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            One

            Raven

         

         I don’t make a habit of laughing at naked men. Not that every guy I’ve hooked up with has been Adonis. They’ve ranged from unimpressive to average to exceptional—with one sexy-as-hell beast I’ve tried to block out. Still, I never laugh. Not even at the guy who strutted through my room in a leopard-print thong. But none have ever walked around nude wearing nothing but a fanny pack. A lime green fanny pack.

         I elbow Shay. “I’m gonna lose it. Like cackle in this dude’s face.”

         She squishes her lips so tight she’s barely breathing. “I know,” she says from the side of her mouth. “It’s so ridiculous it’s funny.”

         Lily fidgets on my other side, her pale skin pink with embarrassment. She digs her flip-flop-clad toe into the sand. “I can’t believe you guys dragged me here.”

         I bump my hip into hers. “I can’t believe you haven’t been here yet. A nude beach in a major Canadian city? This place should be a World Heritage Site.” I inhale the briny smell of the Pacific Ocean, hints of sulfur and fish mingling with the summer air. Even faced with Nude Fanny Pack Dude, I’d take Vancouver’s sea and sand over the constant bustle of Toronto.

         Fanny Pack Dude smiles as he passes, his paunch jiggling with each step. The visual reminds me of the Jell-O molds I’d make as a kid. Better to eat wiggly sugar than a plate full of nothing. “It wouldn’t be so bad if he lost the accessory,” I say. “It’s just wrong.”

         “This place is a time warp.” Shay scans the long-haired hippies baring it all to the sun, the majority of whom likely attended Woodstock. Gray hair and sagging skin extend for miles. “I bet they still think it’s 1960.”

         Without warning I get shoved from behind, and I stumble forward, bile rising up in my throat. If someone’s dick rubbed against my ass, hellfire will rain. Spinning around, I tuck my limbs tight, clutching my purse to avoid touching anything naked.

         A clothed man holds up his Frisbee. “Sorry, wasn’t looking.” He does, however, look at my legs in my jean shorts and my chest in my tank top, my black ensemble leaving little to the imagination. “Nice ink.” He nods at my exposed skin.

         I smile but don’t flirt back; younger guys aren’t my flavor of choice.

         He jogs away to join a rowdy group drinking by the evergreens lining the beach, likely students from UBC. Having a nude beach in Vancouver is odd enough. Having it attached to the city’s main university is a whole other level of weird. At least the steep descent from campus is a natural barrier to prying eyes.

         “So, what do we do now?” Lily crosses her arms as though people can see through her white summer dress.

         “Walk, I guess.” Shay plaits her brown curls into a loose braid. “It is a nice beach, naked hippies notwithstanding.”

         “Walk it is,” I agree.

         Shay and Lily, both in flip-flops, go ahead while I unlace my black goddess sandals from my calves. I carry them as the sand sifts through my toes, the grains hot and coarse. We pass clothed beachgoers, the majority seemingly unconcerned by the naked bodies around them. Two ladies stroll by, their boobs swaying. Behind them a younger woman walks alone, her nudity on display. I slow my pace. Her hair is long and black, like mine. Her eyes are dark, like mine. She’s about the right age, too—ten or so years older than me. I study her face, her features. I scan her lips and cheekbones and nose, looking for familiarity. Looking for my sister. Then she smiles, revealing a mess of crowded teeth.

         Not my sister.

         I run my tongue across the back of my two front teeth, letting it slide between the center gap. As kids, when our mother was busy pickling her liver and my father was betting our rent money at the track, my sister, Rose, would take me for ice cream. Ten years older, she’d use the money she’d earn babysitting, then waitressing, to distract me. We’d count the number of licks it would take to finish our mint chocolate cones, her teeth perfect and straight, mine gapped in the center. My envy knew no bounds.

         I haven’t seen her perfect smile since I was nine.

         I glance ahead. The girls are waiting for me, and Shay shades her eyes with her hand. “You’re looking for her, aren’t you?”

         Lily frowns, then raises her brows in understanding. “Is that why we’re here? To find Rose?”

         My friends don’t miss much. “Yes and no. Yes, I thought it would be a good place to check out, considering she only wore tie-dyed shirts and used enough incense to send smoke signals. But I also thought, since Lily’s only ever seen two penises, that she should have a look at the variety out there. For scientific reasons.”

         Shay cackles, and the sound eases my tension. A reminder that moving closer to her and Lily was a smart decision. Shay has lived in Vancouver seven months, Lily and me only one. The girls moved to be with the men they love. For me this is a fresh start: new job, new city. And a chance to find Rose, if my intel is correct.

         Lily attempts to scowl at me, but she can’t hide her giggle. “I’m not sure Sawyer would be happy about me being here without him.”

         Shay links elbows with her and turns to keep walking. My purse bounces against my backside as I join them.

         “It’s better he’s not here,” Shay says. “Sawyer would be the first to strip and lounge naked.”

         Lily cringes. “You’re probably right.”

         The sun beats down, sweat gathering on my forehead. I run the back of my hand under my bangs. “In the name of scientific research, we should work on Lily’s penile education.”

         “I’m in.” Shay releases Lily’s arm and tips her head toward a naked middle-aged man reading on his towel. “Exhibit A: the Number Two.”

         The poor guy has nothing more than a string of licorice between his legs. Although unattractive, his nudity sends my mind to a place it often goes, the place I try to ignore. To the beast of a man I woke up naked with in Aspen. It may have been over a year ago, but that’s not the kind of thing one forgets. Goddamn Nico.

         I ignore the unwelcome thought and focus on Mr. Dick Smalls. “If that’s a two, I assume your ranking system ranges from one to a hundred.”

         Shay shakes her head while a silent Lily blushes. “Nope. That bad boy is a two. As in the pencil. Hopefully he’s more of an H pencil. If that thing is a B, he’s screwed.”

         “More like not screwed,” I say, wishing we’d invented this classification in high school. If we’d lined up our hard H pencils and soft B pencils, naming each after a boy in our class, Mrs. Water’s gray hair would have caught fire. Thank God for that art class, though. With the amount of pot I smoked and rules I broke, I’d never have befriended Lily and Shay without it.

         Lily’s so embarrassed she looks sunburned, her white-blond hair blowing across her heated cheeks. “You guys are horrible.”

         “What’s wrong with a little peen humor?” Shay asks.

         Lily ducks as though she can hide on the open beach. “Don’t use that word.”

         “Peen?” I holler, drawing annoyed glances our way.

         Cringing, Lily covers her face with both hands.

         Shay kisses her cheek. “You’re adorable. And I’m still in shock we’re all living in Vancouver. I’ve been thinking about us starting that event business. I have a tight deadline at work, but when that’s done, we should have our first board meeting.”

         I nod but don’t answer. I love the idea of working with the girls, and we could rock an event business. Lily’s attention to detail makes her a natural planner, Shay’s interior design skills could transform any space, and I could finally put my photography to use, documenting the events for clients. But a start-up business needs cash, and there’s no way I’m returning to teaching art. Although it had its moments, dealing with a roomful of thirteen-year-olds is up there with getting my ribs tattooed.

         My remaining choices are: Live on Wreck Beach with Dick Smalls, or find a new job.

         To distract myself, I gesture toward a naked man walking out of the ocean. “Exhibit B: the Hoodie.”

         Shay coughs out a laugh. “Nice one.”

         Lily tilts her head and studies the specimen, playing along with our immature game. “I don’t get it.”

         “The Hoodie,” I repeat. “The man’s foreskin is still intact, covering the coveted head.”

         “Oh my God.” Lily studies the sand.

         As I’m about to make fun of Lily’s perpetual shyness, Shay stops in her tracks. “Goldilocks at twelve o’clock.”

         It’s my turn to frown in confusion. “You lost me on that one.”

         She tries to gesture toward the Asian man with her eyes, but her attempt at subtlety makes her look like she’s having a stroke. “Goldilocks—not too big, not too small…you know, just right. I’d bet that man knows how to please a woman.” She pinches my side. “You should talk to him.”

         “To the naked man? On the beach? That sounds about as fun as the time you forced our hot waiter to set me up with his friend. I’m still paying off the restaurant bill that jerk stiffed me with.”

         Continuing on our mission, we traipse through the sand, the wind in our hair, the sun on our faces. I don’t glance back at the cute guy Shay spotted; our definition of Goldilocks differs. My “just right” isn’t average. It’s thick and long and hard. It’s Thor’s hammer big. It’s attached to a tower of tattooed muscle, one I vowed never to acknowledge again. Tequila may have blurred my night with Nico, but I know we didn’t have sex. With what he’s packing between his thighs, there’s no question I would have been sore afterward. What was crystal clear, though, were the secrets I shared with him before the shots flowed, and the fact that he ditched me afterward.

         Goddamn Nico.

         I’ve avoided crossing his path since moving here, but he’s best friends with Sawyer and Kolton. So unless I stop hanging out with Lily and Shay, I’m bound to suffer his presence eventually. Good thing I have a doctorate in grudges.

         Lily grips my upper arm, concern beaming from her gray eyes. “There are a couple of women ahead, and one has black hair like yours. Do you have a picture of Rose? We could help you search if we know what she looks like.”

         My fingers twitch as I scan the beach. I’d kill to have my camera here, to study the area through my lens—a barrier between me and my past, providing the semblance of safety. If I find Rose, I’ll have to apologize for what I did as a kid. Find the words to explain my actions, even though there’s no reversing the consequences. If it weren’t for me, she may never have left.

         Pulse surging, I follow Lily’s gaze, but the woman in question has a wide nose and thin lips. Although I haven’t seen Rose in seventeen years, those features don’t match the girl I remember. Still, Lily has a point: I could use help. The only clue I have that Rose moved to Vancouver is a tip from an old friend of hers who spends her days cashing welfare checks to play the lottery. Not exactly promising.

         I reach for my purse and pull it around to my front, but the second I dip my hand inside, I freeze. “Shit. No. No, no, no.” I shove my hand deeper, then pull it out and stick my nose in the small opening, hoping to hell this is one of those bottomless Mary Poppins jobs.

         “Why are you making out with your purse?” Shay asks.

         I drop it and slump back. “Because my wallet isn’t inside. I had it when I gave you change for the meter, so how the hell did I lose it between then and—” My jaw drops as realization sinks in. “Fucking asshole.” I whip my head around and squint down the beach, but the rowdy group and the guy playing Frisbee are long gone. “That guy who bumped into me. That asshole stole my wallet.”

         Lily bites her lip. “Are you sure?”

         “It’s the only thing that makes sense, and my one picture of Rose was inside, along with my driver’s license and credit cards and health card and fucking bank card.” My purse caves under the pressure of my fisted hand.

         Shay’s nostrils flare. “That little shit. We better go, then.” She attempts to stomp away, but her flip-flops sink in the sand.

         “Go where?” I call.

         She stops and swivels back. “The police station. You’ll have to file a report.”

         “Yeah,” Lily agrees. “And maybe we should cancel tonight? Sawyer was looking forward to seeing you, but we can reschedule.”

         I wave her off. “No. I haven’t seen Kolton and him since moving here. It’ll be a good distraction. But I might need one of you to spot me some cash.”

         “No problem,” they say at once.

         I offer a half smile and rub my eyes. I planned to visit a couple of photographers this afternoon to hand out résumés and hopefully find a paid apprentice job. Now I have less money than I did an hour ago, no ID, and I have to put off my job hunt. The warmth of the summer air is suddenly suffocating, a bout of heatstroke imminent. Things can only go up from here.

         
            *  *  *

         

         But things go down. At breakneck speed. A plummet off a steep cliff. Unwilling to ruin both my friends’ afternoons, we drop Lily at home, then Shay drives us to the police station. Not my favorite place. A portion of my teen years were spent getting booked for having a rare disease: bad decision-itis. Walking into a station still makes me itch.

         We push through the glass doors and are directed toward a counter at the back. Men and women in uniform weave around us, a number of regular citizens among them, including a belligerent man in stained pants who belches as a cop drags him through a set of doors.

         Any old day at the lockup.

         Except on this particular day, as we near the back counter, a deep male voice says, “Shay?”

         My day ricochets from bad to worse.

         Cursing my luck, I glance over. Of course Nico is wearing his uniform blues, like he isn’t hot enough in his usual jeans and T-shirts. Now I have to endure all that male power packed into drool-worthy clothes. He swivels to talk to someone, and my throat dries. His thighs and ass look delicious, his massive shoulder blades massive. The man could be a professional wrestler. I should have known I’d see him here, should have thought this through. Unaware what station he worked from, I’d ignored the possibility. Vancouver’s a big city, and getting into it with Shay meant inviting questions. After today’s fiasco my stress level has reached capacity.

         Now I’m faced with the Sexy Beast.

         Shay grabs my arm. “I didn’t know he’d be here. I can ask for someone else.”

         I will not be that girl. I will not play hide and seek, worried I’ll run into my ex-hookup. “No. Whatever. It’s fine.”

         Nico flips back and lowers his gaze. He scrubs a hand over his buzzed head. “Why are you guys here?” He directs the question at Shay, but his attention darts toward me.

         The sensation is immediate, the way his proximity raises my pulse. He shouldn’t still affect me. One glance shouldn’t have my belly tightening and my arms wanting to slip around his waist. I shouldn’t thirst to nuzzle into his broad chest and feel his heartbeat against my ear.

         It shouldn’t hurt this much.

         I shoot him my best glare, and he looks away quickly.

         Shay has on a loose tank top with a pair of skis printed on the front, the hem hanging over her shredded jean shorts. She widens her stance and plants her hands on her hips. “Some asshole bumped into Raven on Wreck Beach, and now her wallet’s gone. Pretty sure the guy stole it, so we have to file a report, and if I see him again, I will personally reassign his gender.”

         “What she said,” I add, making sure to avoid Nico’s blue eyes.

         Everything about him is dark and imposing: dark skin, dark stubble if he doesn’t shave, eyebrows set in a dark line. All but his eyes. There’s something about those light blue stunners that are so disarming. They’re probably why I opened up to him in Aspen, why I told him things I’d never shared, ever, with anyone. For the first time in my life, I opened my heart to a man, then he blew me off.

         A fresh wave of humiliation rocks me, shocking in its intensity.

         He narrows that penetrating stare on me. “Some guy on Wreck Beach bumped into you? Naked?”

         Swallowing down the sting seeing him revives, I shiver at the thought. “No. I was not accosted by any geriatric genitalia. Some young guy, a student maybe, clothed, was playing Frisbee. He probably saw my purse was open and figured I was an easy mark. Which, clearly, I was.”

         Nico shifts on his feet, his gaze raking over every inch of my body in a very non-public-servant way. Awareness lights through me, a memory of his hands dragging up my thighs fanning the flames. Big hands, heavy hands—the weight of them plaguing me with months of flashbacks. And here he is again, raising the temperature in the room. I doubt all the civilians he deals with get this sort of probing attention. Unwanted attention, I remind myself. As hot as he is, as intense as our time was, I do not need to walk that road again. My family has gifted me with a lifetime of disappointment. No point suffering in my personal life, too.

         “Come,” he says finally. “I’ll help you at my desk.”

         He has us sign a logbook and hands us visitor badges, then he leads the way, and I’m faced with that ass in those pants, his broad back filling out his shirt, the muscles below flexing as he swings his arms. I’m also faced with the uncomfortable vulnerability that plagued me after Aspen.

         Goddamn Nico.

      

   


   
      
         
            Two

            Nico

         

         Raven’s been in Vancouver a month, and I’d lost hope we’d have a chance meeting. I’ve been relying on intel from Sawyer and Kolton, asking them regularly what they’re up to and who they’re going out with, never getting the answer I want. If I’d kept it up, they’d have stopped answering and started grilling. I can handle a persistent Kolton, but Sawyer’s immaturity is grating as fuck. But I don’t have to suffer their obnoxiousness.

         Not when Raven’s right behind me.

         I keep my eyes facing forward. One more look at that tattooed skin and those sandals laced up her calves, and the guys at the station will know exactly who I’ve been fantasizing about for sixteen months. Just wish she wasn’t here because of a stolen wallet.

         I push through the doors into the office area and hold my breath as I pass Mary Santos and her usual plate of curry stinking up the room.

         Alessi hollers, “Message on our desk,” as he heads for lunch. Then my partner’s gaze lands on the girls. He smirks his porn-star smirk, and I grind my molars.

         I’ve seen that look enough times to know the deviant thoughts running through his mind. Normally I dig the entertainment. Picking up random chicks may not be my thing, but Alessi makes a sport of it: the wide stance, the folded arms, the sly grin that has women biting their lips and getting their ditz on. It’s better than hockey highlights.

         Except Shay is like a sister to me, and Raven is…way off limits.

         By the time we get to the desk I share with Alessi, he has redirected his trajectory and strikes his player pose in front of the girls. “I’m Tony Alessi, Nico’s partner. Anything I can help you ladies with?”

         There’s that smirk again.

         Shay smiles politely. “Thanks, but Nico’s got us covered.”

         “Speak for yourself.” Raven rolls her shoulders back, lifting her cleavage. She flicks her long black hair over her shoulder. “I could use some help.”

         Alessi tilts his head, eyes traveling places they shouldn’t go. “Happy to oblige.”

         I flex my hands.

         Last time I saw Raven, she was in town visiting Shay. She ignored me the entire night, picked a guy up at the bar, and left with him. I pounded back two beers too many and spent the next morning at the gym, doing squats and bench presses until my thighs screamed and chest ached. It didn’t kill the unwanted images flipping through my mind, and I have no intention of going through that again. She has every right to be pissed at me, every right to harbor a grudge. But I caught how her lips opened when she saw me, practically felt the heat radiating from her. I’d bet a month’s pay she hasn’t forgotten our night together, either.

         Alessi slaps his hand on my shoulder. “Why don’t you break for lunch? I can take care of this.”

         I crack my knuckles. It’s either that or torch his gelled hair. “Not necessary. This is Shay, Kolton’s girlfriend, and her friend, Raven.”

         The second I say her name, Alessi’s hand stiffens. He peels his eyes off Raven’s breasts. “Sure. Right. Sorry, bro. I’ll see you girls around.”

         He pounds my back and slinks away, but not before he winks at me. I’ve mentioned Raven to him once, recently. He’d been on my ass about spending all my time stressing over my brother and not having a life. With the hours we clock in the patrol car, there’s no escaping Alessi; the dude likes the sound of his own voice. If I didn’t give him an inch, tell him the only woman I cared to date was moving to Vancouver, he’d have had one of his twenty cousins at my doorstep, condoms in hand.

         “He seems nice.” Raven licks her lips as she watches him walk away.

         I should really torch his hair.

         I nod for the girls to take a seat as I search drawers for the Property Report Form. Documenting every detail of every daily interaction wasn’t exactly what I’d imagined when joining the force, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Bury me under a waterfall of paperwork, and I’d still sign up. First in line. First day eligible. It was never a choice, really.

         When I find the document, I squeeze into my too-small chair and lean on my desk. “You’ll have to fill this out. Be as detailed as you can about what he looked like. The more we know, the better our chances of catching him and recovering your wallet. You’ll still need to cancel your credit cards, to be safe.”

         Raven closes her eyes and mumbles, “Shit.”

         Shay puts a hand on her arm. “I’ll lend you money until you get it sorted out.”

         Raven swallows, vulnerability softening her often hard features. She has sharp cheekbones, full lips, and exotic eyes framed with thick bangs. She’s tall and strong, not muscular but fit, always wearing tight black clothes, always displaying her ink, always scowling if she looks at me. Except when we were in Aspen. Her face right now—sad and unsure—is the same as it was that night. Then I screwed everything up.

         Instead of saying the wrong thing, I watch her as she fills out the form. Her body is angled, her crossed legs jutting out beside my desk, and damn, those sandals. They snake up her inked legs, crisscrossing the waves and fish splashed over her skin. Birds and feathers fly up her arms. Flowers decorate her chest. All black and gray. All sexy as hell. I spent a lot of hours exploring that ink sixteen months ago. Each line is seared on my brain, except for her new sleeve.

         More Raven to explore.

         She puts the pen down and traces the rose tattoo inside her left wrist. “Anything else you need from me?” She avoids my eyes.

         That’s okay. I’m happy to work for what I want. My life has been nothing but the job and family drama for too long. I haven’t had a woman since Aspen. Since Raven. Maybe that’s why I haven’t been able to forget her. Or maybe it’s my usual thing: Fall hard, fall fast, then lose interest. Whatever the reason, I need to find out.

         “No,” I say. “We’ll contact you if we hear anything. And if any other details come back, give me a call.” I push aside some papers and lift my keyboard. No business cards anywhere. I go to lift my message pad and see Alessi’s scrawl on the page. My pulse speeds at the name on top: Luke Woodfield.

         “How’s your brother? Any news on Josh’s case?”

         I snap my head up at Shay’s question. At least there’s no judgment in her tone. No look of distaste that Josh got arrested for jacking a car. A car he didn’t know was carrying a fuck-ton of meth.

         “Nothing,” I say. Unless this call leads me to the real man responsible for the drugs.

         Raven regards me and holds my gaze for a beat. If I didn’t know better, I’d say there’s a hint of tenderness in her eyes. Could be she remembers the personal stuff I shared with her in Aspen. Could be she’s thought about me as much as I’ve thought about her.

         Then her features harden. “Can we go now?”

         Man, does she give good glare. I glance at the message pad again, wishing I could walk her out, finally get her alone for a minute to apologize. To explain. But a call from Luke is time sensitive. In an hour he could go underground. No word. No trace. Snitches are unreliable like that.

         At least I’ve got Raven’s number now. Another week and I would have gone to Shay, tail between my legs, asking for it. “Let me grab one of my cards from my locker, in case you need to get in touch.”

         Raven scoffs. “That won’t be necessary.”

         Ignoring her, I stand and cross the room behind them. At my locker, I sift through my clothes and the briefcase I keep shoved inside. Ordered chaos. Alessi’s locker is pristine, like his hair and clothes—his shirts and jeans always folded, any papers filed alphabetically in folders. When I shoved my business cards into my locker, he grabbed a handful and said, “Come to me when yours get sucked into the Bermuda Triangle that is your life.”

         Fucking hate when he’s right.

         A minute later, I find a couple scattered at the bottom, under my shoes, and I hurry back to the girls. As I approach from behind, Raven leans toward Shay, their heads bent in quiet conversation. “He’s not coming out tonight, is he? Because I’m not going if he is.”

         I hang back as Shay replies. “No. I made plans with the guys on a night he’d be busy. But I don’t get why you have such a hate-on for him. Nico is a good guy.”

         Raven spots me lurking and raises her voice. “I have a thing against people who tell lies to get what they want. There’s nothing good about a guy like that.” She shoves back her chair, snatches her purse, and shoulders past me, elbows locked, sandals slapping the floor.

         If I didn’t have the message from Luke nipping at my mind, I’d run after her. Force her to face me. Try to explain how messed up the past year and a half have been. But I’m not smooth like Kolton or funny like Sawyer. My words don’t always come out how I plan. If I blow this chance, odds are I won’t get another.

         Shay plucks the business card from my hand. “Whatever you did to her in Aspen, you need to apologize. Raven doesn’t act like this with guys. She hooks up and moves on. So whatever went down must have been bad, and she won’t talk to me about it. You need to fix things.”

         I glance at the door she stormed through. “She doesn’t act like this with other guys?”

         “That’s what you took away from what I just said?” She shakes her head. “Fix it, Constable Makai. I love you, and Jackson thinks you’re his own personal action hero. I don’t want things to be weird when we all hang out.”

         Shay stands taller, her big hazel eyes uncompromising. She’s taken to her role as surrogate mother to Jackson like a pro, which I’m beyond grateful for. When Kolton came home from the hospital, son in one arm, his wife’s lifeless body left behind, I did the only thing I could: moved in. Helping him raise Jackson was hard and amazing and heartbreaking, but I’d do it all over again. Now, eight years later, Kolton and Jackson have Shay, and nothing’s worth messing things up with them.

         I nod. “Consider it done.”

         She takes a step but pauses. “And no…Raven’s never been like this around another guy. Not sure if that will hurt or help your cause.”

         With a shrug, she leaves, and I rub my neck. Hearing that Raven’s reaction to me is different tightens my ribs. Sixteen months is a long time to build resentment. It’s also a long time to keep a memory alive. Our night together was hot, but it was the hour before the shots flowed and clothes came off that keeps me up at night, and I’m guessing that’s the part that has her perfecting her glare. At least we didn’t have sex. Telling her no was excruciating, but she was too drunk by then. Not in the right mind to make that choice. There’s that, at least. I still need to make things right.

         First step is to change tonight’s plans.

         For now I have my brother and his sorry ass to save. I trudge to my desk and squeeze back into my chair. Breathing deep, I count to three, then exhale and dial Luke.

         He answers after the fourth ring. “Woodfield.”

         “It’s Nico. What have you got for me?” The longer he stays silent, the harder I bounce my heel. If he hasn’t found Jericho and I can’t get that punk to confess, my little brother is in for a world of hurt.

         “He was here, but the dude split.”

         “What do you mean split?”

         “Gone underground. Maybe Mexico or somethin’. He copped to ditching the meth in the car they jacked.” A muffled voice carries through the line, then, “Give me a sec.”

         I rock in my too-small chair as I wait, fisting my free hand. I don’t need Luke to tell me the meth didn’t belong to Josh. I might not have believed my brother at first, but there’s been a lot of hollering the past months, insults hurled and received. Enough tears, too, until I was sure. Josh didn’t know the car he was asked to drive was stolen. He didn’t know there was enough methamphetamine stashed in the trunk to kill a herd of elephants. But believing him and proving it are two different beasts.

         Josh’s only chance of an acquittal is getting a confession from the “homies” he once called friends. Anything short of that is jail time.

         “Sorry, bro.” Luke talks low as if he has an audience nearby. “You know I’d do anything for you, but this one’s outta my hands.”

         I scrub my head and squeeze my eyes. “Testify for me. Tell a judge what you know.”

         He laughs. “No fucking way. A known felon? They’d kill me up there. And I got my rep to protect.”

         “Yeah” is all I can say. It was a stupid question. I could remind Luke what I did for his brother, standing up for him in court and getting his sentence knocked down. But the facts are the facts—a jury would never listen to a kid like Luke.

         We hang up, and my gut churns worse than when I smell that blasted curry.

         Another dead end.

         I pull Raven’s form toward me and run my thumb over her name. Raven Hunt. She loops her R big and wide, the A and V and E and N tight and even, steady strokes like a teacher. No art teacher I had ever looked like her: dangerous, sultry, a body made for sin and a face for film. The rest of my life may be circling the drain, but she’s here, in Vancouver, and I could use a distraction.

         If it were just Raven’s looks, I’d move on. Not complicate things and chance messing up my relationship with my friends. But she’s pissed at me for the same reason I can’t let this go: We shared more than a bed that night in Aspen. Something passed between us, something deeper than I’ve felt with anyone in a long while. Maybe ever. It’s time to find out if it was the mountain air, or if it was more.

         My bet’s on more.

      

   


   
      
         
            Three

            Raven

         

         Walking around without a wallet makes me feel as naked as those hippies on Wreck Beach. I hop off the bus, tug down my mini skirt, and check for the millionth time my purse is still zipped, all belongings safely inside. (Helloooo, paranoia.) I scan the restaurants for street numbers until I get my bearings, then I move into step with the other locals out for their Thursday night.

         Shay and Lily both offered to pick me up, but I like finding my own way. I ride different buses when possible, mapping out the streets as we bump along. I’ve already found a bagel shop that bakes fresh, doughy bread all hours of the night and a biker store filled with all things black and leather. Even after today’s fiasco, Vancouver is feeling like home.

         I spot the restaurant Shay booked and push through the door. An attractive Asian man approaches as I adjust my strapless top. Like me, he’s dressed in black, his smooth cheekbones striking in the soft light. If I had my camera, I’d snap a close-up of that chiseled line; the slope of his cheek is as sleek as a sand dune.

         He checks a book on his counter. “Do you have a reservation?”

         The bar is hopping, all surrounding tables full. When I see Shay’s unruly hair, I nod toward the group. “I’m meeting friends.”

         He motions me on, and the girls wave when I catch their attention. Kolton has his arm over Shay’s chair, and Sawyer’s hand is on Lily’s knee. Both guys are in their usual jeans and T-shirts, like they should be lounging on deck chairs, sipping beers.

         Kolton stands. “Nice to finally see you.”

         “Nice to be seen.” I walk into his outstretched arms and sink into his hug.

         He rubs my back. “Sorry about the wallet.”

         “Yeah.”

         “Looking hot, Hunt.” Sawyer winks as he stands to kiss my cheek.

         “Save the sweet talking for your girlfriend.” I round the table and sit next to Lily. “This place is cool.”

         She fixes her hair band in place. “Don’t you love the walls? Such a fun design.”

         Bicycle wheels line the top half of the space, all painted lime green. The same color as the naked dude’s fanny pack. “Yeah, it’s different. Is this for me?” I point to the glass of red wine by my plate.

         Shay turns the bottle toward me, and I salivate. Last time I had the Penfolds Shiraz was at her going-away party, along with several blue shots and an obscene number of cupcakes.

         “It is,” she says. “Tonight’s a celebration.”

         I sip the deep purple wine, thankful my friends can afford the steep price, and I savor the spice and pepper that coats my palate. “If I get to drink this, I’m happy to pass on dinner. And what are we celebrating? My stolen wallet and potential identity theft?”

         “That kid better hope he never sees me again,” Shay says, practically snarling. “But tonight is a fresh start, which includes celebrating our new business. And don’t even joke about skipping dinner. The charcuterie here is ridiculous.”

         “The business is all she talks about.” Pride sparkles in Kolton’s brown eyes. “She’s even claimed the office in the basement as your headquarters. And—”

         “I’ve thought of a name,” Shay interrupts, talking over him.

         Lily squeals. “Let’s hear it.”

         “Three Hot Chicks Do Vancouver.” Sawyer’s usual humor earns him a glare from each of us. “What? If you slap your pictures on a brochure, every dude in the city will be calling for your services.”

         I reach in front of Lily and punch his shoulder. “It’s an event business, asshole. Not an escort service. I’m pretty sure you don’t want a bunch of sleazy men propositioning Lily.”

         He slides his hand up her thigh. “Only this sleazy guy gets to solicit my girl.”

         Blushing, Lily plays with the ring on her necklace, her newest tic. If she’s not picking her cuticles or chewing her nails, she’s twisting Sawyer’s promise ring in circles. Better that than falling into her old patterns—shopping to calm her nerves. If I had to guess, that ring is what has her tangled in knots. To say yes to Sawyer’s proposal, or not. To trust he won’t be a coward and hurt her again, or not. The way he’s looking at her now—stars in his eyes, one hand on her thigh, the other at the back of her neck, playing with her white-blond hair—he seems intent on proving his love. If he’s not, I’ll go for the jugular.

         “Ignore him,” Lily says, still fiddling with the ring. “Let’s hear the name.”

         Shay holds up her hands as if silencing a crowd. “Painted Heart Events.”

         I almost snort out my wine. “Are you serious?”

         Lily drops her head forward. “The humiliation.”

         “What am I missing?” Sawyer squints at us.

         Shay leans back, pleased with herself. “When we were in high school, we spent a night at a friend’s ski chalet and got drunk.”

         “Annihilated,” I cut in. “Someone spiked our vodka with vodka.”

         Lily sinks lower on her seat. “Please don’t say any more.”

         “No, please do.” Sawyer leans closer, as though he’s about to be told the Caramilk Secret.

         Unable to contain herself, Shay beams. “Our sweet Lily danced around the room in her bra and underwear, and although none of us can hold a tune, we formed a girl band. We called ourselves the Painted Hearts.”

         God, that night. Growing up in a small town north of Toronto, everyone knew everyone, which meant getting served underage was a no-go. On the evening in question Shay’s brother smuggled us booze, and umpteen shots later, we had smudged black eyeliner under our eyes. Shay set up pots and pans and smashed away on them with a wooden spoon. Lily found a recorder and screeched out notes that could shatter glass. I, of course, played air guitar, hopping around the room like the lead singer of the Slits, head banging to my imagined punk tunes.

         We were horrible.

         I grin at the memory. “As much as I loved our band, the heart part makes it sound too wedding specific. But whatever we choose, we could use that picture of us in our underwear and ski boots for the logo.”

         Lily drops her forehead to the table, and Sawyer rubs her back. “If all it takes is some vodka to get you ladies skiing in your lingerie, then we need to book another ski trip.”

         Ignoring him, Shay says, “My second choice is Over the Top Events. Less personal, but it gets the point across.”

         Now that name works. “Catchy. I love it.”

         Lily lifts her head from the table. “It’s actually pretty perfect.”

         Kolton drums his fingers on the table, each tap timed to the hipster music strumming from the speakers. “Can we get back to that ski trip talk? How about Whistler next winter?” He nudges Shay’s side. “I’ll give you lessons first. Make sure you know how to merge onto a run so you don’t cut off any skiers.”

         I settle into my chair, waiting for Shay to unleash her inner Mike Tyson. Kolton knows she can ski circles around him. He also knows she’ll never admit it was her fault when the two collided on Aspen Mountain. But he loves pushing her buttons, and she loves rising to the bait.

         Her passive-aggressive reply: “It’s okay. I’ve forgiven you for skiing into me. We might not have met otherwise.”

         Sawyer jumps in then, all four of my friends joking about how crappy their lives would be if they hadn’t met. The odd woman out, I keep my mouth shut. I’d erase that night if I could. I wish we hadn’t spotted the boys in their condo, or Nico, to be precise. The second I saw his massive frame, tight T-shirt emphasizing each inked muscle, I pushed the girls to be wild and crazy, to invite ourselves inside. The casual hookup I’d imagined was anything but.

         “Shay said you saw Nico at the station today.” When I don’t answer Lily, she nudges my elbow. “How’d it go?”

         “Fine.”

         “Fine good or fine bad?”

         “Fine, meaning: I’d rather stick my face in a termite mound than spend time with him.” I also wanted to crawl over his desk and stick my face somewhere else, but I keep that nugget to myself.

         I pick up my menu, determined to let this day go. The wallet incident and being around Nico—all that’s in the past. Tonight is about hanging with my friends and celebrating our new business, in name, at least. Tomorrow I’ll hunt for a paying job, and there’s a chance I’ll find my sister soon. My future is bright.

         Until a shadow falls across me. “This seat taken?”

         At the sound of Nico’s voice, my heart flips, involuntarily. It shouldn’t flip. It should stay exactly where he left it, incinerated on his condo floor in Aspen. Instead of replying, I aim a missile glare at Shay. She shrugs as if she didn’t know he was coming. All eyes are on me—expectant, waiting—leaving me little choice.

         “The seat is not taken.” I lift my menu higher and study the main courses. Chicken something. Shrimp something. The words blur, like I’ve left my camera’s shutter speed open too long.

         The chair across from me scrapes along the wood floor.

         Flip goes my traitorous heart.

         My table wobbles as he sits, and I clench my jaw. He’s probably leaning on his inked elbows, probably staring at me, forcing himself into my space. My world. My body temperature spikes, along with my anger. Not wanting him to ruin this night, I put down my menu and focus on Shay and Kolton. “How’s Jackson?”

         They share a look and burst out laughing. When Kolton recovers, he says, “Good, but thanks to Sawyer, his latest quirk has us questioning our sanity.”

         Sawyer pulls back from whispering to Lily. “Every kid should have a drum set.”

         Shay makes a show of rubbing her ear. “Tell that to my hearing.”

         “He’s actually not half bad,” Kolton says. “But he won’t put down the drumsticks and insists on smacking everything in whacking distance. Including Shay’s ass.”

         Sawyer beams. “The kid learns fast. We should put on a talent show. Jackson could write a song, my nieces could choreograph a routine, and Nico could roll his hips. We’d rake in the cash.” Sawyer picks up his phone and shakes it, taunting Nico with the video he took a while back.

         Eager to embarrass his friend, Sawyer showed it to me one night in Toronto. So accustomed to associating Nico with anger, I surprised myself by laughing. Cackling, really. Nico dancing with five-year-olds is a sight to behold. Seeing how cute he was with Sawyer’s nieces, how willing he was to humiliate himself for a smile, melted a layer of my animosity.

         Then I remembered Aspen.

         That night I’d glimpsed what it would be like to feel open and vulnerable and cared for, how I’d imagined having family would feel—unconditional acceptance, an unbreakable bond you can’t explain. I had that with Rose, before she left. I had that with Nico, for a minute. And for some messed-up reason I can’t let it go. Can’t move on like usual.

         “That video goes live, and I impound your car.”

         They all laugh at Nico’s joke, but he slides his gaze toward me, and my breath hitches. His eyes, blue as the ocean, lock on mine. My neck tingles. My fingertips twitch. My ability to sit across from him and hide my hurt and anger evaporates. I also can’t hide my attraction. Still, sixteen months later, one look from him and my stomach drops and my blood boils and I itch to lick every inch of his body.

         His large hand presses against my knee under the table. “Can we talk?”

         Jesus, his touch. It’s the first time I’ve felt the weight of his palm on me since Aspen. It’s heavy. Huge. Callused. Instinctually I shift forward, my body no longer mine to command. He doesn’t move his hand. Just his thumb. It presses harder, dragging downward. I grip my armrests to keep from sliding to the floor. He stares at me, waiting for my answer.

         Yes. No. Maybe. I choose silence.

         The way our lives are entrenched with our friends, I’ll have to spend time with him, and I can’t keep pretending I can block him out. Moving here was about starting fresh, which means letting go of this grudge. But talking about Aspen could stir up more feelings, the same way the experience spurred my need to find Rose. If we talk about our time in the hot tub, it could unhinge me further.

         Our waiter arrives to take our order, and Nico’s thumb moves again, a tiny brush, his skin against mine, sending a pulse between my thighs. My sanity plummets. I shout, “Chicken,” like a lunatic as I push away from the table.

         Nico’s hand slides from my knee, but his eyes don’t waver. I feel his gaze on my back as I hurry to the bathroom. The second I get inside, I close the door and lean against it, thankful it’s not a public room with several stalls. I take a few deep breaths.

         How can that bit of contact turn me inside out? The smallest touch?

         Memories of his other touches flip through my mind, snippets of skin and ink, flashes of ecstasy.

         My back arching.

         His fingers exploring.

         The curve of his inked shoulder.

         His huge hands.

         The sheer size of him.

         We might not have had sex, and the details may be fuzzy, but there’s no doubt it was the hottest night I’ve ever had. What isn’t fuzzy is the time I spent with him in the hot tub prior, and how he took advantage of my vulnerability.

         Goddamn Nico. And Goddamn Aspen.

         We’d left the group that night, the two of us intent on privacy. Since I’d laid eyes on him, I was salivating to see Nico’s hulking frame in the flesh, taste his inked skin, so I suggested a hot tub. We met at his place and stripped down to our bathing suits, a bottle of tequila at the ready, and holy god of gods, that body. I’d seen fit men before—eight-pack, deep V, and carved muscles—but I didn’t know where to look first. Tribal tattoos followed the deep cuts of his biceps and triceps, the tail of a stylized phoenix landing in the groove between his pecs. The muscles of his thighs and calves twitched with each step, and his swim shorts were snug enough to show what I’d hoped.

         Everything about Nico was huge.

         He took an eyeful of me in my black string bikini, letting his hand drag over my ass as he passed me to slip into the outdoor tub. The water sloshed as he sank in. “We should get to know each other better.”

         I licked my lips. “I’d like to get to know what’s under your shorts.”

         I’m pretty sure he blushed, but the outdoor lighting was nothing but a soft glow, and Nico’s uninked skin was smooth and dark, thanks to his Polynesian father, making it hard to tell. He flicked his head toward the seat opposite him. “Sit. Let’s talk first.”

         I wasn’t one for delayed gratification, especially being that desperate for oblivion. Talking led to thinking, when all I wanted was distraction. Wanted to pretend the news I’d learned before leaving home never happened.

         Unprepared to walk away from him, I huffed out a breath then did as he asked. I sank into the warm churning water, my sore muscles relaxing on contact. Steam curled into the cold air.

         I waited and waited until he said, “Tell me something about yourself.”

         “Or we could do shots.” I grinned.

         “Shots sound like fun, in a bit.”

         Was this guy for real? There I was, my bikini practically nonexistent, a sure thing, and he wanted to talk. “I like long walks on the beach, collecting garden gnomes, and saving whales.”

         He didn’t crack a smile, not even a smirk, so I nudged his knee with my foot. He caught my ankle and tugged me forward. That game I could play. That game led to release and nirvana and the amnesia I craved. I straddled his lap but couldn’t get close enough to feel him against me, to medicate my emptiness with his big, strong body.

         The more I wiggled, the firmer he gripped my hips. “If you want me, tell me something real.”

         It was a trip to be so tightly wound and forced to hold back. I dug my fingers into his shoulders, kneading the ropy muscle. “I don’t do real.”

         “I don’t do casual.” He leaned forward and kissed my neck, his tongue darting out for a taste. My head dropped back, and I tried to shift forward, but he held firm.

         Frustrated, I planted my feet on the bench to push away, but his vise grip didn’t budge. “You live in Vancouver, Nico. I live in Toronto. This is the definition of casual. If you’re not interested, that’s fine. I’ll find someone else to have fun with on this trip.”

         He eased his grasp. “If you want to go, then go. I won’t keep you here. But if you want what I want, tell me something real.”

         The heat from the pool and his body clouded my mind, my heart buzzing faster than a tattoo gun. I never did real. I did fun and easy and quick escapes. Real was a broken heart. Real was tearstained cheeks the day you turned nine and walked into your sister’s room to find everything gone. No note, no good-bye. Real was learning your grandmother had tragically died.

         I should have taken Door Number One and left him sitting here, not played his game, but I looked into his ocean eyes, and I was drowning. The urge to share a piece of myself with him overwhelmed me, to release some of the turmoil simmering below my skin, but I didn’t know how.

         “I don’t do real,” I repeated, quieter, hoping he’d convince me otherwise.

         He tilted his head and brushed my bangs aside. “Why?”

         The men in my life liked sex and good times, not searching conversations. They didn’t look at me like I was special or precious. They didn’t look at me like Nico did. “Real gets you hurt.” I gripped his shoulders.

         He traced a line down my cheek to my chest, fanning his huge hand over my heart and breast. My nipples pebbled. I rocked forward again, needing friction, but this was his game, his rules, and he held me steady. “I won’t hurt you,” was all he said. He might have used his words sparingly, but they hit on target. He leaned in as if to kiss me—his wide lips too full, his narrow hips too close, the churning water too hot. “I promise,” he whispered.

         I wasn’t one to share, to cry or whine or complain about my lot. Life was like poker: You got what you were dealt. Believing and sharing only led to disappointment.

         But those eyes. That promise. I was a goner.

         Confused and lost in the moment, I lifted my left wrist and looked at the rose tattoo over my pulse point. That was for my sister, but it was the feathers inked up my arm I found myself pointing to. “I got these for my grandmother. I only met her once. I was sixteen, and she showed up out of the blue at my house. She sat beside a fire and told me a person can only know who they are and where they’re going if they know where they’re from. She’d said if I stared at the moon too long, its energy would pull me into the sky. That the earth we take for granted grew from the back of a turtle.”

         I sucked in a shuddering breath, entranced, reliving every word she spoke, once again greedy for knowledge—a history of my First Nations’ ancestry that was bigger than my small town and absentee parents and disappeared sister.

         Eyes burning, I looked up at Nico. “She lived on the street and died a week ago, exposure to the cold. I can’t imagine what that would feel like, your blood turning to ice.” I shivered, still horrified over what she’d endured. “I never got a chance to thank her. To tell her what that visit meant to me.”

         I didn’t dare mention what a mess I was at sixteen. That meeting her had changed my life in ways she’d never know. But that was more than I’d ever shared with a man. More than I’d even shared with my best friends. Then I told him about Rose. Not the toughest part, but enough.

         He didn’t say he was sorry, didn’t look at me with pity. He pulled my arm to his lips and kissed the inked feathers, then the black and gray rose. The intimacy of the moment caught in my throat, my chest, reeling me in.

         He pointed to part of the tribal piece on his left pec—two semicircles with repeated patterns like a candelabra. “This is enata, a Polynesian symbol of the sky guarding its people. I’ve had to help my mother raise my sister and brother, my father’s in jail, and my siblings attract trouble like bees to honey.”

         I traced the lines, water dripping from my fingers down his broad chest. “You tell that story to all the girls?” I forced levity into my words, but even I could hear my uncertainty. My insecurity.

         He shook his head, those blue eyes piercing. “No.”

         The relief was instant. “Why me?”

         “Don’t know. There’s something about you, Raven.”

         He said my name low and deep, a quiet murmur that rumbled in my dark places, lighting them from within. Everything about him was big and safe and reassuring. He felt like…home.

         Fresh tears pricked my eyes. “I don’t understand what I’m feeling.”

         “Me neither.” He pressed his forehead to mine. “Is it okay?”

         I nodded. “As long as you keep your promise.”

         He kissed my shoulder, the dip at my throat, tender and sweet. “I’m a man of my word.”

         The man is a fucking liar.

         The memory scrapes at the scar tissue left in his wake, and heavy knocks thump on the bathroom door, bringing me back to the moment. Back to the awareness of Nico’s too-large presence once again thrust into my life.

         The sound is followed by the fucking liar’s voice. “Raven, let me in. We need to talk.”

         My heart accelerates, racing for cover. The air suddenly feels too warm, my throat too tight. Instead of pacing between the cream walls in this cramped room, I plant my feet firmly. “You are persona non grata in here. Not wanted. Go away.”

         “I’m not leaving.”

         Damn him and his stubborn self. Last time he forced me to talk to him, to share, I got steamrolled. But he’s best friends with Kolton and Sawyer. Not talking to him will be more challenging than having this discussion.

         I yank the door open and face the Sexy Beast. “Talk.”

         “Can I come in?”

         I step back and he steps in, the small space smaller with his huge frame inside.

         “I’m sorry,” he says as the door clicks shut behind him.

         Tapping my toe, I cross my arms and study the pink tile around the oval mirror. I count the number of sticks poking out of the air freshener, the scent of eucalyptus permeating the room. Better to focus on that than the smells of man and musk and bad decisions that followed him in here.

         When he realizes those two words won’t cut it, he inches closer. “I’m sorry. Really sorry. Our time in Aspen meant a lot to me. I think it was intense for both of us, and I should have called. Should have gotten in touch with you. But the stuff with my brother took over and other things went down. I couldn’t think straight. And part of me was ashamed.”

         He studies a crumpled paper towel on the floor, then looks up. “I told you stuff about my family in Aspen, but admitting how bad things really were was hard for me back then. I was embarrassed, so I shut down. Once I realized I was being stupid, too much time had passed. I didn’t know if you’d want to hear from me. Figured I’d fucked everything up and that was that. Then I heard you were moving here, and I thought about you more. Knew I needed to explain.”

         I body-check him with my eyes. “You got the fucked-everything-up part right. You broke a promise to me and didn’t even apologize. Only a dick would do that.”

         He winces and rubs his shaved head, his hurt and disappointment clear as day, and God, I feel bad. I know what his family means to him, how much of a burden he carries. In a few simple words, he shared that with me in Aspen. And embarrassment over family is something I’m intimately acquainted with.

         I just wish my heart hadn’t gotten caught in the crossfire.

         “I’m sorry,” I say, and his face brightens. “About the dick part,” I clarify, “not about the rest. Yes, you fucked everything up. I won’t trust you again on a personal level. But…” But your chest should be bronzed and your forearms rival the Rock’s. “But I need to move past this. We’re going to see each other a fair bit, and I’m tired of being angry.”

         He stands taller, moves closer. “Friends, then?”

         I shrug as if his proximity isn’t sending goose bumps up my arms, as if I don’t want him to pin me against the wall with his powerful thighs. But what I want isn’t what’s good for me. “Looks that way.”

         He leans down to my ear, his hot breath ghosting over my skin. “Go out with me.”

         Maybe he’s imagining my legs around his waist, too. My nails digging into his neck. Too bad he burned that bridge. And torched the surrounding villages.

         I try to shove him back, but I’d have more luck moving a tank. “What part of ‘I won’t trust you again on a personal level’ did you not understand?”

         That big and dumb thing really does go hand in hand.

         He takes my not-so-subtle hint and steps away. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.” He lingers a moment, then pulls a piece of paper from his back pocket. “I really am sorry. I’ve thought about you a lot since that night. Haven’t been with another woman since.” He unfolds the paper in his hand, blinks at it, then passes it to me. “I’ve read this more times than I should admit. See you at the table.”

         He leaves, taking the air in the room with him, and my mind whirls. Nico hasn’t been with another woman since Aspen—since me—for sixteen months? I look at his note. Scratch that, my note. My handwriting loops across the page, the familiar words taking me back to the morning after.

         I woke up early and wanted to get changed at my condo. Thanks for the tequila. And the bed. But especially the hot tub. I’m still freaked out, but I trust you. I don’t want this to end when we leave. Can’t even believe I’m writing this down, but I’ve never felt this way. Text me when you get up and we’ll meet later. Can’t wait to see you again.

         x Raven

         Reading my words revives the sting of his betrayal as I checked my phone for days and weeks afterward. Normally I’d have no issue calling a guy. But he forced me to open up, promised he wouldn’t hurt me, then he vanished without a word. My pride was on the wrathful side of unimpressed.

         I glance at the painful note again, and warmth worms its way under the hurt. He kept it. Reread it. The wrinkled page tells as much, and he hasn’t been with another woman since Aspen. I should rip the paper up and finally put the incident behind me, move on as I told Nico I would. And I will. The aftermath I endured wasn’t worth that fleeting moment of wholeness. Still, I fold the note into four so I can slip it inside my purse at the table.
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