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PROLOGUE



Summer 2002


“Jake! Catch me! Catch me!” Char yelled as she did the trust fall at junior high camp. She’d had a crush on Jake for years. Now that she was leaving eighth grade and starting high school in the autumn, things were looking up. With her legs shaved, new pink lip gloss, and high ponytail, she knew she looked good, and Jake was just about to know how good when she fell into his arms—literally.


“Um, sure,” Jake called from behind her. “I’m almost ready.”


“Okay.” Suddenly nervous, Char took a few deep breaths. “Falling!”


“Fall away!” Jake called.


The wind whipped at her back as Char planked and fell the few feet backward. But she kept falling; nothing was there to catch her. She hit the grass with a thud and looked up.


Amy Stevens was twirling her hair between her fingers and laughing at something Jake was saying. The guy had the attention span of an ant.


“You jerk!” Char hit the ground next to her with her fist. “Jake? We’re partners, and it’s called a trust fall for a reason. You’re supposed to catch me!”


His eyes widened. “Oh crap. I’m sorry, Char. Amy here needed help with the directions and doesn’t have a partner, so I told her she could join us.”


“Oh, but—”


“Wow, Jake, good thing I offered to be your partner. It’s going to take two of us to catch that girl. She’s like a swollen whale.” Amy laughed and nudged Jake, causing Char’s stomach to plummet to her feet. She knew she wasn’t as skinny as Amy or the other girls. She self-consciously licked her lips as the pain of rejection washed over her. Tears choked the back of her throat as the silence grew longer.


Char looked at Jake. His cheeks reddened a bit, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t defend her. He did nothing.


Maybe that was the worst part.


The nothingness.


He could have joined in and laughed, which at least would cause Char to get angry enough to punch him in the face. But instead he looked at her with pity—as if what Amy said was true.


As if he believed it, too, but didn’t know how to tell her.


Char looked down at the itchy grass as tears welled in her eyes.


“Hey, you guys ready for the trust fall?” Kacey, her best friend, walked up to them and smiled, making Char feel even more insecure. The only girl Jake ever confided in was Kacey. Char and Jake shared a best friend, which really sucked if you asked her; it meant she was always the third wheel, the awkward misfit toy that didn’t ever truly fit.


Jake pulled her in for a hug. “We were just warming up.”


“Cool.” Kacey looked down at Char. “Come on! Stop being so lazy and lying around.”


Amy burst out laughing. “Exercise, Char. Know what that is?”


Kacey glared at Amy and held out her hand to Char. “Ignore her. She’s just grumpy because your boobs are bigger than hers.”


Rolling her eyes, Char got to her feet and took one last look at Jake. She was done crushing on him. Absolutely finished. After all, what girl wants to fall in love with a boy who doesn’t come to her rescue when she needs it most?


She wanted a man, like the ones she saw in movies and on TV. A true hero would have saved her. Real men fought with guns and swords over the women they loved. Last year, when the class had watched Romeo and Juliet, Char had had to hide the tears that streamed down her face over the ending scene. That’s what she wanted: a man who was so in love with her he’d follow her into the next life. When she’d said that exact thing out loud, Jake looked at her like she’d lost her mind. Well, the joke would be on him in the end. She would find her leading man and Jake Titus could just… die for all she cared.















ONE



Present Day


“Grandma, what the hell are you doing?” Jake took in her two larger-than-life suitcases, giant pink Coach handbag, and what looked like a dead animal on her head, and cursed again.


“Language, Jake.” Grandma Nadine squared her shoulders and pushed past him to the ticket counter.


Oh no. Oh, hell no. Merciful God above. Jake looked around for Aileen, his latest conquest and plus one for the engagement party for his brother, Travis.


“Yes, I need only a one-way ticket,” Grandma announced loudly to the Alaska Airlines clerk at the kiosk. Jake watched with a mixture of horror and panic as his grandmother bought a ticket for the same flight as his. Please let her credit card be declined; please, please.


“Here you go!” The evil lady handed over a boarding pass and smiled at Grandma. Jake glared at the woman and then at his grandmother.


“No.” He shook his head when she approached him, all smiles. “You aren’t coming.” He crossed his arms and stood his ground.


“I am.” Grandma waved her ticket in front of his face and smiled. “Now, get my bags.”


“But—”


“Jakey?” Aileen strutted toward him. With a skirt shorter than what should be allowed in any public place, let alone an airport, she fluffed her hair and walked next to his side. Her bleached blond hair was held up by at least two cans of hair spray, and by the looks of her inability to walk in a straight line, she was still drunk from yesterday.


Grandma smiled brightly. “How lovely! It seems your whore has arrived.”


Jake groaned and covered his face with his hands. There was no way out of it. His grandmother was going to get him shot.


A&E women scorned, here I come.


“Excuse me?” Aileen put her hands on her hips and did a weird head nod at Grandma, and nearly teetered off her high heels. Oh, this wasn’t good. Not good at all.


Grandma reached out and patted Aileen’s arm. “Sweetheart, I’m the one with hearing aids, not you. I called you a whore. Would you like me to spell it for you, too?” She nudged Jake. “What did you do? Find her at a high school career fair?” And then in a horrifyingly loud voice she began spelling “W-H-O-R-E.”


Was his grandmother really spelling “whore” in an international airport? To his girlfriend? Sex buddy? What was she?


Shit, he didn’t even know her last name.


Probably a bad sign.


“I’ll have you know that—”


“Jake, I’m hungry. Take me to get food.” Grandma looped her arm in his and began pulling him, with more strength than an eighty-six-year-old woman ought to possess, toward security.


“But what about me?” Aileen pouted behind them.


Grandma stopped in her tracks and turned around. “Honey, I’m sure you can find another nice little plaything between now and the time your flight leaves. This one’s taken.”


Aileen snorted. “Didn’t take you for having that kind of taste.” This was directed at Jake. He opened his mouth to say, This is my grandma. Instead, Grandma smacked a large kiss on Jake’s cheek and then pinched his ass.


“Oh, honey, you have no idea what this one is into.” She winked. Good God, she’d just winked and alluded to Jake as—he couldn’t even finish the thought. Horrified, he saw Aileen’s eyes widen. He opened his mouth to speak but was smacked on the ass again as his grandmother pulled him in the other direction.


Karma: It was finally coming for him. And it was in the form of an eighty-six-year-old woman with lipstick on her teeth. Hell.















TWO



BREATHE, CHAR, JUST breathe. In and out, there you go.” Char tried to even her breathing but was finding it very difficult, considering her sister continued to slap her across the back every time she opened her mouth.


“Hand me the paper bag.” Char jerked the bag out of her sister’s hands and began breathing slowly into it. Finally, after two minutes of thinking she was going to die, the panic attack receded.


“All better?” Beth whispered.


“No.” Char bit her lip and looked down the aisle. The very same aisle Jake Titus had, minutes before, walked down. He even looked in her direction, offered a polite smile, and then proceeded to go to his seat.


A smile.


That was all she was worth. One polite smile. It didn’t help that the plane chose that exact moment to hit the worst turbulence of her life.


But the icing on the cake, what really made this day the worst day of her life, was when the flight attendant’s boobs accidentally—right; accidently—fell out of her shirt and into Jake’s face.


The man needed to be neutered. He was like walking sex, and everyone around him knew it. Even if he wasn’t a real celebrity, he still attracted women like rats to cheese.


She’d been a rat once. “Bastard,” she mumbled under her breath, clenching her hands into small fists.


But that had been years ago. She was jaded now. Wiser and stronger.


Yes, stronger. She was a public figure, for crying out loud! She could and would act like everything was fine.


And it was.


It was, it was, it was.


“Char?” Beth nudged her. “You’re rocking back and forth again. Do I need to get the bag?”


“Nope.” Char felt a smile curl at her lips. “I’ll be right back.”


Beth put out her arm to block Char’s way. “No, absolutely not. You’ve got that crazy look in your eyes. And I really don’t want you to go to prison. As your sister and future maid of honor, I cannot with good conscience let you by me.”


“I’ll buy you a new Louis Vuitton purse.”


“On the other hand… you are an adult and you can make your own decisions. Carry on.” Beth lifted her arm. “Black. I want the black one.”


Char rolled her eyes and made her way toward Jake’s seat.


The FASTEN SEAT BELT sign was no longer on, so Char was in the clear. She’d practiced this speech ever since that fateful day last year when they’d reconnected. Char had wanted more than a one-night stand, and Jake—well, he’d wanted a one-night stand and a thank-you. She’d never told their mutual friend Kacey, and swore she’d take it to her grave. That was, unless she saw him again—and then all bets were off.


She had wondered what she would say to him if she ever saw him again. How would he react? Would he apologize for being an ass? Or would he even remember her? He didn’t even seem to recognize her! Then again, her hair was longer now. But faces didn’t change.


If only they did.


She really should ask God about that one. Jake needed more than a new face. He needed an actual heart inside that muscled body.


Her eyes darted to the passengers a few rows behind him. A girl had a cup of water sitting on her table. “Hey, honey, can I borrow this?”


“Oh my gosh!” The girl looked about twelve, and began clapping her hands wildly. “Aren’t you that news lady?”


“Why, yes.” Char usually loved being recognized, but not now. Now she needed to be incognito. She tried to ignore the excited smile on the girls’ face, tried and failed. Accepting her fate, she engaged her. “You must watch the news a lot, huh?”


“No.” The girl sighed. “But my mommy and daddy laughed really hard when you fell out of your chair that one time. They said you were drinking alcohol and that’s why you fell.”


Fan-freaking-tastic. Had everyone seen that YouTube clip? It had been filmed the night after she’d hung out with Jake. Because she’d felt sorry for him, which was bad choice number one; that was followed by bad choice number two, which was bringing along a bottle of tequila and waking up in a hotel suite to nothing but a thank-you note and a killer hangover. She was lucky she’d even made it to work on time.


Then again, luck didn’t get you more than two million hits on YouTube and a spot on the Today show with Kathy Lee and Hoda, who graciously declined their wine and offered Char tequila shots in honor of her night of horror.


“I wasn’t drinking,” Char explained. “I was… tired and overworked and—” Holy crap, she was officially going to lose it in front of a twelve-year-old. “You know what? Never mind. How’s five bucks sound?”


“Five bucks?”


“Give me your water and I’ll give you five bucks.”


“Make it ten.”


Char glared.


The girl glared back. Fine. Ten bucks to make her feel better about Jake being an ass? Deal; she’d take that bet.


Char reached into her back pocket and pulled out a twenty. Shit.


The girl swiped it from her hand before Char could do anything. Grumbling, she grabbed the cup and made her way toward Jake’s seat.


Two more rows.


Finally. She stopped at Jake’s row and cleared her throat.


He didn’t look up.


She cleared her throat again.


Finally, he slowly raised his head. His mouth dropped open. “Char?”


“Jake,” she purred.


“How are you? I mean, it’s been forever!” His smile didn’t reach his eyes.


Actually, it had been eleven months, one week, and five days. But hey, who was counting? Not her.


“Hasn’t it, though?” She leaned against the seat.


“We should catch up.” He eyed her up and down before coughing and looking away.


“We should.” She agreed, and then, before she lost her nerve, she dumped the entire cup of water down the front of his pants. “But I don’t date assholes who abandon me after sex.”


“What the—”


He made a move to stand up just as she buzzed the flight attendant and announced loudly, “Sorry. It seems Jake Titus just peed his pants. Could you please help us?”


Snickering erupted around them, and Char smirked at a gaping Jake. He reached across the seat toward a striking elderly woman sitting next to him.


“Well, well.” Char leaned on the seat and whispered, “Looks like you’re going for every type of woman these days, eh, Jake?”


“Oh, he truly does,” the lady piped up. “Did you know that he had the balls to take a whore to his brother’s engagement party?”


Holy crap, please let the elderly lady be talking about someone else and not referring to herself.


“I, uh…” Char took a moment to compose herself. “Actually, I believe it.”


“And you know what else?” The woman released Jake’s hand and leaned forward over his seat. He rolled his eyes but otherwise kept silent.


“What?” Whoever this crazy lady was, Char liked her. A lot. Pity that Jake was going to break her heart. No judgment, but was he really the type of guy to go for women more than twice his age?


“His high school sweetheart is marrying his brother. He tries to pretend it doesn’t bother him. But a grandma knows these things.” She patted Jake’s hand.


Ah… grandma. Wait? Was this the infamous Grandma Nadine Kacey was always talking about? Even though Char had grown up relatively near the Titus family, she’d never actually met the old woman… until now.


“So…” Grandma leaned back. “I’m going to fix him.”


Jake groaned.


“You mean you’re going to neuter him?”


“Oh, honey.” Grandma choked on her laughter. “There would be nothing better for the boy than getting neutered. Did you know I even looked into a male chastity belt?”


Jake groaned again. “Dear Lord, save me from the female sex.”


“Sex.” Char snorted. “Kind of what got you in this predicament in the first place, wouldn’t you say?”


The flight attendant chose that exact moment to walk up. “Where’s the young man who wet his pants?” There was a nice pair of Depends in her hand.


Both Grandma and Char pointed to Jake.















THREE



KARMA. OH, HOW he loathed it. That’s what was happening to him. After all, a guy can whore himself around the world only so many times before God starts smiting or killing, or in Jake’s case, plaguing him with emotional women.


“I did not—” Jake cleared his throat and whispered, “Have an accident. This woman here”—he pointed to Char—“accosted me.”


The flight attendant looked between the two of them. “With what, sir?”


“Water,” Grandma answered for him. “She threw water on him.”


“Um…” The flight attendant shifted nervously on her feet. “Sir, did you, um… that is to say… did you want to report her?”


“To whom?” Char laughed. “The air marshal? What’s he going to do? Taser me for throwing water on this one’s favorite anatomical part?” She thrust her finger in Jake’s face and laughed. “Seriously! It’s not like I said ‘bomb.’ ”


“Oh, hell.” Jake pinched the bridge of his nose as the word “bomb” was repeated and then murmured back through several seats behind him, until like a literal bomb, the plane was in an uproar.


“Ma’am!” The flight attendant raised her hands in front of Char’s face. “Calm down. I need you to calm down. Do you have a bomb?”


“What?” Char’s face fell. “Why the heck would I have a bomb?”


Good. At least she had enough sense to stop talking when—


“If I had a bomb, it’s not like I would be stupid enough to announce it anyway!”


Just kidding. No sense, no logic. How could he forget? It was Char they were talking about. She adopted blind dogs and cried during the stupid Sarah McLachlin animal rescue commercials. Clearly, common sense wasn’t one of her strong suits.


“Ma’am! I need you to stop raising your voice.” The flight attendant motioned to someone behind her. Within seconds, a man in jeans and a white T-shirt appeared. Well, it wouldn’t be fair to call him just a man since he probably ate small children for breakfast. Even Jake shifted uncomfortably and avoided eye contact with him.


“Are you the one talking about bombing the plane?” the man asked.


“What?” Char looked to Jake for help. And honestly, helping her probably would have been the right thing to do, all things considered.


But she had thrown water on his pants and then accused him of having an accident.


And there was also that one time in high school when she’d told everyone that the reason he didn’t play sports was because he was afraid everyone would see his girl parts in the locker room.


So, yeah. Perhaps he wasn’t feeling very Samaritan-like.


“Jake!” Char smacked him on the shoulder. “Help me out here!”


With an evil grin, he opened his mouth to talk, but his grandma slammed her hand across it before any words could come out.


“Both of them. They both have bombs.” Then Grandma Nadine promptly burst into tears.


Real honest-to-God tears.


The next thing Jake knew, he was getting zip-tied and then force-fed peanuts by a man who had hands larger than Jake’s face, because the minute he was escorted to his seat, he nearly passed out. Swell, a nervous breakdown. Just another thing to add to what had to have been the worst few months of his life.


Next thing he knew, Char was spouting out nonsense about how Jake needed protein. For some reason—perhaps it was the fact that the room was spinning—he couldn’t respond fast enough to say that he hated peanuts.


He was still trying to decide what was most horrifying: the fact that a man was actually trying to force-feed him something that rhymed with “penis,” or that the man’s fingers were softer than anything he’d ever felt against his lips. Which really begged the question, why were his fingers even touching Jake’s lips? And why did it feel so…?


Holy shit. He gripped the armrests and cringed. Was he switching playing fields?


“No more penis—I mean peanuts.” Damn.


Char peered around the man and gawked. “Did you just say no more pe—”


“No!” Jake forced a laugh and tried to move as far away as possible from the man sitting between them. “I said ‘peanuts.’ ”


“No, you didn’t.” Char grinned.


“I did.”


“You didn’t.”


“Can we please take these things off?” Jake said as he jerked against the armrests. The zip ties wouldn’t budge and were making permanent marks on his skin. “It’s not like we really have bombs! My grandma’s insane, like, literally insane! You have no idea what she’s capable of.”


“That apple didn’t fall far from the tree,” Char huffed.


“Do you mind?” Jake peered around the air marshal. “I’m trying to get us out of a difficult situation. The least you could do is help or apologize!”


“Apologize?” Char’s eyes widened. “Apologize?” Her nostrils flared as she leaned as far as the zip ties would allow and glared at Jake. “I’m surprised you even know the meaning of the word.”


Jake snorted. “I know what it means, but I’m not the guilty party.”


“Holy crap, I want to slap you across the face so hard—”


“Slap me ‘across the face so hard’? Who the hell talks like that? Same old Char, all bark and no bite. Besides, your hands are literally tied. I can say whatever the hell I want and you have to sit there and listen. In fact…”


He paused and turned the full effect of his megawatt movie-star smile on to Char. His perfectly straight white teeth clenched together as he slowly licked his bottom lip and leaned in expectantly. An errant wave of dark hair fell over his eye. Damn, the man was so sexually attractive it was offensive.


“Don’t you do it, Jake Titus. Don’t you dare do it! I’ll, I’ll—”


Jake yawned. “I’m waiting.”


“I’ll—”


“So it happened like this.” Jake turned to the air marshal and cleared his throat, but for some reason it wouldn’t clear. His mouth suddenly felt like he was swallowing cotton. “Thar…” His tongue felt huge. “Thar, I—”


“Holy crap!” Char yelled and kicked in her seat. “Um, Jake, um, Mr. Air Marshal Guy—”


“Randall. The name is Randall.” The guy held out his hand, then, realizing Char was still zip-tied, chuckled. Jake was completely blocked from his view. Weird; it was almost like he was having trouble breathing. Maybe it was the altitude. He tried swallowing again. Shit. It was getting harder to breathe. What the hell?


“Jake!” Char yelled louder this time and kicked the air marshal next to him. “Look, Randall? We’ve got a problem. You’re about five seconds away from having a death on your hands.”


“Dweath!” Jake croaked. Holy freaking shit, was Char going to murder him? Was the plane crashing? Well, it wasn’t as if he had anything to live for now that his grandmother had threatened career suicide if he didn’t straighten up. It was either death by her or apparently by another scorned woman. He’d take his chances with Char any day over an irritated eighty-six-year-old with enough lipstick to outline his lifeless body for the police.


He could see the newspaper article now. Jake Titus, millionaire bad boy, cut off from entire family, dies in a plane crash with peanut crumbs on his face. Not that they would find the peanut crumbs, considering his body would probably be incinerated and… When had his life gotten so depressing?


He blamed his brother’s impending marriage. Everything had gone downhill since his brother had proposed to Jake’s childhood best friend.


“Pardon?” The air marshal stiffened, jolting Jake from his morose daydream—or nightmare, however one wanted to look at it.


“Look!” Char nodded her head in Jake’s direction. So was this how he was going to die? By Char’s hand—a woman scorned. Well, technically it would be by the air marshal’s disturbingly soft peanut-feeding hands. How the hell had he ended up starring in his own TV melodrama?


“Sir, calm down.” The air marshal’s eyes widened as he stood and hit his head on the ceiling, cursed, and then ran away up the aisle. Jake’s eyes followed him. Damn. What was his problem? Was he really that concerned about Jake’s impending death?


“So…” Char’s eyes narrowed. “You allergic to anything, Jake?”


“Ha-ha!” he croaked. “Yeah, right. What? You gonna poison me? Sorry, babe, I’m kind of on the right fide of pwerfection.”


Char’s bow-shaped mouth dipped into a scowl. “Yeah, there went my apology.”


“For what?” Jake straightened in his seat. Maybe if he moved around he could breathe easier.


With a muffled curse, Char shrugged and looked away.


Was it hot in this airplane? What the hell was happening with his mouth? His hands had begun to itch something fierce. He looked down and froze, staring at his hands.


His very swollen, Mickey Mouse hands.


“HOLY SHWIT!” He jerked violently against the seat. “My wands, my wands!”


“Wands?” A lady turned around and stared at them both.


Char nodded solemnly. “Please excuse my friend. He’s under the impression he’s the tooth fairy.”


Full-on panic set in as it got harder and harder to breathe. Was he having an allergic reaction, or was he just freaking out? Nothing like this had ever happened to him before. He looked up the aisle and noticed his grandma was strutting down it with some sort of object in her hands. Great. Now he was going to get knifed by his own grandma. Would flying experiences never be normal for him?


“Don’t worry, Jake!” Grandma pointed at him and nodded. “Grandma’s got this.” She raised her hand high into the air. Jake closed his eyes. Maybe this was just a bad dream. Maybe he wasn’t really zip-tied. Maybe he was having a nervous breakdown and—


“Son of a bwitch!” Jake wailed as Grandma stabbed a needle through the hole in his jeans directly into his thigh. Well, if he didn’t die, he would surely pass out from the pain. So many things to look forward to.


When the pressure subsided and the needle was gone—thank God—he opened one eye, then two, to see Grandma standing in front of him with what could only be described as a torture device in her hand.


“He was allergic as a small boy. I wonder if the stress did him in…” She tsked and then motioned to Char. “Thank you, my dear. I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t have told Randall here that Jake was going to die.”


“You’re a hero, ma’am.” Randall’s lower lip quivered as he nodded his head and looked down at the ground.


You’ve got to be shitting me.


All eyes turned to Jake.


He would have sworn the plane around him fell into a deathly silence. To be fair, it was an extremely small silence, since the flight from Portland to Seattle was less than an hour.


“Jake.” Grandma sighed. “Don’t you have something you need to say to Char?”


You’re insane? You almost killed me? I want to strangle you? Grumbling, he turned to look at her—really look at her. Damn, if she wasn’t still irritatingly beautiful. He could almost feel her silky hair as if it ran through his fingers. And that mouth? It was enough to drive any man to distraction. Even in his current condition he wanted to touch her lips and…


Where the hell had that thought come from?


Must be the allergic reaction.


Long chestnut hair fell in waves across her shoulders. Her blue eyes widened just a bit as his gaze fell to her full, pink lips. Only they weren’t widened in concern; if anything, she was trying not to laugh.


“No.” Jake glared. “I think she knows exactly how I feel about her.”


Char’s smirk fell as her eyes turned icy. “He’s right.” Her gaze flickered back to Grandma. “He said all he needed to say the night after he slept with me and then left me a note on my pillow saying thank you. Isn’t that right, Jake?”


He should have seen the slap coming. But to be fair, he was still in shock that Char would air out their dirty laundry in front of God and everyone.


So when he felt the air whoosh by his ear, he did what any man would do. He ducked. Too bad his grandma wasn’t one to give up easily.


The second slap was a backhand and it burned like hell.


“I’ve raised you better than that!” Grandma Nadine thrust her finger in Jake’s face and shook her head.


With a huff, she straightened her jacket and ordered Randall, the weepy air marshal, to untie Char, explaining that really, the issue was not with her but with Jake. Feeling wronged, Jake began yelling at the air marshal about Char saying “bomb” on the plane, only to get into more trouble for repeating the word.


The final nail in Jake’s coffin was when Grandma looked Randall in the eye and said, “She saved his life.”


The next hour was the longest of his life.


His breathing was raspy. His face was most likely still swollen from both the reaction and his grandma; never had he felt less like a man. And it was all Char’s fault.















FOUR



JAKE’S GAZE WAS literally burning a hole into the back of her head. Lucky for her, every time she turned around, the Jake she was used to seeing was puffy and sweaty—totally ruining the sex-on-a-stick mentality she’d always associated with him.


She waved her fingers in his direction.


His eyes narrowed as he jerked against the seat again. Char sighed and twisted around to look over her right shoulder, and saw Beth sitting in her seat, happily sleeping. Had she really missed that entire drama? Worst. Sister. Ever.


“More wine.” Grandma Nadine handed her empty cup to Char. What the heck was she supposed to do with it?


A flight attendant appeared out of nowhere and filled the glass to the brim. How the heck did a person get that kind of service on such a short flight? They weren’t even in first class!


Wordlessly, Grandma Nadine grabbed the cup from Char’s hand and took a long sip. Her red lipstick covered every square inch of the plastic cup’s rim, marking it as hers and only hers. Truly, there was more lipstick on the thing than on most Sephora clerks.


“Now, Char. I know Jake is an ass—”


Char snorted. Grandma Nadine could be her flying partner any day.


“But…” Grandma sipped the wine again. “He’s my ass.”


Char choked on her laugh.


“Now, wait…” Grandma sighed heavily. “Not my ass as in my ass; he’s his own ass. He comes by it honestly. I coddled him too much when he was a child. He was terrified of everything, you know.”


“Oh?” Char pretended not to be interested as her heart thumped against her chest with the information Grandma was bestowing upon her. “I didn’t know that.”


“Oh, honey!” Grandma laughed. “He was afraid of his own shadow when he was a boy! Slept with his parents for the first six years of his life!”


Jake’s poor parents.


“At any rate…” Grandma sipped her wine again. Her jewelry clanged on her wrist as she flicked her hand this way and that as she spoke. “It is my job, my curse, to do right by him. To help him along, make him the man he was supposed to be before it’s too late.”


Char’s heart sank as she whispered, “You’re dying?”


“Me?” Grandma laughed. “Oh, honey, God don’t want me yet. He told me so just this morning.”


So Grandma talked to God. Wonder if that meant she was trying to save Jake’s soul, too.


“So…” Char exhaled and wiped her hands on her jeans. “What’s your plan?”


“Oh.” Grandma emptied her cup like a rock star and gave it back to Char. “That’s easy. I already cut him off. All he has is the money in his trust fund. I fired him, too. Though he doesn’t know that yet.”


“Umm.”


“How sweet.” Grandma patted her leg. “You’re concerned for him. I can tell. Don’t worry; he’ll land on his feet. Asses always do.” She paused. “Or is that cats?” She shook her head and tapped her chin with a finger. “At any rate… he’ll be fine.”


“So you’re ruining him for his own good?” Char asked.


“Absolutely.” Grandma leaned over, her pert breasts spilling partially out of her low-cut V-neck. How the hell did she keep her body looking like that? Seriously. Grandma Nadine could sell her brand of awesome and people would flock.


“Everyone, and I do mean everyone”—Grandma smiled and placed her perfectly manicured hand on Char’s arm—“deserves a good ruin. It keeps them thankful. I’m going to ruin him, and in the end, he’s going to be thankful and happy and fulfilled and…” She looked behind her. “Not uglier than sin—oh good Lord, that boy used to be beautiful. Now he puts this stuff in his hair and gets facials and…” Grandma shrugged. “Ruin and dirt. He’s going to get both. By the time I’m done, he won’t know what happened to him. And if that doesn’t work…” Fascinated, Char could only wait for what pearls of wisdom would drop from Grandma Nadine’s mouth next. “There’s always seminary.”


“You’d send him to a seminary?”


“Absolutely not!” Grandma looked offended as she pressed her hand to her chest. “He’d offer to go in order to appease me and get back in my good graces—and God’s; mustn’t forget him. Jake’s been pissing him off for years. Bless his whorish heart…”


“Um, I don’t think you should say ‘whore’ and ‘God’ in the same sentence.”


“Posh.” Grandma waved her off. “I’m tired now. I’m going to rest my eyes. Good night.”


Apparently the conversation was over. Either that or the three glasses of wine had done Grandma in. She was snoring in seconds. Twenty minutes later, they landed, and thus ended the weirdest and most terrifying flight of Char’s existence.


The very second the FASTEN SEAT BELT sign went off, Char bolted from her seat. Grandma jerked awake and yawned.


“There already?”


“Yup.” Char wasn’t trying to be rude, but she really wanted to put this nightmare behind her. As fast as humanly possible, she went back to her seat, where Beth was waiting patiently.


“We have to go, now!” Char ordered her sister. “Grab our stuff. We don’t want Grandma Nadine to think—”


“Char!” a familiar feminine voice yelled. “Char! I need help!”


Panicking, Char made a beeline—over chairs even—to Grandma’s side. The old woman was sitting patiently in her seat.


“Yes? Is it your heart? Are you sick? Are you—”


“My bags are heavy and I do believe I’ve had too much wine.”


Shock of the century. Last time Char had drunk that much wine in the course of twenty minutes she’d found herself facedown in a dog bed next to a Lab named Lucifer, who’d clearly taken advantage of her all night if the hair in her mouth was any indication.


“Carry them?” Grandma Nadine smiled so sweetly Char had no choice but to oblige. Which was exactly how she found herself at baggage claim an hour later with Beth, Grandma, and a swollen Jake in tow.















FIVE



THE SUNGLASSES WEREN’T helping. Staggering to the baggage claim, Jake tried the best he could to keep his eyes focused on the carousel; the minute his bags came, he was bailing. Grandma was a grown woman. She could find her own damn hotel, and if he had to face Char again, he’d either lose his mind and do something crazy, like stare at her lips or strangle her. Truly, it was a toss-up at this point.


“Jake?” Grandma called to him. “Jake, did you find my bag yet?”


“No,” he ground out, “probably because I’m not looking for it. I’m looking for my bag. You can find your bags and go to the nice little hotel you always like in downtown Seattle.”


Grandma grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “Oh, I already have a place to stay!”


“Fantastic.”


Grandma released his hand and pulled out her cell phone. “Yes, just the one limo, please. Perfect. Yes, we have two passengers.”


She waved to Char and another girl. Char ignored him completely, which was fine; he didn’t want to even remember this day had occurred. He walked to the other side of the baggage claim and watched as Char and the girl with her grabbed their bags and walked off. Good riddance. He just wanted to go to sleep.


On the bright side, at least Grandma was getting him a limo. It wasn’t that he was poor or anything, but being cut off from a multimillion-dollar company wasn’t exactly a mark in his favor, not after living the lifestyle he’d been living for the past five years. He’d partied through college, spent money like there was no tomorrow, and didn’t care about anything except himself. Which would’ve been fine by him if the money hadn’t suddenly run out. Well, not run out, to be fair. He was still a millionaire, but without his inheritance from Grandma, things were going to be tighter than normal. Good-bye impromptu flights to the Grand Caymans, penthouse suites, and six-figure birthday bashes.


This year was the year he was supposed to have taken over the company.


Instead, his grandmother had jumped out of retirement and taken full control of the board again, leaving Jake as a measly vice president. Without the paycheck of a CEO he was feeling a bit… ungrateful. Or maybe just irritated? He wasn’t sure. But he needed a strong drink and sex before he could even think about going to work come Monday morning. Maybe Sarah would be available. Or Natasha. She’d been fun for a while.


“There it is!” Grandma nudged Jake toward the giant pink leopard-print bag. “Grab it! Hurry!”


With a grunt, he lifted it off the carousel and nearly toppled over. “What the hell do you have in there?”


“Oh, you know…” Grandma waved him off. “A girl can never be without her traveling outfits and makeup.”


“Right.” He saw his bag and grabbed it. “So where’s the limo?”


“What limo?” She pulled her dark Chanel sunglasses from her purse.


“The limo,” Jake repeated. Exhaustion from the plane ordeal was really getting to him. “You were just on the phone and you said you got a limo for two people. Where is it?”


“Jake, I’m sure there are lots of limos that fit more than two people in them, and to be honest, I have no idea where one is. I texted instructions to the driver to call Char and her sister.”


“Why the hell would you do that?”


“Because the poor dear was exhausted!” Grandma’s mouth dropped open as she pointed her finger in Jake’s face. “After everything you put her through! And to think! A thank-you note? For what? An orgasm? Do young men truly do that these days?” Grandma scowled. “Poor thing doesn’t even remember sleeping with you. I’d say you’ve lost your touch—I doubt you had it in the first place.”


“What?” Jake snapped. “What the hell are you talking about? I can pleasure anyone, anywhere! I’m damned good at giving orgasms!”


A few snickers ensued around him as Grandma patted his arm patronizingly. “Of course you are, dear.” She mouthed, “Sorry,” to the people behind them and linked her arm in his.


What the hell? Char didn’t remember sleeping with him? At all? Seriously? Was she insane? He remembered every single detail. From her soft hair, which smelled faintly of lavender, to the little sounds she’d made in the back of her throat when he kissed her. And her taste… Damn, a man could never forget the way a woman tasted, and everything about Char was unique, purely hers. It had taken him months to forget the way she tasted, how she clenched the sheets between her fingers and then used those same wicked hands to touch Jake—


“I know exactly how you feel,” Grandma whispered into his ear. “I always get a little randy when I fly, too. You’ll get over it. Now, can we please leave before people see that the excitement of airports turns you on? It’s bad enough that you yelled ‘orgasm.’ The Lord above knows I’ve exercised enough patience with you today.”


“What—?”


“Jake, a grandma knows. It’s fine. Well, when I was your age…” She chuckled. “One time your grandfather and I went into the airport bathroom—they were smaller then, you know—well, I had red heels on and they made me the perfect height for—”


“Grandma, please, I beg you: Don’t tell me what for. It’s bad enough that my imagination is running rampant. I just… I need this day to be over. I need to get some sleep before work, okay? Let’s just get you to wherever you’re staying so I can get home.”


Grandma shrugged and breezed by him to the outdoors. She raised her hand for a taxi and gave him instructions while Jake helped haul the luggage into the back.


Once the taxi was on the I-5, he finally relaxed. Grandma sat silently next to him, her eyes on the Seattle landscape. He knew this was her favorite city in the world. For good reason, too. The air was crisp and even the bustling metropolis was surrounded by forest.


Suddenly it occurred to him: When was the last time he’d even gone for a hike or appreciated the city he lived in? That would be never. Shit, he needed a vacation.


Within ten minutes Grandma was snoring. At least she’d stopped yelling obscenities. With his luck, she’d start talking about her red heels or orgasms again. Aw, hell. He’d never look at red heels the same way again.


He clicked through his text messages. A few from Aileen, where she’d misspelled words anyone her age should know how to spell. If a woman struggled just sending a text, perhaps she wasn’t dating material for him. Not that he’d ever tell Grandma she was right, lest she hold it over his head for the rest of his life.


The last text was from Travis.


Moved up wedding date. No waiting. Kacey and Mom unstoppable. Be ready in two weeks, best man!


“Shit!” Jake slammed the phone against the seat and cursed again.


Grandma stirred but didn’t wake.


How the hell was he supposed to face Kacey and Travis after everything? He’d been best friends with Kacey his whole life and then… things changed. He changed; she changed. People changed, right? It was normal to move on! It was normal to outgrow friends. What wasn’t normal was sleeping with them and then abandoning them. Clearly Jake had an issue with commitment. He hated the way women whined in the morning. They were like clingy death traps. All legs wrapped around his, lips on his back—no. He hated it. He only wanted that one moment. He refused to give more.


Because in the end, when you gave more, people left you, just like Kacey’s parents had left her. They’d died the night he’d taken her virginity. He’d never gotten the chance to apologize for disrespecting their daughter. But what was worse—he’d never been able to say good-bye to the two people he owed everything in the world to. The only two people in the universe who knew about what he had done back in high school—they’d saved his life. And now… now they were gone.


The idea of going to the wedding put a bad taste in his mouth. Kacey had no father to walk her down the aisle, and she deserved that more than anyone. The worst part was Jake had been just fine living his life until he’d mistakenly pleaded with Kace to be his fake fiancée for a weekend. He had never expected himself to be so affected by her. But the final blow to his pride was Kacey falling for his older brother—the same older brother who used to chuck rocks at her and had a stutter. How was that fair?


He wanted to have his shit together for the wedding. He had to. After all, appearances and money… Really, those were the only two things he had. He knew he didn’t deserve anyone’s love and he never really asked for it. He just hoped that his false security lasted long enough to get him through the next two weeks and to his best man duties.


Shit. Now he needed to start over and find a girl willing to be his date for the wedding. By the looks of Aileen’s colorful text messages, she would be out. The girl before Aileen had reminded him of Kacey, so she was out as well.


He felt a headache coming on, but he ignored it as the taxi took the next exit. His exit. The exit toward Lake Washington. He shrugged; maybe Grandma was getting dropped off after him.


Once the taxi pulled up to Jake’s house on the lake, he hopped out and grabbed his bags and turned toward the door. It wouldn’t be nice to wake up Grandma. After all, she was in a dead sleep.


Did that make him a bad person? It wasn’t as if the taxi driver was going to kill her or anything. After all, who would kill a sweet old lady with drool running down her—


“Ta-ta! Thank you!” Grandma yelled.


Praying for the first time in years, Jake turned to see his grandmother, bags in tow, waving to the disappearing taxi.


Just as Jake was getting ready to open his mouth, she announced, “Get my bags! I’m fatigued. Where’s my phone? Have you seen my phone, Jake?” She dug around in her giant purse and finally pulled out the zebra-print-covered iPhone.


No. Hell no. She was staying with him? For how long? Please God, not up until the wedding—


“Oh my heavens! The wedding is in two weeks. That gives us plenty of time!”


“Time?” God was punishing him; either that or Grandma was possessed. Truly it was a toss-up.


“Yes.” Grandma’s smile softened as she reached for Jake’s hand and kissed the top of it. “Time to ruin you.”


“Ruin?” Jake chuckled as he pulled his hand back. “I’d rather stay… um, un-ruined. Thanks, though.”


“Have it your way.” Grandma shrugged. “Oh, and, Jake?”


“What?” He grunted as he lifted her heavy suitcase toward the stairs.


“You’re fired.”


The suitcase dropped out of his hands. Black spots appeared in his line of vision as he repeated, “Fired?”















SIX



I NEED A DRINK,” Char announced once she and Beth were safely at their shared apartment on Queen Anne Hill. “Scratch that. I need ten drinks and a sedative.”


“So what?” Beth opened the wine bottle and pulled out two glasses. “You were arrested and zip-tied to some hot man candy. Really, there are worse things in the world.”


“You mean like going into anaphylactic shock and having your grandmother stab a needle next to your man parts?” Char chuckled and took a sip of merlot. “That part, I enjoyed.”


“Yeah, well, hopefully Grandma has good aim and Jake can still sire children after that little escapade. How the heck did I sleep through it?”


Char shrugged. “No idea. At any rate, I’m glad it’s over.”


“Right.” Beth snorted. “And I don’t stalk Damon Salvatore on Twitter.”


“Not his real name, Beth.”


“Don’t kill the dream, Char.”


Char sighed and leaned against the table. “I was totally fine; seeing him again, I mean. No flashbacks of that crazy night we shared. No lustful thoughts or feelings, or—”


Beth’s eyebrows arched. “Oh, do continue. It was just getting good.”


“It wasn’t good. It was awful.”


Smirking, Beth tipped back her glass and swallowed. “So you’ve said, over and over and over—”


“Can we just…” Char waved into the air. “Drop it? It’s not like I’ll ever see him again.” Then again, he’d probably be in Kacey’s wedding, not that it mattered. He’d be lucky to see past the whiskey haze and the women hanging all over his arms. Right; like he’d pry himself away from his skank long enough to make her life a living hell. It wouldn’t be a problem, because she wasn’t going to let it be a problem. So what? If they were both in the wedding, she’d just avoid him at all costs. Hell, she’d drug him if she had to. No way was she letting him near her.


“You’d better hope that’s the case, because next time it’s not gonna be Grandma I’m worried about, but you.”


“Please, he’s like the opposite of sexy.”


“Careful, Pinocchio; wouldn’t want your overly large nose getting in the way of your wineglass.” With that, Beth left the kitchen.


Please. Like Jake mattered at all. So what if he was attractive? He knew it, and that was the problem. He’d always known it. He was a selfish bastard and she wasn’t going to fall for him again. She wouldn’t let herself, because that tragic story always ended badly. With a pint of Rocky Road and a bottle of wine, watching Downton Abbey on Netflix.















SEVEN



THE MADNESS HAD to stop. Grandma had been staying with him only a day—a day—and in the course of twenty-four hours she had thrown his life so off balance that he’d probably be in a mental institution come Friday.


Grandma woke him up at two a.m.


Her reason? She thought she’d seen a huntsman spider. Right. A spider that, according to his Internet search, was native only to Australia. But when Jake brought that little bit of information up, Grandma had shouted that she’d been to Australia a few months ago and it was possible that a spider had crawled into her bag and hatched eggs.


Truly, it was Jake’s fault that he even engaged his grandma. His question had been simple—why the hell would a spider choose her bag? Out of all the bags in the world, it had chosen hers? Not likely.


Her response? Because it’s shiny and everyone knows spiders like shiny things. She then proceeded to thrust a flashlight in his face and make him search the house for said spider.


By four a.m., Jake was ready to cut off his own ears. Apparently, Grandma had a snoring problem.


Six a.m. was even worse. Grandma did yoga. Jake was given the opportunity to discover this firsthand, when Grandma proceeded to put on her yoga DVD, blaring it throughout the surround sound in the house. Which really wouldn’t have been so bad had she told him it was a type of stripper yoga for elderly woman, aka cougars.


Her workout shirt had the picture of a cougar on it. Big shock there.


Finally, Jake locked his door.


But Grandma was relentless. After some banging and a loud clang, his door came off the hinges. “Jake? Oh goodness! I thought you’d died!”


“God isn’t that just. Believe me. I’ve begged.”


“Oh, Jake.” Grandma plopped on his bed. “Chin up! Think of me firing you as an extended vacation.”


“Except…” Jake growled. “It’s not. I’m jobless. I have no career, no money. I have nothing, and you’re downstairs doing damn cougar yoga as if the sun is still shining!”


Grandma paused and then went over to the window and thrust open the curtains. “But the sun is shining… and it’s a beautiful day. I think if you just go outside for a run, you’ll realize how nice it is to be on vacation.”


“Fired,” Jake corrected her.


“Vacation,” Grandma said sternly. “Now, I’m going to go shopping with that nice young girl from yesterday. She’s Kacey’s maid of honor and we only have two weeks to—”


“Wait.” Jake jolted out of bed. “Back up. Who’s Kacey’s maid of honor?”


“That nice young girl who saved your life yesterday. She and Kacey have been friends for ages! She was in Portland with her sister for a quick vacation, and considering it was just family, except for your whore, at the engagement party, she wasn’t present.”


“But—”


“Now!” Grandma clapped. “Go enjoy your day off and I’m going to shop!”


“But—”


“And put some damn clothes on, son. You ain’t got nobody to impress in this house.”


With that, Grandma marched out of his room, leaving his unhinged door lying against the wall and Jake staring after her wondering if he’d in fact be arrested for assaulting an elderly woman.


Fired.


No more family money.


And he had to go to his brother’s wedding in two weeks.


With a woman he’d scorned not once, but twice in his life.


Maybe he’d carry some peanuts, just in case he needed an easy escape… or a new way to meet his Maker, since apparently God was keen on keeping Jake on earth so he could torture him for the rest of his days.
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