out, now I’m a hardened criminal.”


  The laughter dies away as I turn back to the burned cake. I nudge it with my finger. It’s as hard as rock.


  “I guess I really made a mess of everything today. So much for being an awesome girlfriend.”


  Sarah moves closer to me and rubs my back.


  “Your heart was in the right place, and that’s what’s important. Haden’s a good guy, and he’s lucky to have you.”


  “I just wanted to do something special. But instead, I have to figure out how to tell him that I lost his favorite guitar and then managed to end up behind bars.”


  Sarah lets out a warm laugh and beams up at me.


  “It’s not all that bad. I tell you what, let’s go get a late dinner, on me. We can still make some good memories tonight, and you can put all this crap behind you.”


  I shake my head.


  “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass. I just want to go back to the bus, curl up on the bed, and wait for Haden to get back. If he’s not there waiting for me, already.”


  She lets out a soft breath and nods her understanding.


  “Keep your head up. You’ll start feeling better soon.”


  “I hope so.”


  “I’m sure of it.” She grins at me.


  I wish I could share her enthusiasm. It’s nearly impossible to get my little cousin down. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her sad or depressed a single day in my entire life.


  “What are you going to do?” I ask, as we make our way out of the tent.


  “Billie’s somewhere down on Bourbon Street. I’m probably just going to go meet up with her and try to keep her out of trouble.”


  “That sounds like a good time. Have some extra fun for me.”


  “I will.”


  We wish each other well before we part ways. A part of me wonders about the life I could have had if I’d gone off to college like I had originally planned. But then I couldn’t imagine my life without Haden in it. Ever since we’d first met he’d been the rock that had seen me through the hardest of times. And now, when all I wanted to do was something nice for him, I had to go and mess it all up.


  The lights in the bus are off when I get back to it. Just as I’m opening the lock to push the door open, a familiar voice calls out to me.


  “Maggie! There you are!”


  I turn to see Bartlett cruising up on a golf cart, its tiny motor is whirring as he stops next to me.


  “I’ve been looking all over for you.” His voice is rushed and his breathing is heavy.


  “What is it?” My pulse races at the thought that something is wrong. My mind goes to Haden and I instantly think the worst.


  “Haden sent me. He needs you.”


  “Why? What’s wrong?”


  He frowns at me.


  “Nothing’s wrong. The Rolling Stone people are having some kind of after party and he wants you there. He sent me to track you down.”


  I let out a soft breath, finally able to breathe again.


  “I’m really not in the mood to go to some party…”


  “It seemed like a pretty big deal to him. He’s been looking forward to seeing you all day.”


  My heart pulses at the thought of Haden talking about me all day. I’ve wanted nothing more than to spend time with him, too. Maybe going to the party wouldn’t be such a bad thing? After the day I’ve already had I don’t think there’s anything else I can’t handle. Especially if it means spending time with the guy I’ve been thinking about all day. Maybe afterwards I’ll even be able to sneak a little alone time in with him as well.


  “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get going!”


  


Chapter 11


  We pull up to the front of a restaurant in the French Quarter and Bartlett drops me off. The narrow streets of the Quarter are just as packed with people as I thought they would be, but the restaurant looks elegant from the outside.


  Stepping in, the first thing I see is a sign announcing that the Rolling Stone party is back in the VIP area, with an arrow pointing down a hallway. There’s a hostess behind the front counter smiling at me.


  “I’m here for the party,” I say, gesturing toward the sign.


  She tilts her head. “You must be Maggie.”


  I give her a puzzled look.


  “How did you know that?”


  Her smile widens.


  “I was told to look for the Fire Haired Angel that would be showing up soon…” her eyes dart up to my bright red hair. “…so, I took a guess.”


  Haden must have given her my description so she would know to let me into the VIP area.


  “Right this way,” she says, walking around the counter.


  I follow her down a narrow hallway toward the VIP room. The hallway turns to the left, and I can hear the loud, raucous sounds of a party echoing from down the way, but the hostess leads me in a different direction. She opens a door on the opposite wall, and begins climbing a narrow set of stairs.


  “I think I’m supposed to go back there,” I say, pointing back the other way.


  She smiles down at me. “No ma’am, your table is right this way.”


  Even more puzzled, I follow her up the stairs. They’re wooden and they creak. When we get to the top, she holds another door open and gestures me through.


  “Enjoy your meal,” she says, as I step out onto the roof. I turn to give her one more confused look, but she’s already disappeared back down the stairs.


  Stars shine bright through a tiny clearing in the clouds, giving ample light to see what’s around me. The sounds of partying echo up from the street below, but everything on the rooftop is quiet and peaceful. The roof extends even farther upward on my left, creating a little path that winds its way forward. I follow the path, stepping nervously, until I round a corner up ahead.


  My breath hitches in my chest when I see what’s just around that little bend.


  


Chapter 12


  Laid out in front of me is the most romantic setting I’ve ever seen. A table is setup with candles flickering on it. A silver champagne bucket sits on a stand with a bottle nestled inside. Flanking either side of the table, standing and watching me with smiles on their faces, are Sarah and Haden. Sitting between them is the guitar I thought I would never see again—Haden’s National Estralita Deluxe.


  Sarah’s smile spreads even wider when our eyes connect, and she bounds up to me.


  “Please don’t be mad at me,” she says, beaming up at me.


  I shake my head. “I don’t understand.”


  She’s holding something and she hands it to me. It’s the security pass I thought I’d left at the guitar shop. I stare at it, confused, before my gaze returns to her.


  “It was all Haden’s idea. He put me up to it as soon as he found out I was coming to the Festival.”


  “You sabotaged me?” I say, dumbly.


  She waggles her cell phone in front of me.


  “Billie doesn’t actually have a cell phone. She’s weird like that.” She gives me a bashful look. “He told me to keep you busy. He didn’t want you to ruin his surprise.”


  I give her a wide-eyed, disbelieving stare. My mind is still trying to piece everything together.


  “You had this the whole time?” I hold up the pass. “You had this the whole time and you still let me get taken off to prison?”


  Sarah laughs like it’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard.


  “It was just lockup, not a Federal penitentiary.” She gives me a big grin, then shrugs a shoulder. “Besides, I kinda liked his surprise more than I liked yours.”


  “But, you…”


  She grabs me by the shoulders, fixing me with a serious look.


  “I love you, too.” She gives me a quick peck on the cheek, then tilts her head toward Haden. “Now go have a night to remember. He loves you, and you deserve it.”


  And with that she bounds away, leaving just Haden and me on the rooftop. He’s wearing the tight, dark jeans I love so much, and a red shirt with a tribal pattern on it. I walk up to him, trying to take in the whole romantic setting in front of me. When I’m close enough, he wraps his huge arms around me.


  “You knew all along?” I say, gazing up at him.


  He tilts his head, a few strands of his long hair fall forward as he does.


  “Well, the guitar part surprised me, but Sarah tipped me off. I had one of the roadies pick it up.”


  A roadie. Not a trucker. But basically the same thing.


  “And you know about the police station?”


  He nods once.


  “I know about everything.”


  My thoughts race to what happened with Kyle, and he gives me a knowing look. He’s always been able to read my mind.


  “Everything,” he repeats. “But I don’t want to talk about any of that right now.”


  “Is that so?” I say, pressing myself into his hard frame. “So what do you want to do?”


  His fiery green eyes burn like bright embers.


  “I want to enjoy this romantic dinner with my love. And then I want to drag her back to the Honeymoon Suite I got us and have my way with her all night long.”


  His hands slide up my back as he pulls me into a deep kiss. My insides lurch at the thought of having him in a hotel room all to myself for the night. We’ve been on the road so much lately that I can’t remember the last time we slept in a nice, comfortable bed.


  When we break apart I give him another long gaze. A tiny smile turns up the corners of my lips, it doesn’t even begin to compare to the excitement buzzing through my chest.


  “Do something for me, first?” I say. His eyebrows rise, curiously. I tilt my head toward the guitar. “Play me a song.”


  A smile flashes across his face.


  “I think I can manage that.” He picks up the guitar and props it on his knee as he sits down. “Any requests?”


  “Our Song,” I say, without hesitation.


  He grins.


  “Our Song, it is.”


  Butterflies erupt in my stomach when his fingers begin moving along the fret board. His playing is as hauntingly beautiful as always when it’s just the two of us. I’ve seen him perform enough times to know that he plays differently when we’re alone. I don’t know how to describe it other than to say that he plays in a special way, a way meant just for me. The focused look on his face always sends my heart racing.


  Our Song is beautiful. It reminds me of all the reasons that I love Haden Cooper—not that I need any reminding. It reminds me that, even when the Universe throws me the craziest of days, even those days when I wish I would have just stayed in bed, I always have Haden there to be my rock. He’s never let me down, and I can’t imagine a time that he ever would.


  What more can a girl ask for?


  


Epilogue


  Dear Universe,


  I take back what I said before about hating you. Maybe you know what you’re doing, after all.


  Stay cool,


  Maggie


  PS, Kyle is still an asshole. Do something about it.
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IT HAPPENED IN VEGAS.

T can’t be held responsible. Things that happen
there are supposed to stay there, right? Right?

Dhinenor BURN

Click the link to buy now!
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Laugh and love with.

Full-length novels
about
Peaches Monroe
by NYT Bestselling
author Mimi Strong
are available now!
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A curvy chef with a tongue as sharp as
her knives. A bad boy British rock star.
Laughs, adventure, steam...and a monkey

Click the link to buy now!

Shipwrecked

with the billionaire rock star

Sometimes, you have to get lost...to be found






images/00009.jpeg
Ready for more love, laughter, and music? G
Try out this sexy second-chance romance
from the New York Times bestselling series. -

Click the link to buy now!

G atoves Dy

A whimsical story of first love
that will have you laughing and crying.
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Ready for the small town romance of how
Maggie and Haden met and fell in love?

Available for Free!

j)vzzkw> By You

“Keep up while we lose control.”
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Shopping for a Bllhoncure

When mystery shopper Shannon Jacoby
meets billionaire Declan McCormick with
her hand down a toilet in the men's room
of one of his stores, if's love at first flush...

Click the link to buy now!
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Want more love & misadventure at The Brew Ha Ha?
Fallin love with John & Sarah’s romance here.

The Last
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One desperate museum curator,
One patient cafe owner,
Equals love, laughter & lattes
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Want to read more about Maggie, Gil, and Selah?
Discover how it all began ...
again.

GEODUCKS ARE FOR LOVERS

B00K ONE T THE BESTSELLING MODERN LOVE STORIES SEX1Es

"This book is for everyone who believes, or wants to believe,
in second chances and enduring love, hope and life-long friendship.” ¥

Click the buy link now!
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Ready for more love and laughter,
secrets and mysteries,
and Billionaires in Disguise?

Click the link to buy now!

A wild quickie with a handsome stranger
will change Rae's life forever.
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READY FOR MORE RANSOM?
READ THE STORY OF HOW DAISY
AND DALTREY FOUND EACH OTHER

Click the link to buy now!

RANSOM

WILL LOVE LEAD HER BACK WHERE SHE BELONGS?
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ON THE ROAD

A RANSOM SHORT STORY W

RACHEL SCHURIG





