
  
    [image: Moonlight and Motor Oil Series Boxed Set]
  


  
    
      MOONLIGHT AND MOTOR OIL SERIES BOXED SET

      

    

    
      
        KRISTEN ASHLEY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Rock Chick Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Midnight and Motor Oil Series Boxed Set

        By Kristen Ashley

      

      

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

      The Hook Up Copyright ©2017 by Kristen Ashley

      The Slow Burn Copyright ©2019 by Kristen Ashley

      Moonlight and Motor Oil Boxed Set Copyright ©2021 by Kristen Ashley

      All rights reserved. In accordance with the US Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading and electronic sharing of any part of this book without permission of the publisher constitutes unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at info@kristenashley.net. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

      Cover Art and Interior Graphics: Pixel Mischief Design

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE HOOKUP

          

          MOONLIGHT AND MOTOR OIL SERIES BOOK ONE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            PANTIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Izzy

      

      

      

      I woke up to the sound of a ceiling fan.

      I did not have a ceiling fan.

      Obviously, this made me open my eyes and do it fast.

      Which brought to my brain the fact that I was lying on tan sheets. They had a slight sheen to them. I could feel them too, and they were soft. They looked and felt expensive.

      But they were not my sheets.

      The pillow my head was on was not my pillow.

      And the nightstand next to the bed that had three used condom wrappers, some change, a cell phone, an alarm clock and a lamp was not my nightstand, my cell, my alarm clock or my lamp.

      Stupidly, I stared at the alarm clock.

      I still had the same alarm clock that my mom bought me when I went to college. It was square, pale pink and had a mirrored face. Even though it was over a decade old and it had been super cheap, it was still cool and better yet, girlie. Best of all, it still worked.

      The alarm clock I was staring at looked modern, complicated and expensive.

      I was not in my bed, in my home, with my alarm clock.

      I pushed up to leaning on a hand, realizing I was naked (I never slept naked). I yanked up the sheet to cover me as it all came crashing in, even before my eyes swept the interesting (so interesting even in my state it had to be noted) space until it hit a wall of windows on the opposite side of the bed outside which stood a man.

      Johnny.

      Johnny Gamble.

      My stomach pitched in an enjoyable way just at the sight of him.

      But the sight of him also brought back memories of him and the night before.

      His name was impossible. No man in real life had a name like that.

      That was the name of the superhero in his everyday existence when he was not being a superhero. Or the suave, talented con artist who eventually falls for the girl and gives up the grift. Or the slick cat burglar who smiles into your eyes as he’s sliding the diamond off your finger.

      But that was his name.

      Even more, that man standing out there was not a John with the “ny.”

      However, that was how he introduced himself.

      “I’m Johnny. Gamble. Johnny Gamble,” he’d said last night at the bar, smiling into my eyes and not sliding a diamond off my finger, because I didn’t have a diamond on my finger, but more, he just wasn’t that guy.

      That man outside might be a John or a Dirk or a Clint or an Adonis.

      Johnny, no.

      Except looking at him, having said his name repeatedly to him, moaned it while he was inside me (amongst other times), he was absolutely Johnny.

      He was outside now, with his coffee.

      No, he was outside now, standing on his balcony wearing nothing but a pair of gray sweats, so long they gathered at his ankles and covered his heels, the hems of them loose with notches at the sides. He was bent into his forearms on his balcony, holding a heavy white mug between his two hands. He was twisted partially at his trim waist so I had a clear view of his muscled lat and shoulder.

      I also had a profile view of his face.

      He had black hair, a great deal of it—thick with waves and flips and curls—and right now a lot of it was hanging over his forehead.

      He also had a black beard. It was not bushy but groomed. Not trimmed close and overly groomed but it wasn’t lumbersexual or ZZ Top either. It stated he was a man who wore a beard before it was trendy, and he’d continue to have a beard when it was not.

      I couldn’t see them from where I was, but he also had black eyes. Dark as tar.

      The beard didn’t hide his strong jaw. And nothing hid his large, straight and aggressive but somehow classic and cultured nose. Or the heavy brow that shadowed his eyes, the thick black eyebrows that seemed at a glance to be ominous, but if you spoke ten words to him, you’d know they were anything but.

      He was anything but.

      He was tall. He was built. Broad shoulders. Veined forearms. Ridged stomach. Bulky thighs.

      Last, he was the most handsome man I’d seen in my life. The kind of man you’d expect to turn on the TV and see. The kind of man you’d think you’d walk into a movie theater and he’d be even larger than life on the screen. The kind of man you’d open a magazine and expect to see pictured wearing fabulous clothes at the wheel of a sleek speedboat on the Mediterranean, advertising cologne.

      Not the kind of man standing on a wooden balcony behind whom—I squinted—rotated a water wheel.

      A water wheel!

      This fact, the fact that he was that handsome, not the fact that he lived somewhere with the impossibility of a functioning water wheel, was not the reason I was in his bed in his home in the middle of nowhere, a home that had a water wheel.

      To be honest, this was part of the reason.

      But not all of it.

      Bottom line, I didn’t do that kind of thing.

      I wasn’t the kind of girl who had a hookup.

      I didn’t frown on it. My mother taught me it was not my place to judge. Not anything. Not anyone.

      “You never know, Izzy, what the story is,” she’d told me more than once. “You never know what’s deep inside a soul. You just never know. And since you don’t know, you’re never, not ever, in the position to judge.”

      So yes, I’d learned not to judge.

      But I didn’t do that kind of thing, meeting a man at a bar, having a few drinks with him and then going home to have sex with him (lots of sex), sleep naked with him and wake up in his bed while he was outside wearing not much and enjoying a cup of coffee.

      I’d often wished I was that kind of girl.

      In fact, my mom was that kind of girl.

      And until she’d gotten married, my sister was too.

      I just wasn’t.

      I was too shy.

      To be honest, I was also a hint of a prude. I tried to drive that out of me, the need I felt to be proper, modest, good. However, I’d learned from a young age what “bad” could bring you, and my inherent shyness and that lesson didn’t allow me to be anything else.

      I’d also learned at a not-young age the way men could be, falling into a trap that from my history (and my mother’s) I should have seen from a mile away.

      So I wasn’t just shy. With men, these days especially, I was skittish.

      But not with Johnny.

      Not Johnny Gamble.

      And not just because he was so handsome.

      It was also not just because he bought my drinks. Though it was partly because, between drink three and drink four (all of which he bought me), he’d stopped the waitress and said, “Could you bring my girl here a glass of water?”

      That said that he didn’t want to get me drunk so he could then have his way with me. He didn’t mind me feeling relaxed and loose, but he didn’t want to take advantage.

      That also said a lot of good about him. But it wasn’t just that either.

      And it wasn’t just because he listened. He didn’t talk much, but he listened and he did it in an active way, asking questions as I talked about my job, my mom, my sister, my pets, my house. He was interested. He was following everything I said. His gaze didn’t roam to other women at the bar or the game on one of the television sets.

      His attention was all on me.

      It also wasn’t just because he had a great grin and an even better smile. His grin was broken, hitched at one corner, creasing one side of his face in a way that made his dark eyes seem like they were twinkling.

      His smile was more. Big, bright and white in that dark beard, curving those full lips, it was sweet and it was sexy, both achingly so, both in equal measures.

      And he gave me both a lot, his grin and his smile, which was also another reason why I was right then naked in his bed. He thought I was funny. And I liked that. It felt good to make him grin and smile, and definitely chuckle (something he did a lot of too).

      Adding all this together, after drink four, when he’d leaned into me and asked in his deep voice, “You wanna get outta here?” I said yes.

      I didn’t hesitate.

      I nodded and verbalized my agreement with a shy, somewhat breathy but still definite, “Yes.”

      That earned me another smile.

      I would find it only got better after that.

      It started with the fact that he opened the door to his truck for me.

      And after I was in, he closed it behind me.

      Then, as he started us on our way and it hit me it might not be the smartest thing to do, to get in a strange man’s car and go to his house, I looked at his profile in the dashboard lights, the timidity hit me along with some panic, which made me blurt, “Am I…uh, going home tonight?”

      He didn’t ask my opinion on the subject. He also didn’t hesitate.

      He just said, “No.”

      At that point, after I experienced a pleasant trill down my spine, I pulled my phone out of my purse and told him haltingly, “I just…need to text my friend. I have dogs. Cats too. And some, uh…other animals. She lives close to me. I want to ask her to pop around in the morning to feed them, let the dogs out.”

      “First, I think it’s cool you’ve got a mind to your pets, and second, I’d think you were stupid if you didn’t have a mind to yourself and let a girlfriend know where you were and who you were with.”

      That was his response. He knew why I was calling Deanna, and that reason wasn’t only because I wanted someone to have a mind to my pets. And like getting me a glass of water between drinks, it showed that he, too, had a mind to me.

      So yes, definitely yes, he started out great and kept getting better.

      I texted Deanna with this information, and although the anxiety sheared away at his earlier comment, it came back because we went out of town. I lived out of town in the opposite direction on three acres with my house, my small stable, my two dogs, three cats, two birds and two horses, but I didn’t live as far out as he did.

      Deanna might have my text but she wouldn’t know who he was, where he was taking me, and as he turned into a dirt road that was surrounded entirely by woods I wondered what I’d gotten myself into.

      Serial killers, I was sure, lived on dirt roads in wooded areas.

      And maniacs that forced you into underground bunkers and kept you captive while forcing you to make babies so they could build armies (or whatever) also surely all lived on dirt roads in wooded areas.

      When his headlights finally fell into a clearing that had a two-story building made of stones in varying shades of mellow cream, tan and brown (the water wheel was on the other side so I hadn’t seen it), flanked by a large creek, I felt nothing but the panic because we were in the woods, nothing around us, and I had a long way to run to get to anything if I had to run away.

      And he was tall and fit, he had very long legs, so I had the distinct feeling if I had to run, he’d catch me.

      He got out, came around and opened my door (mostly because I was frozen in my seat).

      He also took my hand, and when I turned my head, I could feel through the dark that he was looking into my eyes.

      It was then he said softly, “Izzy, baby, there’s a good possibility I’m gonna bite you. But just to say, trust me, you’ll wanna get outta my truck, because I can guarantee you’re gonna like it.”

      A tingle drifted between my legs that must have been a lot more powerful than it felt, because it forced those legs to the side.

      Johnny got out of my way as I got out of his truck. He guided me to some wooden, open-slat steps at the side of the building, and he stopped me halfway up to kiss me.

      The rest was a haze of nothing but goodness.

      During that goodness, on more than one occasion, he had bitten me.

      And he’d been true to his word.

      I’d liked it.

      And after three times of having sex (but four orgasms for me), I fell asleep naked in his arms.

      Now there I was, still naked in his bed, and he was deep in contemplation of the creek and woods that surrounded his home, cocooning it in nature, looking a part of it with his bearded-man-because-he-was-a-man-who-wore-a-beard, sweats-wearing, coffee-drinking casualness in his space.

      I looked away and spied my panties tangled with my jeans on the floor by his bed, and not far away from them was the T-shirt he wore last night.

      I scooched to the edge of the bed, holding the sheet to my chest, and kept scooching, and reaching, as I extended out a leg as far as I could stretch, toes pointed, to drag his T-shirt my way.

      I managed this, leaned over, grabbed it and pulled it over my head.

      Only then did I get up.

      I was tall. He was taller but I was tall. He had very broad shoulders, so the shirt bagged at mine and down my chest, but it barely covered my rump.

      That wasn’t the only reason I bent and nabbed my panties.

      I slid them on, surreptitiously looking out the windows only to see Johnny had moved, but only to be in the act of lifting his coffee mug to his lips. His eyes were still trained to the distance, his back partially twisted toward me.

      Thus I took in the room, which was one big room (huge actually) with kitchen, dining area, lounging area, a reading area, and bed. But there was a mouth to a hall to the right of the kitchen.

      I headed that way seeing three doors down the hall, two to the right, one to the left.

      The first to the right was open. I glanced in and saw a big long room that had a lot of stuff. This stuff was a furnace, water heater and a Wi-Fi setup, but also a bunch of man things. Jackets and fleeces on hooks. Boots and running shoes in an untidy pile on the floor. A gun rack with four places for rifles, only two of them taken. What appeared to be a bound up tent and some folded camp chairs in the corner. A camp stove. Camp lanterns. Fishing nets. Fishing poles. A big backpack.

      I walked a couple of steps down the hall and looked into the room at the left.

      The bathroom.

      I entered and was astonished.

      The front room I hadn’t fully taken in. The ceilings, however, were wood. The walls, stone. It was a room you would expect in this building made of cream, tan and brown stone that had a water wheel.

      The bathroom had been completely redone, and even to my inexpert eye I could see it was recently.

      And it didn’t look like it belonged in this building.

      All white.

      Everything.

      Shiny white, subway tile walls. A large shower (actually mammoth, with five sprays, two slanted in at the top sides, one at the ceiling, and two more coming from the walls). A white with gray veins marble-topped double sink with illuminated mirror. A toilet behind a half partition that hid it mostly from view. And a big (actually huge) corner tub with a narrow platform built around it where it met the wall, where a woman would put candles, plants, decorative jars with bath salts.

      The last I knew because there was that there. The only thing on that narrow platform. A decorative glass jar with a handsome chrome top half-filled with blue bath salts.

      This was not Johnny’s.

      This was someone else’s.

      Right just then I didn’t want to think of the possibility of “someone else.”

      I looked away from the bath salts and the fabulousness of this huge, clean, gleaming, gorgeous bathroom that was any woman’s fantasy and so incongruous to the furnace/water heater room that was a mess of men stuff and outdoor gear, and I used the facilities. I washed my hands. I opened Johnny’s drawers until I found some toothpaste and used my finger as a brush. I rinsed and stared at the mirror into eyes that really needed the makeup removed, and in a further quick and as noninvasive as I could make it perusal, I searched for facial care products that might go with the bath salts.

      There were none.

      There was, however, some mouthwash so I used that.

      I wanted to leave the bathroom, but after seeing it in all its glory, curiosity overwhelmed me, taking me to the door at the back between the tub and shower. A door that was closed.

      But I couldn’t do it.

      Johnny Gamble had bought me four margaritas. He’d brought me to his home. He’d then given me four orgasms and held me in his arms while I fell asleep (this didn’t take long, then again, I’d had four margaritas and four orgasms).

      I owed him privacy.

      If he offered me a tour of his home, I’d take it.

      But those bath salts notwithstanding, there was no indication from him or anything else that I needed to pry just in case he was hiding something.

      He might have a woman who was off on a girl’s weekend or away for work and he felt safe to go on the prowl and in doing so, being as he was, looking like he did, knowing he’d get lucky, he’d hidden the evidence and forgot the bath salts.

      But if he had a woman who used bath salts, there’d be a lot of evidence to hide and there wasn’t even an extra toothbrush, much less a stray tube of mascara he missed. Not in my as-non-invasive-as-I-could-make-it perusal that I’d seen.

      Maybe he was a man who liked baths or he took them after a massage, when everyone knew you threw in some Epsom salts to help leach out the toxins.

      Perhaps he liked to smell good.

      He embodied and defied the name “Johnny.” He was a man who knew precisely what he wanted in bed, so he took it, and if he had to drag it, position it, stretch it, flex it, brace it, he did.

      He could take as many scented baths as he wanted.

      I walked out and saw him still at the railing at his balcony. He was standing straight now, but braced into a hand on the railing, holding the coffee mug aloft, close to his mouth, but not sipping, eyes still contemplating the view.

      Quickly, I took in his space.

      Mid-century furniture everywhere. Not stuff he’d inherited when he moved in. It was new. Handsome. Clean lines. Boxy. No nonsense. In tweeds and leathers and light wood. Everything, including the bed, the copious bookshelves (filled with copious books) and the easy chair in the corner was sparse and sleek, like Johnny had hit an auction of the dressings of the Mad Men sets and furnished his home with his buys.

      It was unbelievably cool.

      The kitchen he’d worked with as it was. It had nothing trendy. No cement, granite or marble countertops. No fancy swoosh-closed cabinets. There were butcher-block countertops that were so old, they were smooth everywhere, warped in places, wavy in oft-used spots. Stark-fronted cabinets and open shelves.

      Though he’d replaced the appliances with a stainless-steel dishwasher, fridge and stove that were high quality and expensive, if not top of the line.

      I spied the coffee. I saw the white coffee mugs on an open shelf above the coffeemaker and a bottle of creamer out on the counter.

      I went there and made myself a cup.

      As I moved toward the balcony, I saw Johnny was no longer in peaceful contemplation of the verdant surroundings of his water wheel, brilliantly furnished with bathroom-to-die-for home.

      He must have noted my movement, maybe even noticed I was out of bed and had gone to the bathroom. But regardless, his regard was now aimed through the wall of windows.

      At me.

      I opened the glass door and walked out, shutting it behind me and looking back to Johnny, only to stop because he was looking at his T-shirt on my body.

      Perhaps the intimacy of that, and me helping myself to coffee (and bathroom, toothpaste and mouthwash) wasn’t welcome.

      I’d never hooked up. Not in my life. I dated. I had a firm five-date rule before even groping (this mostly due to shyness, but also my prudishness, which I had reason to believe I held on to because it assisted in me being so shy), so I obviously hadn’t slept with a man hours after meeting him.

      I didn’t know the protocol when you woke up in a mostly strange man’s bed, no matter how handsome, gentlemanly or what a good listener he was.

      “Although I appreciate the unadulterated view of those legs, not to mention that hair, I’d prefer you get your ass over here, Izzy.”

      This amused command jolted me out of my apprehension and I slowly moved on my bare feet through the cool early summer Sunday morning toward Johnny Gamble.

      He hadn’t taken his hand from the railing but he did put his coffee cup to it so he could have a free hand to curve around my waist.

      This he did, pulling me up tight to his side and dipping his chin into his neck to look down at me.

      I liked that. Being tall, I didn’t get that often, a man looking down at me, having to go to such lengths to do it as to shift his chin into his neck.

      This had to put Johnny at six-two, maybe even six-three.

      Yes, I liked that a lot.

      I also liked the warmth of his body. I’d noticed just how warm it was in bed last night and it helped things (that his talents really didn’t need help with, but still), and it helped them in nice ways.

      And last, I liked the solidness of him and this didn’t come just from him being built. It came from him looking right into my eyes, taking hold of me right away, making me feel welcome there, like he was glad I used his toothpaste, his mouthwash (even though he didn’t know that…yet), helped myself to a cup of coffee, woke up naked in his bed.

      He wasn’t going to load me up in his truck and take me back to my car in town and be done with me, not looking back.

      This was something else.

      This was…

      It was the beginning of something.

      I relaxed in his hold.

      “Hey,” I whispered.

      His mouth hitched.

      “Hey.” He slid his hand down my side to my hip as he asked, “Sleep good?”

      I nodded because I had but also because the movement of his hand had so much of my attention I couldn’t speak.

      It got more attention when his fingers met the hem of his shirt I was wearing and pulled it up.

      Therefore, it came out kind of squeaky when I asked, “Did you? Sleep good, I mean.”

      I also felt my cheeks getting warm and Johnny didn’t miss it. I knew this as his black eyes started twinkling even as the tips of his fingers found the waistband of my panties.

      “I slept great,” he murmured, and then didn’t hesitate to go on, “Panties?”

      “Sorry?” I asked, confused at his question perhaps because his fingers were trailing along the waistband of the item of clothing we were oddly discussing and it felt nice.

      “Panties,” he repeated, not in a question this time.

      “Yes, those are, uh…my panties,” I confirmed.

      This got me the bright, white, beautiful smile. “Babe, why’d you put on your panties?”

      I blinked up at him.

      His fingers slid inside the waistband to lightly cup one cheek of my behind.

      My lips parted.

      “Sweet, shy Eliza,” he muttered like he was referencing me to someone else even if he was gazing right into my eyes. “Gonna have to break you of that.”

      Yes.

      Oh God, please let it be yes.

      This was the beginning of something.

      “You hungry?” he asked conversationally.

      I nodded, not really knowing if I was or I wasn’t. Mostly knowing I liked the warmth and possessiveness of his hand down my pants.

      “Wanna fuck before or after I feed you?” he inquired.

      My legs wobbled.

      He felt it, I knew because that got me another smile, this one less sweet and oh-so-much-more sexy.

      “Both,” he whispered, his head coming toward mine. “Starting with before.”

      “Johnny,” I whispered back, but I did it with my lips moving against his.

      His eyes were open, they were close, because I’ll note again, his lips were against mine, when he answered, “Yeah?”

      “My coffee,” I noted idiotically.

      Sadly, his lips went away.

      Then my coffee went away and was set on the railing by his.

      Then his lips were back.

      “I haven’t even taken a sip,” I announced, again looking in his eyes so close, I could count the (abundant) eyelashes.

      “Make you three pots after I make you come,” he mumbled then moved infinitesimally closer.

      “Johnny,” I said urgently, again waylaying the kiss for no reason at all.

      He was a good kisser. The best. The best I’d ever had.

      By far.

      Still, I was me.

      So I was nervous.

      “Izzy,” he replied.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “Shut up.”

      I shut up.

      And then, finally, he kissed me.
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        Izzy

      

      

      It was me that switched it up.

      It was me who made him let me take over.

      I didn’t know why I did it. I didn’t know that I had it in me to do it. I didn’t even think about any of this stuff.

      I just did it.

      The night before, Johnny had dragged, pulled, shifted, hauled and anything else he wanted to do to get me where he wanted me to be. On my back. On my knees. On his face.

      That morning, it started out the same way. It started out like it had continued after the first time the night before.

      The first time being fast and hungry and urgent and spectacular.

      The rest of it was slow and hot and unhurried and spectacular.

      That morning, it was the second kind.

      Until I switched it up.

      Until I took over.

      It was when I was naked and he was naked.

      It was when I was sopping wet and he was rock hard.

      It was when every inch of me buzzed, and that buzz shimmered deeper from anything he did—a touch, a kiss, a lick, a nip—but also just looking at him, the harshness of sex set in his face, the dilation of his black eyes taking them from bright to blazing.

      It was then I pushed him to his back, and at first he allowed it since I could tell he wanted it, because he was willing, for that moment, to go with my flow in order to move me into his new flow.

      But when I held his shoulders down, straddled him, feeling his hard cock graze the damp curls between my legs, and I looked into his face, he stilled.

      I did not.

      I bent to him, sweeping my lips from his neck down to his collarbone up to his shoulder, thrilling in the warm silken skin over hard muscle my lips encountered.

      I found his hand, laced my fingers in his and pulled it away from his body. After that, I trailed my lips down his arm, stopping to kiss the bulge of his biceps, moving on to lightly nip the skin at the inside juncture of his elbow.

      Then I sat up abruptly, taking his hand with me.

      I unlaced our fingers so I could flatten his hand against my chest, my eyes locked to his. Slowly, I drew his hand down my chest, between my breasts, over my belly.

      And he held my eyes.

      He didn’t look at his hand. My body.

      He looked into my eyes.

      God, I loved it that he kept looking into my eyes.

      At my final destination, I twisted our hands, curled them in. My middle finger over his, both of them I took inside.

      My head fell back.

      His hips jerked.

      “Izzy,” he growled.

      My eyes were closed and I didn’t open them when his other hand curved around my breast, his calloused thumb rough as he dragged it across my nipple.

      I started panting, feeling his finger move both of ours inside me, lifting my other hand to cover his at my breast to feel his movements there as he engaged his finger with his thumb and started rolling.

      “God,” I breathed, rocking into our fingers, feeling the back of my hand slide over the underside of his hard cock.

      “Look at me,” he ordered gruffly.

      I didn’t look at him.

      It felt so good, everything, I arched into his hand at my breast as I rode his finger inside me.

      He stopped rolling with one, thrusting with the other, and I heard, “Eliza, look at me.”

      I tipped my head down and slowly opened my eyes.

      “I’m inside you, Iz, any way I can be inside you, you look at me,” he demanded thickly.

      “Okay, Johnny,” I forced out.

      “Ride it,” he commanded. “Show me.”

      I rode it. I showed him. I helped him fuck me with his finger and tug at my nipple until the beauty it was causing had me whimpering, my movements desperate, my eyes floating closed.

      He drove deep with our fingers, planted them there, and my eyes shot open.

      “Eyes on me,” he growled.

      “Yes,” I whispered, swaying into him when his finger moved again, the desperation turning to violence, urging him to fuck me brutally with our fingers, something he did, slamming my clit into the apple of his hand.

      “Christ, sweet, shy Izzy, skittish as a cat, hides the wild of a sex kitten,” he murmured.

      “I’m a prude,” I pushed out nonsensically.

      I was barely able (but I did it, mostly because each and every one of them were exactly that good) to catch the flash of the white of his now seriously sexy smile before he replied, “Remind me of that so I can laugh when my dick’s not about to explode watching you take yourself there on my finger.”

      I caught that too, just barely, not nearly enough to be embarrassed by it because I’d taken myself there on his finger.

      I arched. I cried out. I ground into our fingers panting and whimpering.

      In the middle of it, I lost them and was on my back in the bed.

      I heard a drawer open, the wrinkling of foil, then I got him back.

      Not his fingers.

      His cock.

      The first time the night before had been fast and hungry and urgent and spectacular.

      This time we had started out slow and hot and unhurried and spectacular.

      But right then, it was burning and rough and savage and totally uncontrolled.

      And spectacular.

      Circling my wrists with his hands and yanking them straight over my head, pinning them to the bed with his weight to hold me down at the same time giving himself leverage, Johnny hammered into me. Drilled into me. Crashing the base of his cock into my clit, pushing me over the edge yet again so I had no choice but to clutch him with everything I had available, hold on for dear life, and chant his name at the same time begging him not to stop, never to stop.

      And I did this while my orgasm carried on and on, until it completely overwhelmed me and I couldn’t speak at all. I could just hold on and feel the magnificence of the climax engulfing me—us—as he groaned into my neck and powered through the jolts of his final thrusts.

      When mine was waning and his was done, he collapsed on me, all his weight, his fingers manacles on my wrists, still pinning them to the bed.

      And I didn’t mind.

      I took his weight, his heat, his captivity because he was a man who had a great smile. Who had a way with interior design that was masculine and confident, interesting and cool. Who had a water wheel. Who opened the door on his truck to let me in and closed me in after. Who didn’t look at pretty girls who passed our barstools while he listened to me. Who made me feel sexy. Who made me feel pretty. Who made me feel so unencumbered by all the weight I carried that I’d be moved to take over, to slide his finger inside me and ride it while he watched. Who let me take over and draw him inside and ride him while he watched. And who got off on that so intensely, he’d been moved to take me rough, pinning me to his bed.

      I was that girl with him.

      That girl who could flirt with a handsome man and set him to scoring through four condoms. That girl he couldn’t even let her take a sip of coffee before he had to kiss her and whisk her back to his bed.

      I was free and I was easy and I was sexual and I was desirable and I was funny and I was worth something.

      I wasn’t Eliza Forrester, the straitlaced daughter of a hippie, the prim and proper and responsible older sister of a wild child.

      I was Izzy Forrester, free and easy and sexual and desirable, who could hook up with a handsome man with a fabulous house in the woods who couldn’t get enough of her, and after one night chatting in a bar over margaritas and beer, they were starting something.

      As I gloried in all of this, it slowly became clear that he wasn’t moving.

      This was strange, and in a flash of panic I thought it was just my luck that I would kill the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen, much less slept with, after intense, amazing, pounding sex.

      Did I give him a heart attack?

      “Johnny?” I called tentatively, and a little wispily, seeing as I was accommodating his weight.

      Instantly, he moved. Not letting go of my wrists but shifting them down so my elbows were bent, the position more comfortable, at the same time taking his weight out of his hands and also miraculously some of it off me.

      His face was in my neck but he moved his lips to my ear where he asked, “You okay?”

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      He finally lifted his head and I liked that the harshness of sex was gone, the laziness of satisfaction had taken its place, but he still had an expression of concern.

      “Rode you hard, baby,” he murmured.

      “Yes,” I agreed.

      His gaze scanned my face.

      “I’m good,” I said quietly and then gave him a small smile at the same time I gave him a hug the only way I could, tightening my legs where I had them wrapped around his thighs.

      I didn’t know him, at all—well, biblically, one could say I knew him relatively well—but otherwise I didn’t know him. Still, I could swear I saw the flash of unease in his eyes before he muttered, “Gonna take care of this condom.”

      After that, he slid out, let go of my wrists, disengaged, and with no further ado, got off me, out of the bed and walked naked toward the hall.

      No kiss.

      No cuddling.

      No tender caresses and soft murmurs.

      I lay in bed staring after him and continuing to stare after he disappeared into the bathroom feeling a hint of frost come. It came like in the movies, when the bad things come and the chill comes with them, at first invading a corner of a window, starting slow but then moving quickly, covering and crackling over the window, the whole house.

      Except this frost swept over my body.

      It took but seconds to realize that I might not have tons of experience but I did have enough to know it didn’t take years for a man to dispose of a condom.

      And for this reason, I shot to sitting in bed, searching for something to cover me.

      I saw my panties on one side of the bed, on the other his T-shirt, sweats, and the rest of our clothes from last night.

      I didn’t have time to fully dress so I rolled toward the clothes, grabbing up his T-shirt and tugging it on at the same time dashing around the bed to snatch up my panties.

      I was settling them on my hips when Johnny appeared back in the hall.

      He went right to his sweats, and I tried to take it as good he glanced at me as he did, not avoiding me, my presence or even eye contact.

      He nabbed them and yanked them up as he asked, “You like eggs and bacon?”

      “My mother was a vegan.”

      He stopped in the process of tying the drawstring under his navel and stared at me.

      His hair was even messier now, falling over his forehead and nearly into his eyes.

      It made him look disheveled and more handsome than ever, especially my firsthand knowledge of and participation in how it got that way.

      “I’m not,” I went on.

      He kept staring at me.

      “A vegan that is,” I shared. “I tried. About seven times. Even vegetarianism didn’t stick. So uh…yes. I like eggs and bacon.”

      He slowly finished tying the drawstring on his sweats as he asked, “There a story behind all that information?”

      “No, just, my mother wasn’t a vegan. She was a militant vegan,” I told him.

      “Ah,” was all he said in reply, but he did it lifting his chin.

      “And my sister was a vegetarian for years and years, until she met a guy who thought that was stupid and he introduced her to cheeseburgers.” I shrugged. “The rest is history. I had long since been a lost cause, but my mother never got over that.”

      I was blathering and doing it mostly because I was beside myself with relief that he asked me if I liked bacon and eggs, which meant whatever strangeness I felt after we finished didn’t mean he was going to ask me to take off his shirt and put on my clothes so he could take me back to town and be rid of me.

      “Not sure there’s a vegetable in this house, unless you count a bag of frozen corn,” he said.

      I couldn’t stop myself from looking alarmed.

      Johnny of course didn’t miss it and any of the cold I had left at the strangeness of how he left me in bed melted away when he burst out laughing.

      I’d heard him chuckle. It was throaty and rich and lovely.

      His laughter was that times a thousand.

      But still, there was something about it that sounded…

      Rusty.

      “I’ll get the mugs,” I said in order not to do something stupid, like watch him laugh like a besotted teenager seeing her first boyband crush in concert.

      I turned to the doors but turned back when he called, “Iz.”

      My eyes met his.

      “You eat a lot of vegetables?” he asked.

      “Three quarters of your plate should be vegetables,” I answered.

      “She eats a lot of vegetables,” he murmured through a white smile.

      “I really need coffee,” I blurted.

      “Then get our mugs, babe. I’ll get cracking on breakfast.”

      He moved toward the kitchen.

      I moved toward the deck.

      I came back with the mugs and he was at the stove, but I knew he heard me enter when he ordered toward the stove, “Dump that out, we’ll get fresh.”

      His cup maybe only had one last mouthful in it. I hadn’t even taken a sip.

      “I’ll nuke mine,” I told him.

      “Dump it out,” he returned.

      “It’s okay. I nuke coffee all the time.”

      And I did. I nuked coffee. I found creative ways to use leftovers. I slammed my lotion bottles on countertops to force down the last dregs.

      What I didn’t do was waste, and I didn’t waste partially because I was an environmentalist but mostly because I grew up with government cheese in the refrigerator. When you didn’t have a lot, you not ever wasted what you had.

      “It’s been sitting outside for almost an hour,” he stated.

      “It’s still good,” I replied.

      I made it to the kitchen, seeing he had a fancy drawer microwave in his island.

      I was heading there when I stopped because I was divested of the mugs in my hands.

      I watched Johnny go to the sink and dump both cups. He rinsed them, shook them out and then went to the coffeemaker.

      “How do you take yours?” he asked.

      “Just cream.”

      “Little, lots or in between?” he asked.

      “Little,” I answered.

      He poured coffee while I watched. He then turned and put both cups by the stove. After that, he turned again, came to me, put his hands to my waist and shifted me around, then backward. Finally, I had to bite back a surprised cry when he lifted me up (without even a grunt of effort) and planted my behind on the counter next to the mugs, but removed from the stove where there was already a clump of strips of bacon cooking in a skillet.

      Once he had me settled, he nabbed my cup and handed it to me.

      He then grabbed his, took a sip and set it back down on the countertop. He went to a drawer, took out a fork and moved to the skillet in order to separate and straighten the bacon.

      I guessed I was drinking fresh coffee.

      And I guessed I was doing it sitting on the counter while he cooked, keeping him company.

      “You put your panties back on,” he noted while I was swallowing my first sip.

      “Uh…” I mumbled, not saying anything more.

      His mouth hitched in the direction of the skillet before he put the fork down and went to the fridge.

      I took another sip of coffee and looked around his room.

      It was then I noticed that the massive TV hanging on the wall hung on the wall opposite the bed, but the couch, oblong coffee table and two flanking armchairs had their backs to the TV.

      I guessed he watched TV in bed.

      Or not much at all, considering the number of books practically falling out the many bookshelves and covering the table by the chair in the corner with the fabulous tripod floor lamp beside it.

      “How long have you lived here?” I asked.

      The utter silence this question received made my shoulders instantly tense and my gaze move directly to Johnny.

      He had eggs out and was taking down a bowl from some shelves over where he was working.

      What it appeared he wasn’t going to do was answer what I thought was a non-intrusive question.

      It then came to mind our conversation last night at the bar.

      A conversation that I hadn’t noticed until right then, thinking back on it, was one-sided.

      I was new to town. I had to move there for reasons I didn’t like to think about. But I’d moved there because Deanna was there, she’d moved there years before, right after she married Charlie, and she was always talking about how fabulous it was. How friendly. How community minded. Added to that, property values were way cheaper than in the city. You could get so much more for so much less.

      The one downside was that the commute was long and could be horrific if traffic got backed up. But I’d learned in the two months I’d been there that it was worth an hour’s (and often longer) commute every day.

      That said, Deanna and Charlie were the only people I knew in town and I’d decided, with spring turning to summer, it was time to be more social, get to know my neighbors.

      So I went to the one and only local bar, On My Way Home, known as Home. It was a drinking establishment like any other, with a rectangular bar in the middle, tables around, TVs all over the place. I’d heard they sometimes had bands but most times it was just a quiet place to catch a game or meet up with friends, have a chat and throw some back.

      I’d actually seen Johnny pulling into the lot at the back when I’d finished parking. I’d glimpsed his magnificence through the cab of his truck. I’d even heard his car door close as I was walking in the back door of the bar.

      And I’d barely sat down when Johnny had come up beside me.

      He didn’t look at me, just slid into the space between me and the stool beside me.

      He’d received instant attention from the female bartender whereupon he’d said, “Usual, Sally, and whatever she’s having.”

      It was not the most original pick up line ever.

      But it was the best one ever used on me, only because Johnny used it.

      Thus ensued him sitting next to me and asking my name.

      “Eliza. I’m Eliza Forrester. But everyone calls me Iz or Izzy.”

      Sharing that got me my first grin.

      And for the next couple of hours, I shared a lot.

      Johnny had asked questions as I did. But when I’d done the same with him, he deflected them, bringing the conversation back to me.

      Sitting on his counter in his kitchen after having sex with him four times in eleven hours, it occurred to me very belatedly I didn’t know a thing about him but his name, he drove a truck, he lived in a house with a water wheel in the middle of some woods and he was an exceptional lover.

      Uncomfortably, I sipped my coffee, casting my mind frantically out for a conversational gambit that might actually work.

      In the midst of failing at that, he answered, “Three years.”

      I looked to him not because he answered but because it sounded torn from him.

      “It’s a great place, Johnny,” I said quietly.

      “Been in the family generations,” he shared, cracking eggs into the bowl. “Dad kept it up so folks who came to visit us had their own space. Wasn’t like this though. When I moved in, cleaned it up, fixed it up, updated some shit. Now it’s home.”

      “It’s very attractive,” I told him. “And peaceful.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed.

      “The water wheel is cool,” I remarked.

      “Yeah,” he repeated.

      “Is it still being used for something?” I asked.

      “Place was a gristmill. Now it’s not,” he answered in a way that was that and there would be no more.

      Time to try something else.

      “You don’t have pets,” I noted.

      “Nope.”

      And that was that too.

      He turned the bacon. Got out another skillet. Put it on a burner. Walked to the double door pantry at the edge of the kitchen and got out a loaf of bread.

      He brought that to me and set it by my thigh on the opposite side of the counter from his mug. He pulled a toaster from the wall.

      “You wanna be in charge of toast?” he asked, his gaze finally coming back to me.

      I nodded. “I think I can manage that.”

      His head tilted to the side. “You know how to cook?”

      “I was a latchkey kid. My mom worked and I was the oldest. So yeah, I know how to cook.” I smiled at him. “And I definitely can make toast.”

      His impassive face softened before he reached up beside me and pulled down a plate.

      He gave me a knife and the butter.

      I grabbed the bread.

      “How many pieces do you want?” I asked.

      “Two,” he answered.

      He reached across me to grab the butter, shoved a huge pat of it in the empty skillet, then reached back across me to replace the butter.

      I slid the lever down on the first two slices of toast just as a cell phone rang from somewhere in the vicinity of his bed.

      “That’s my tone,” I said.

      “Mine too.”

      Another sliver of information about Johnny, he had an iPhone.

      He moved into the room and I watched him toss his jeans aside and come back with my purse, which was ringing.

      He handed it to me.

      I dug out my phone.

      He took the purse from me and set it on the island as I took the call and he went back to the stove.

      The call was from Deanna.

      “Hey there,” I answered.

      “Where are you?” she replied.

      “I’m, well…still with, uh…Johnny,” I stammered.

      “Okay, then, just so you know, went by your place and took care of your menagerie. All fed and watered, including Serengeti and Amaretto.”

      Serengeti and Amaretto, my palomino and bay horses, respectively.

      “I’m still here,” she went on. “Letting the dogs have a good roam. I’ll bring them back in before I go, but could you call me when you get home?”

      I suspected, since this was not my done thing, and she’d lived through my last nightmare with me (and others besides), she just wanted to make sure I was not only okay right then, but that I got home okay.

      “Sure,” I replied. “And thanks.”

      “Not a problem, babe. Later,” she said then rung off, which I found a little odd.

      I mean, she knew I was there with Johnny so she couldn’t have a girlie gab at that particular moment about my hookup, but she seemed matter of fact to the point of being blunt.

      Maybe it was a problem I asked her on a Sunday morning to go look after my babies.

      I made a mental note to bring over some treats as a show of gratitude some time that week and definitely call her when I got home as I brought the phone down and saw the notifications had come up after the call.

      Three texts from Deanna that came in unnoticed sometime during the activities last night (or this morning).

      Call me.

      Babe, call me.

      As soon as you can, call me.

      Oh God, maybe she really couldn’t look after my babies but had to because she hadn’t heard from me.

      I engaged my texts, typed in, I’m so sorry. I didn’t get your texts. If it was an inconvenience to look after my zoo, I apologize. I got caught up in things. It means the world you took care of them anyway, I can’t thank you enough and I’ll totally make it up to you.

      I sent the text with a whoosh and Johnny asked, “All cool?”

      “I think so,” I answered uncertainly.

      “What’s the thinking part of that?” he queried.

      “I don’t know, but it might be that Deanna had something on and I didn’t get her texts after I’d texted last night so she went over, but still, it seems like something’s up.”

      My phone binged and I immediately looked down to see Deanna’s response of, No, no, it’s cool. Totes cool. All good. No worries. Just call me when you get home. No biggie. Just want to chat.

      I relaxed.

      “Okay?” Johnny asked.

      I looked at him and nodded. “Read it wrong. She’s cool.”

      “Good,” he muttered, turning his attention to pouring the eggs in the skillet.

      The toast popped up.

      Johnny finished up the eggs and bacon and I finished up the toast. He served up and I hopped off the counter to toss my phone in my bag and warm up our coffee. He took the plates to a small, round dining room table with highly polished wood that radiated out beautifully from a center circle and space-age angled legs that had four scoop-backed chairs around it.

      My mind screamed when he didn’t get a placemat before he put the plates down on that wood but I kept my mouth shut. I brought the mugs over. He returned to the kitchen and came back with the toast, a bottle of ketchup and a jar of grape jelly.

      “Sit,” he ordered, putting all that on the table and going back to the kitchen.

      He’d set the plates on the curve next to each other and he’d dished up equally, so I just picked a seat and sat.

      “No, Iz, other plate,” he said, coming back with cutlery.

      “Sorry,” I muttered self-consciously, shifting to the other chair.

      “Better view, baby,” Johnny murmured close to my ear as he set a fork and knife next to my white plate.

      I looked from the flatware to the room to see I was positioned facing it, and the windows, so he was right.

      It was a better view.

      I felt my chest warm as he took his seat.

      Johnny grabbed the ketchup and squirted it all over his eggs.

      I picked up my fork and stuck in.

      I ate, alternately looking to my plate to get food and chewing it while staring out at the lush leaves dappled in sunlight beyond his wall of windows.

      “Quiet,” he remarked suddenly and softly.

      I looked to Johnny.

      “Sorry?”

      “You’re being quiet,” he noted.

      “These are good eggs,” I told him.

      His lips hitched. “Eggs are eggs, babe.”

      I nodded, though they were actually good. Fluffy and light and well-seasoned.

      Then I said, “Thanks for letting me have the chair with the view.”

      “I got a chair with a view too,” he replied, his eyes on me telling me what his view was. “And mine’s better.”

      I felt warmth in my cheeks and looked to my plate.

      “Watched you walk into Home last night, no…giving you the honesty, watched your ass walk into Home last night, my plans of havin’ a few and relaxing after the week went up in smoke. Got up next to you, you looked at me, thought you were gonna bolt. Shocked the shit outta me you told me your name when I asked it,” he declared while I turned my attention back to him. “Maybe margarita courage that kept you where you were, just you in the beginning though. Now you’re here, you keep putting on your panties when you know I’m just gonna take ’em off, which means you gotta know I’m into you but you still can’t take a compliment for shit.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      He shook his head slowly, not taking his eyes off me.

      “It’s your thing and you got no clue, and I seriously don’t know if I should give you one but I’m gonna. You work it, Izzy, so don’t apologize for it.”

      I ducked my head and grabbed a slice of toast.

      Johnny chuckled.

      “Yeah, it’s your thing,” he muttered.

      I tore a bite of toast off, eyes to the table, chewed it, swallowed and announced, “I used your toothpaste.”

      “Seeing as I kissed you after you did it, that kinda wasn’t lost on me.”

      My gaze flitted to his to see him taking a bite of his bacon. “I didn’t use your toothbrush, though.”

      He swallowed before he stated, “Iz, you’ve spent time sitting on my face. Do you think I give a shit you use my toothbrush?”

      I was somewhat appalled. “That’s kind of gross.”

      “Sitting on my face?” he asked, though I could tell by the sparkle in his eyes he was teasing.

      “No,” I said swiftly.

      “Since you didn’t use it, I don’t have to be grossed out by it.”

      “True,” I mumbled, putting my toast on my plate and picking up some bacon.

      “I understand,” he said quietly and I looked again to him while I chewed bacon. “You had to go through my stuff to find toothpaste. You don’t want me to think you got nosy. But I got nothing to hide, Izzy.”

      I nodded.

      This all seemed very weird, complicated with a good deal of it contradictory, but at least that was good to know.

      “Your bathroom is really nice,” I observed and it came again.

      He turned off, looked at his plate.

      Shut me out.

      The Izzy I was normally would ignore it, find some way to move around it, but something made me ask, “Sorry, I…you…am I stepping where I shouldn’t?”

      His black eyes came direct to me and they weren’t entirely impassive. There was something in their depths. I just couldn’t read it.

      But surprisingly, he gave it to me.

      “Left my old place, sold the place I grew up, fixed up this place and moved in after my dad died.”

      “Oh God, Johnny, I’m so sorry.”

      “There’s shit in my life I’m not big on talking about. Was tight with my dad. So that’s some of it.”

      I nodded. “Of course, sorry. So sorry.”

      He nabbed another slice of bacon. “You didn’t know so no need to apologize.”

      “Right. Okay,” I replied quickly.

      But even though this was an explanation, something niggled at me because I found it odd if he was still so deeply affected by his father’s passing, why he’d chosen to be in a place that daily, hourly, each second he was in it, reminded him of that in such a way it clearly bothered him.

      I knew what it was like to lose a parent because I’d lost both. How that came about, I’d had no choice but to let them go and I’d lost each in entirely different, but not equally agonizing, ways.

      I knew how hard it was. I knew how painful. No matter what way you lost them.

      I also knew escaping anything that brought additional pain was a good coping mechanism.

      So I wondered, no matter how fabulous this space was, why he didn’t find his way to that.

      I did not ask this as it became clear even if I’d asked, he more than likely would not tell me.

      This made something else clear.

      This was not a getting-to-know-you date.

      This wasn’t a date at all.

      This was a hookup.

      This was not something beginning.

      This was something else.

      Not just sex, as such.

      But something I’d never encountered.

      And as handsome as he was, as nice as it was that he gave me the best seat (and all the rest), even if I wanted that to be the type of girl I was (and I actually did), that wasn’t the type of girl I was.

      I always wanted more.

      Sitting there I realized with more pain than it should cause, I wanted this maybe especially from Johnny.

      “Baby.”

      That came gently and I turned my attention to him.

      “Not sure I like the look on your face. It seems a lifetime ago but also like yesterday. Most the time, I just live with it. But sometimes I have bad days. This is one of those days.”

      This was one of those days.

      A sunny early summer morning in his house…with me.

      “My mom died of cancer, Johnny, so I get that.”

      He stared at me.

      “Ate her up. She was dead in six months,” I shared.

      He blinked.

      “I miss her every day, and if I let it in, I miss her every second.”

      “Iz,” he whispered, a wealth of meaning and understanding and a lot more in his saying my name, all of it, for his sake on a bad day where I was sharing that day with him thus him having that understanding didn’t make me feel real great.

      I didn’t focus on that.

      “But that wasn’t the meaning behind the look on my face,” I told him, surprising myself at my candor.

      “What was the meaning?” he asked.

      I didn’t know what was happening. What this was. Where it led.

      I just knew I liked him a whole lot for a whole lot of reasons, the most recent him being thoughtful enough to give me the seat at the dining room table in his own home that had the best view.

      But it seemed he liked me mostly because he could have sex with me and I amused him with my shy ways in the midst of me having lots of sex with him.

      He let me talk about myself, and he listened, because that was easier than sharing about himself, something it had become clear he didn’t intend to do. Or at least not without a goodly amount of effort on my part and with little elaboration when he gave me something.

      He shared his body and his talents in bed without a problem though.

      So I might not have a lot of experience with a hookup, but one and one were equaling one in this equation, not the path to there maybe being a two.

      “I need to go home. Deanna took care of my animals but I have things to do today,” I declared.

      This was somewhat a lie. I had one thing to do, which would take me ten minutes.

      He put his fork to his plate and sat back in his seat, eyes on me.

      “So do you mind, after I help you clean up, taking me back to my car?” I asked.

      He studied me pensively as he answered, “You don’t have to help me clean up.”

      “I don’t want to be rude.”

      He didn’t respond to that.

      He tipped his chin down to my plate and asked, “You get enough to eat?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “You ready to go now?” he queried, even though neither of us had cleaned our plates and that so went against the grain for me, it was difficult to give him my answer.

      But I did.

      “Yes, that probably would be best.”

      “Right, Eliza,” he said on a curt nod. “I’ll get this soaking. You get dressed.”

      “I can help,” I offered.

      His eyes came to me. “Get dressed.”

      That hurt. It shouldn’t. It was me putting an end to this.

      But it did.

      I got up and went to gather my clothes. I took them to the bathroom and got dressed.

      By the time I came out, the dishes were cleared, soaking in the sink, jelly and ketchup still on the table.

      “Be out in a second,” Johnny muttered, moving by me to go down the hall.

      He disappeared in the bathroom.

      I felt the sudden need to cry.

      Instead, I went to his wall of windows, leaned a shoulder against one and looked out.

      It was then I knew why he didn’t give up this place that reminded him of his dad.

      The creek was wide and meandered slowly. Some of the trees grew straight out of it, their wide trunks serving as banks. Even that early in the summer, there was so much foliage, the sun struggled to get through but the power of it was such it cast streaks of bright against leaves and trunks and glimmered in the clear water and stone creek bed, making it appear magical.

      I could stand out there with coffee every morning for fifteen minutes, half an hour, ages, just letting the peace of it and the gently turning water wheel calm me.

      I wouldn’t have that opportunity, then or ever.

      Johnny called from behind me, “Ready?”

      I pushed away and looked to him to see him in another T-shirt and a different pair of jeans, wondering inanely (knowledge I’d never get either), where he got his clothes from, and I nodded.

      I went to the island to get my purse, made sure my phone was in it, then followed him out the door.

      He didn’t lock it behind him.

      I moved at his back toward the truck, feeling a melancholy steal over me when he walked right to the passenger side door.

      He opened it.

      I started to shift around him to get in position to climb in but stopped when he slammed the door and turned to me. Hooking an arm around my waist, he pulled me around, put his hand to my stomach and pushed me against the truck.

      My heart started beating hard as I tipped my head back to look up at him.

      “You just got your fill or what?” he asked coldly.

      “Sorry?” I whispered anxiously.

      “Is that your play?” he demanded to know, the ice still in his tone.

      “My…play?”

      “Cut the crap, Eliza. What the fuck?”

      I stared up at him.

      “I don’t know. I’m not a woman,” he went on. “Only know the different reasons a man goes alone to a bar. The reason I hit Home last night was not the way it turned out to be. But I figure, one of the reasons men go alone is one of the reasons women go alone. So is that it? You went to find yourself some cock. Found it, got your fill, now you’re done?”

      I felt my eyes get wide.

      “You don’t owe me dick,” he continued. “I got it good so I’m not complaining. But assuage my curiosity. What the fuck?”

      “I’ve never…not ever…” I trailed off, not knowing if I was offended, hurt, angry or all three.

      “You’ve never what?” he pushed tersely.

      “This,” I said, throwing out an arm to my side.

      His heavy brows shot together. “You tryin’ to tell me you were a virgin?”

      “Of course not,” I answered fast.

      “Then what?” he pressed.

      “Hooked up,” I told him.

      “You’ve never hooked up,” he stated, making it clear he didn’t believe me.

      “Well, I’ve hooked up but not hooked up hooked up. Like, you know, what we did. Meet a guy, and then, you know, leave with him and then, well…what came next.”

      He glowered down at me.

      “I don’t know the protocol,” I blurted.

      The glower wavered as he asked, “The protocol?”

      “I don’t know how to act. What to do. I mean, what do you do when a hookup is obviously coming to an end?”

      “Jesus,” he whispered, now staring at me like he’d never seen a woman in his life.

      “I…in there…you were…you’ve been…” I stuttered then changed courses, “This isn’t like a get-to-know-you date. I know how to do those. This, I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “You want some insight?” he inquired.

      By the look on his face, what I knew was I did not.

      Even though I didn’t, I tentatively nodded, such was the only response I could give due to that look on his face.

      I was wrong, that hooded brow with those thick eyebrows could be ominous.

      “When the man you’ve outstandingly fucked four times opens up enough to tell you he’s havin’ a rough time because his dad died three years earlier, on this day, this being the reason he went out to get a few drinks the night before, you don’t immediately set about scraping him off so you can get on with your day.”

      “Oh my God,” I whispered.

      “Yeah,” he shot back.

      “I didn’t know,” I pointed out gently (and it must be said, since that look was still on his face, carefully).

      “And that makes it okay?” he asked.

      “Well, um…no. But, in my defense—”

      “You’ve never hooked up and don’t know the protocol,” he finished for me.

      Right then, that totally sounded weak.

      I pressed my lips together.

      He studied me a few seconds before he asked, “Honest to Christ, you’ve never picked a guy up and fucked him before?”

      I shook my head slowly.

      “You’re a prude,” he stated.

      “Well, not recently, but, um…yes,” I confirmed. “My mom wasn’t and my sister really wasn’t, so someone had to be around, you know, to feed the dogs and get in the car and pick them up when they got in situations and, uh…other stuff. Though, that said, it really just comes naturally, until, like I said but you already know since you were there, recently.”

      “Why am I pissed at you and still wanna laugh my ass off?” he asked curiously.

      “Because I’m being an idiot?” I asked back in answer.

      “Yeah, that’s why,” he agreed.

      I fell silent.

      Johnny didn’t break the silence.

      I couldn’t take the silence so I surged ahead.

      “I can cook, like I told you, but, I don’t want to brag, I’m actually really good at it. So, to make up for being an idiot, if you want, you can take me to my car and I’ll get stuff sorted to make you dinner and you can come over later. Meet the babies. I’ll feed you and then maybe do some other, you know, stuff, to um…make up for being an idiot when you’re having a rough day.”

      “So what you’re saying is you’ll feed me, introduce me to your pets and then fuck my brains out.”

      I got a becoming-familiar trill down my spine, looked to his throat and muttered, “Something like that.”

      “Iz.”

      I looked into his eyes.

      “I got a tradition for tonight that I do by myself. But tomorrow, I’ll be over.”

      My heart skipped a beat and my lips formed the word, “Really?”

      He hooked me at the waist again, pulled me from his truck, opened the door, and after I climbed inside, he tossed his phone at me.

      I bobbled it but caught hold of it while he said, “Code, eight, nine, one, two. Program you in. Call yourself. Program me in. I’ll call you later.”

      Then he slammed the door and started around the hood.

      I didn’t know what he did for a living.

      But I did know the code to his phone.

      I bent my head to it making the herculean effort not to do it smiling so big, I broke my own face.

      He climbed in beside me, roared the truck to life and I looked up from programming myself in his phone in order to catch him put an arm around my seat so he could twist to see where we were going as he reversed in a big arc in the huge space beside his house.

      Johnny Gamble then set us on our way to my car.

      We were well down the dirt road, I was done with all my programming, when I said softly into the cab, “I’m sorry I messed up so big over eggs.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he replied.

      “I lost my mom so I know—”

      His fingers curled tight around my knee and he cut me off. “Put it out of your head. Only things I want in your head are you getting inspired about what you’re gonna feed me tomorrow night and what you’re gonna give me after.”

      “Do you like chicken enchiladas?”

      “Yup.”

      “Do you like olives?”

      “Yup.”

      “Do you like sour cream?”

      “Yup.”

      “On a scale of a little bit of cheese goes a long way to cheese fanatic, where do you sit?”

      “Fanatic.”

      We had something in common.

      “Do you want beer or wine or something else?”

      “Beer.”

      “Well, that’s dinner sorted,” I muttered.

      He burst out laughing, slid his hand up my thigh and kept it resting there.

      I let out a relieved breath.

      Johnny stopped, checked, then pulled out of the dirt road onto the paved road.

      And he took me to my car.
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      When I got in my front door, my dogs attacked me.

      This wasn’t surprising. Except for me going to work and out to an occasional social engagement, they usually had me all to themselves.

      After I gave them rubdowns, I let them out and went in search of my cats.

      They were far less excited to see me.

      I still gave them scratches.

      I looked in on my birds and then went to the back porch. I took off the cute sandals I’d worn to the bar last night, dropped them on wood and pulled on my Wellington boots that were black and had big pink roses, blue leaves and tiny yellow flowers on them.

      I headed to my stable with my dogs at my heels and my phone in hand.

      I now had three things I had to do that day. Call Deanna. Change the sheets on my bed. And go back into town if I needed anything to make dinner for Johnny tomorrow night.

      My schedule was this free, my time just my own, because I’d lived a disorderly life with a hard-working, hard-playing, hard-loving, hard-knock mother who, through choice and situation, taught me that stability was people, not places and things.

      The way my mind worked, it violently rejected that idea. So when I left my mother’s home, I sought order and stability in almost every aspect of my life to the point I planned times when I’d allow the former of those two things not to be available.

      Along the line, I’d hit on the perfect model in which to order my life when I read an article somewhere about how to use useless time in order to free up useful time, make it non-stressful, but most of all, free.

      This was, get chores out of the way during time you’d likely just waste sitting in front of the TV, so when the weekend came, it was yours.

      To that end, one night a week, I dusted. Another, I vacuumed. Other nights, I cleaned the bathrooms. I did one load of laundry a night until it was done. Every two weeks, I added doing the ironing. And if I had to run errands, I divvied them up and ran them after work in the city before I got home. Except grocery shopping, which I did every Friday evening, hitting Macy’s Flower Shop first—which stayed open late on Fridays—so I’d have fresh flowers around the house for the week, before going to the store and then home.

      The only thing I left was changing the sheets on my bed every Sunday, so when, in the evening, I’d had a long hot shower or soaked in a long hot bath, given myself a fresh manicure, pedicure and a lengthy facial, I could then eat the extravagant meal I cooked myself while reading, coloring or watching a movie, and after, slide into cool, clean sheets.

      For a person who craved order, having this schedule was like nirvana. The only weekend chore was Saturday morning’s mucking out of the stalls and then I was free.

      Free to be disordered.

      Free to putter in my garden and with my flowers in the summer months.

      Free to bake breads and make jellies and infuse flavored vodkas and gins.

      Free to go back into the city and wander in a mall or down a shopping street, get a lovely lunch or treat myself to a nice dinner.

      Free to linger over my Sunday facial, the only thing my mother kept scheduled and ordered for all us girls (if she was off work that was), saying, “If you take care of nothin’, my beautiful queens, take care of your skin.”

      Of course, she made our facials back then out of oatmeal, honey, bee pollen and avocados she carefully scrimped and saved to afford.

      But we had girls’ night facial nights every Sunday she wasn’t at work, and on the rare occasion Mom was in the black and could also afford a bottle of fingernail polish after we’d run out of the one before, we did manis and pedis too.

      This meant when Mom died, instead of doing it at age forty-six and looking forty-six, she did it at forty-six, and until the pain and poison aged and withered her, she’d looked thirty.

      Tops.

      This was why her boyfriend at the time had been thirty-two.

      I wondered how old Johnny was.

      Perhaps a question he’d answer tomorrow night.

      I hit the stables. The dogs began to roam and sniff the space like they’d never been there before when they were there daily. I was sure to secure the gate behind me before I moved toward Serengeti’s stall in order to let her have some time in her pasture after I hit go to contact Deanna.

      “Izzy?” she answered.

      “Hey, I’m home,” I told her.

      “Okay, well…how are you?”

      How was I?

      Johnny’s behavior explained by the sad fact it was the anniversary of his father’s death, but still explained, and he was coming over for dinner the next night, not to mention, after not being affectionate (at all, unless you counted sitting me on the countertop, which I kind of did) after the last time we’d had sex, he made out with me at the door of my car for a good, long, happy while—I was great.

      “I’m great,” I told her, opening Serengeti’s stall and moving in, lifting a hand to pat her jaw while she moved her nose to snuffle my neck and blow at my hair.

      “Damn,” Deanna muttered.

      My hand arrested on Serengeti and I focused on Deanna.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Damn,” she repeated.

      “Damn what?” I asked.

      “Well, just to say, Johnny Gamble is Johnny Gamble.”

      A specific area in my chest squeezed at the way she imparted that obvious but still confusing information.

      “What’s that mean?” I asked.

      “He’s Johnny Gamble of Gamble Garages. Did he tell you that?”

      No he didn’t tell me that.

      And suddenly I was embarrassed about something that I hadn’t liked all along.

      But it was worse since Deanna knew more about a man I’d slept with than I did.

      Serengeti was getting fidgety, so I used my hand on her to lead her out of her stall, and once in the corridor, she trotted out the open bay at the back, directly into her pasture.

      I moved to Amaretto as I shared with Deanna, “No, he didn’t tell me that. I mean, we talked but we were also doing other things.” I let that lie. It did, weighty between us on the phone, before I went on, “I don’t know what that means.”

      Even though it seemed like I did. Something seemed familiar about that.

      “You haven’t lived here long enough,” she murmured while I opened Amaretto’s stall and moved in for some quick pats before I let him loose. Louder, Deanna said, “You know the gas station in town?”

      Oh yes.

      That was where I’d seen it.

      “He owns that?”

      “That and seven more of them across three counties. None in the city, just in the counties. Some of them are like mini-mart stores. All of them sell gas and do work on cars.”

      Wow.

      That was impressive.

      “He inherited it from his dad, who inherited it from his dad,” Deanna told me.

      No less impressive.

      Following Amaretto to the pasture, I stopped at the side of the open bay, leaned on it and watched my horses, reunited, nose each other familiarly.

      “I’m not sure why this would earn a ‘damn,’” I shared.

      “Because Johnny Gamble is also the Johnny part of Johnny and Shandra.”

      I stilled.

      Johnny and Shandra.

      The bath salts crystalized in my mind, clear to the point it was almost like they shimmered in the air before me.

      “Sorry?” I whispered.

      “Total movie, romance movie, but one written by a man seeing as it did not have a happy ending.”

      Oh God.

      “He’s gorgeous. She was a knockout,” Deanna continued. “When they got together, not sure anyone was surprised. He was into her. She was into him. When I say that, he was into her and she was into him. We’re talking Romeo and Juliet. Lancelot and Guinevere. Scarlett and Rhett.”

      My stomach sank.

      “With the crappy ending to match,” she carried on.

      “What happened?” I was still whispering.

      “No one knows. One day, it was just over. She was gone, he remained. No one’s seen her since. But we’ll just say everyone freaked. That was not the ending they thought would come of that. Everyone, including me, was sure there’d be mini-Johnnys working in his garage who would grow up to set all the girls’ panties on fire, and mini-Shandras he’d treat like princesses who would grow up to be prom queens and break all the boys’ hearts. When this didn’t happen, I think even Pastor Thomas thought God had dropped the ball.”

      My stomach still in my boots, my heart started beating really hard.

      “Since then, again no big surprise, and it’s been years, there’s been no one for him. Every female in Matlock steers clear. Not like he goes out trying to bury his sorrow in every soft spot offered up to him. Just that, the first few who went there in hopes they could mend the broken heart, soothe the savaged soul, got seriously burned.”

      Got seriously burned.

      I’d just finished being seriously burned but not by a guy like Johnny. By a guy like my dad.

      I hadn’t had the experience, but I suspected having it happen from a guy like Johnny would be worse.

      By a lot.

      “You said it’s been years?” I asked.

      “Babe—”

      “Maybe he’s—”

      “Baby girl, listen to me,” she whispered fiercely. “After what happened with Kent, if you found a guy, I’d be at your back, rooting for you, glad you’re back in the saddle, hoping for the best because you deserve it. I’m not sure I know anyone who deserves it better. So this conversation is not easy to have.”

      “Do you think he—?”

      “I think you’re sweet as sugar, cute as a button and he’s a man. He gets a load of you, he’s not gonna think, ‘Best be careful I don’t mess with this one. She’s sweet, cute and sensitive as all get out and my ex burned me so bad I’ll never recover, so I should leave well enough alone.’ He’s not gonna know about that sensitive as all get out part. So he’s just gonna go forth to get him some.”

      “He’s coming over for dinner tomorrow night,” I blurted.

      “Say what?”

      “He’s coming over for dinner tomorrow night. I’m making him Crock-Pot chicken enchiladas.”

      “You’re pulling out the enchiladas, which means you dig him and he’s good in bed.”

      He was very good in bed.

      I also dug him.

      “They’re easy to make, Deanna, they just taste like they aren’t.”

      “They’re the kind of thing any normal girl, like you, would make any normal guy she likes so he’ll think, ‘Man, this woman can cook. I get all that sweetness in my bed and before that I get to eat like this? I better grab hold and do it tight.’ But just to say, Izzy, this guy is not a normal guy. This guy is a guy ruined for all other women by a knockout of a redhead with long legs and big boobs who was almost as sweet as your sugar, but I only say that because I know you and I didn’t know her except in passing. A redhead who he’ll be hung up on forever, even when nature calls and forces him to settle down in order to procreate. The next one will be numero dos. Runner up. Second best.”

      Runner up.

      Second best.

      I did not have red hair.

      I was blonde. Of a sort. It was dark blonde, like an amber-ish blonde-brown.

      But I was not a redhead.

      I did have relatively large breasts and long legs though.

      “They were that in love?” I asked quietly, my voice tight.

      “I love Charlie with all my heart and soul, you know it, baby girl, but any time I saw those two together, they were so happy, so close, so damned sweet, they gave me a toothache I wanted for myself. So yeah, they were that in love. The air turned hazy and pink around them, they were that in love,” she answered gently, her voice kind.

      I looked to my boots.

      “Izzy?” she called.

      “I like him,” I told my boots.

      “I only know him in passing too, but I still know he’s that guy. The kind you can’t help but like. He’s solid. Dependable. From good people. His brother took off before Charlie and I got to town and I heard he’s a bit of a wild one. But I knew the man, and Johnny Gamble’s dad was like that too. Those men are men who fix your car even if you can’t afford it and let you make payments that won’t bite too deep. They sponsor Little League and girls’ softball and Pop Warner teams, and even coach those Pop Warner kids. Heard somewhere there was this ex-con, local screwup who no one trusted, but he gave him a job and the man stayed on the straight and narrow, probably doing it just to give loyalty to a man who took a chance on him.”

      She paused.

      I waited.

      And after she took an audible breath, she kept going.

      “And he might like you too. It might be that time where he’s decided he needs to move on from the love of his life and find someone to settle down with. But I’m not Johnny Gamble’s friend. I’m your friend. And you deserve to be the love of someone’s life. Not the one who followed that first act, and you get it good because you got yourself a good man, but you don’t get it how you deserve it.”

      I looked unseeing to the pasture. “He had bath salts in his bathroom.”

      “He had what?”

      “He’s really, you know, a guy. And he had this pretty glass jar with blue bath salts in his bathroom.”

      Deanna said nothing.

      “Do you think they’re hers?”

      “I think this is…when you found out, and you’d find out, it just sucks that it’s me who has to tell you…the kind of question you’d be asking yourself a lot if things go far beyond this dinner tomorrow with Johnny Gamble.”

      “Should I…do you think I should tell him I know about this and talk to him about it?”

      “I don’t know. Did you guys hook up or did you guys connect?”

      I knew what she was asking and answered honestly, “I don’t know.”

      “You’d know, Izzy,” she said softly.

      I would.

      I would know.

      He told me about his dad and he gave me the code to his phone and he got mad when he thought I was scraping him off.

      But he also talked to me about not wearing panties more than once, and at the time it just seemed sexy and thrilling and flattering, but it could just have meant that he didn’t want any obstructions when he was ready to get back to the real reason he was spending time with me.

      “Honestly, Izzy,” she said carefully, “I was hoping you’d get my texts last night so I could stop you from letting anything happen. I’ve seen the man. I’m chocolate with a taste for nothing but chocolate but I still can see clear that man is fine. And if I knew you to be a girl who could go out and get herself some without her head getting in a tangle about it, I wouldn’t have texted back anything except not to worry about your menagerie. But you’re not that girl. You might want to try it out but that’s an outfit that will never fit. Like me and skinny jeans. They look tight on other sisters, but I look like someone squirted me into denim sausage casings.”

      I wanted to smile.

      But with all she was saying to me, there was no chance of a smile.

      “So I’ll just say, be careful,” Deanna continued. “You’re a sweet chick but you aren’t stupid. You’ll see things as they are, especially now that you got all the info that you need. Take care of you and just play it by ear. But most important in that is, take care of you. There’s a man out there for you, Izzy, who’s gonna be your Charlie. He’s gonna treat you like the queen you are and you should accept nothing less. If I’m wrong about Johnny Gamble, I’ll be happy to pour barbeque sauce on them and eat my words. Just…be careful.”

      “I will.”

      “You want me to come over?” she asked.

      Deanna said I was sweet but she was even sweeter. She liked to say I was white chocolate. Take a bite of me, I’m so sweet, I’ll make your jaw ache. And she was bitter chocolate, take a bite of her and get a caffeine rush.

      But she wasn’t.

      She was the finest truffle you’ve ever tasted. The kind you let melt in your mouth, and as it does, you pray it’ll never melt away.

      “No, I’m good. I just…well, with Kent doing the things Kent did and me not being the kind of girl who does this kind of thing, now this, I don’t know. I mean, we had a night together, he made me breakfast. He’s coming over for dinner tomorrow. We exchanged numbers. But he didn’t ask me to be the mother of his children and pledge the rest of his life to me. I haven’t even known him twenty-four hours.”

      “You’re also not a risk-taking girl. It took you five seconds flat to decide to adopt Dempsey but it took you six months to research buying your new car. God willing, you’ll have Dempsey far longer than you will that Nissan. I’m hoping you get what I’m saying, so I’ll repeat, be careful. Treat Johnny Gamble like your Nissan. Do not adopt him like a member of your menagerie because they’re glad to have a home, someone to love who loves them in return. Not sure that’s what Johnny Gamble is looking for, but bottom line, that isn’t all you should be looking for from a man.”

      My eyes were on the boxer mix I got as a puppy a year ago. Dempsey. He had white feet and a white flash on his chest that slid up to his white snout, the rest of him was red fawn.

      He was grown up now, beautiful, all mine, and one of the reasons Kent had lost his mind eight months ago and broke down the door to my house.

      The other reason was that Kent was creepy, stalkerish, pathologically possessive and possibly insane.

      I’d adopted Dempsey when I was with Kent, so somehow Kent got it into his mind that when I ended things with him and refused to start them back up he should have Dempsey, so he set about taking him.

      Sadly for Kent, not so much for me, Dempsey didn’t like Kent breaking down the door, shouting down the house (anytime he did that), but evidently Dempsey was fed up with it that night. To wit, Dempsey mauled the heck out of Kent’s arm while my other dog, Swirl, attacked his leg. All this as I was frantically talking to the 911 operator.

      After the “attack,” Kent then tried to make me have Dempsey and Swirl put down.

      Fortunately, the cops saw Kent for what he was, what with the breaking down of my door and all, thought Dempsey and Swirl were the bomb and refused to press the issue.

      Unfortunately, Kent got an attorney.

      Fortunately, the judge saw it the cops’ (and my) way.

      Unfortunately, Kent continued to be such a nuisance, I had to sell my little house and move to Matlock.

      Fortunately, it meant I had my horses not stabled elsewhere but right outside my back door.

      Unfortunately, all this meant I headed into Home last night and met Johnny Gamble who I’d like to think could be someone special in my life but who might just be a really great memory.

      “Izzy, are you there?” Deanna called.

      “I’m not thinking I’m made out for the hook-up kind of life,” I muttered.

      “Oh, baby,” she crooned. “You sure you don’t want me to come out there?”

      “No, but maybe next Saturday you and Charlie can come over so I can make you something a whole lot better than chicken enchiladas to thank you for taking care of my zoo today.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Yes I do.”

      She let that sit for a moment before she replied, “Yeah, you always do.”

      Deanna and I worked together. Deanna and I met at the office. Deanna and I moved up the ranks together. Deanna and I were both directors of different departments now.

      I’d been at the hospital with her after her mother had her stroke. She’d come to the hospital with me repeatedly when mine was dying of cancer.

      I’d also been there when Deanna met Charlie. I had stood at her side when she married him.

      She’d been there when I met Kent. And she’d stood at my side while we stood about five feet behind Charlie’s back when Charlie stood in my doorway with a baseball bat and told Kent if he showed at my place one more time he’d cave his head in with that bat.

      Deanna was very black, very round, very beautiful, and even though I adored the younger one I got by blood, Deanna was also the big sister I’d always wanted to have.

      Needless to say, with my life, and Deanna’s, me wanting to have it together so bad it was an obsession, her having it together naturally, there were a lot of thank-you dinners from me to her in our past and there probably would be a lot more in our future.

      “See you tomorrow at work and we’ll be there Saturday for one of Izzy’s delicacies,” she told me.

      “Great, doll. See you tomorrow.”

      “That you will, later, babe.”

      “Later, Deanna.”

      We hung up but I didn’t move, watching my horses roam their space, my dogs doing it with them, Dempsey with Swirl, my old boy, the senior member of my zoo, my Bernese mountain dog mix I’d rescued about a year after I graduated from college.

      I’d come to Matlock thinking, after losing Mom, after my sister married a loser, after what happened with Kent, that I’d hit this little farmhouse on three acres and hit heaven.

      Johnny and Shandra.

      Well, there it was. Johnny was probably removed not only because he was having a rough day, which was the anniversary of his dad’s death, but because he was remote so as not to let anyone think they were getting in there because my sense was he was that kind of guy. He might have burned a few women after Shandra, but he’d know that and in future have a mind to it. I could only guess that was true, but with his gentlemanly manner, I figured it’d be a good guess.

      So it was what it was. I’d had my first hookup, which wasn’t going to be a one-night stand. That soothed the inherent good girl in me but ravaged the dreamer I wouldn’t ever let myself be.

      I stared at my horses and dogs.

      This was my dream.

      This was mine.

      This was my heaven.

      It was ordered and it was pretty and it was filled with love. It reminded me of what I had with Mom and my sister, but without all the bad parts mixed in.

      Would it be better with Johnny or a Johnny-type person in the mix?

      Maybe.

      But this was what I had now.

      And it was beautiful.

      So I’d take it.

      And do what my mother always told me to do.

      Just be happy.
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      I’d already exfoliated, had just ripped the charcoal strip off my nose and was about to slather the facial sheets on my skin when my phone rang.

      I looked down to my bathroom counter and saw it said, Johnny Calling.

      I took the call and put the phone to my ear.

      “Hey.”

      “No bullshit with you, rings twice and I get a ‘hey,’” was his reply.

      I stared at the curlicue, ivory wire bathroom accessories on my countertop. “Sorry?”

      “Nothin’, Iz,” he said, sounding amused. “Have a good day?”

      I wandered into my bedroom straight to my iron bed with its acres-of-material white coverlet, large, gorgeous sage-green crocheted throw draped along the bottom, lacy white euros at the top sprinkled with dusky flower-printed toss pillows, and climbed in while answering.

      “Did a recon of the kitchen because you’re getting dessert tomorrow night too. This necessitated a trip to the store in town. Came back, rode Serengeti. Got my tomato and strawberry pots sorted and planted some herbs. Looked at chicken coops. They’re not that expensive, but the ones that aren’t so expensive only allow two chickens or four bantams, so I think I need to do more research since I want at least six. Maybe eight. And I want standards. Now I’ve got the lasagna in the oven and I’m in the middle of my regular Sunday night facial. So all in all, it was really good.”

      Johnny said nothing.

      “So, well…I hesitate to ask,” I filled the silence, “but how was the rest of yours?”

      “Strawberry pots?”

      “They’re biggish pots with lots of little openings that strawberries grow out of,” I explained and when he made no reply, I shared idiotically, “Mine are dark blue ceramic. I have five of them.”

      His voice sounded funny, tight, like he was choking when he asked, “Chicken coop?”

      “We had chickens once growing up. Mom didn’t eat them but my sister and I did, and fresh eggs are hard to beat. Plus, chickens have funny personalities. They have brains the size of a pea, but they still have personalities.”

      Johnny again was silent.

      He was this for so long, I called, “Johnny?”

      “Sounds like you had a full day,” he noted.

      “I guess so.”

      “You guess so?”

      “Well, I mean, it was just a day.”

      “Strawberry pots. Chicken coops. Horseback rides. Grocery stores. And lasagna,” he oddly ran it down.

      “And my tomatoes, and I’m half into my facial. And then, of course, there was breakfast and, uh…other things with you.”

      He let out a sharp bark of laughter that sounded so nice it tingled through my ear down my neck and parts south.

      “What’s funny?” I asked softly.

      “Watched you walk from that sleek, burgundy Murano without a speck of dust on it in those sweet jeans with that cute top and all that hair, and I would not have pegged you as a woman who wanted chickens and planted herbs.”

      “It was car wash day yesterday,” I informed him. “My Murano is usually coated in dust and specked with mud.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “Well, that would be about now since it’s been sitting at the front of my house all day and it’s dusty around here. I don’t have a garage.”

      “Probably should consider that before a chicken coop, babe,” he advised.

      “Perhaps,” I mumbled.

      He chuckled.

      That tingled down my neck too.

      Since he was chuckling, I didn’t want to ask. But I’d mucked things up earlier that day, so I had to ask.

      “You okay?”

      “Don’t do my thing until later. Movin’ out in about an hour.”

      “Okay,” I replied and didn’t pry about what his “thing” was.

      “What time you want me over there tomorrow?”

      I stared at my beautifully crocheted throw.

      I got off at five but usually hung around to make sure my staff met their goals for the day and were off themselves. The commute was an hour, if traffic cooperated. The chicken cooked all day and it was only a matter of separating it, tossing in more stuff, and letting it cook a little longer, but there was that little longer.

      He lived close to town and had a garage in that town (not that he’d shared that last with me).

      And he was a small-town guy with a blue-collar job. Or at least he owned garages that were blue collar, if perhaps owning them made him not so much that.

      Maybe he wanted dinner on the table at five thirty, which was an impossibility.

      “Six thirty?”

      “It’s you gotta be ready for me, Iz, so don’t know why that’s coming at me as a question. That give you enough time?”

      “I work in the city.”

      “Again, that give you enough time?”

      “It’ll probably be more like seven.”

      “How ’bout you call me when you’re ready. It’s earlier, I’ll come earlier. It’s later, I’ll come later.”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      “Text me your address and I’ll bring the condoms. You don’t have to worry about that shit.”

      I blinked at my beautifully crocheted throw.

      Was he coming for dinner?

      Or for sex?

      “Okay?” he prompted.

      “I’ll text you my address,” I replied.

      “Great, babe. Now I’ll let you go so you can finish your facial, eat your lasagna and read A through F of the encyclopedia.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Izzy, you do more in one day than a lot of people do in a year.”

      “Hmm…” I hummed because I never thought of it, but that was probably true.

      Mom taught me that. Even when we lived in apartments, she had herb gardens in the kitchen window, tomato pots on the balcony, front or back stoop, as many animals as the landlord would allow (and some they wouldn’t), and in the rare occasion we had extra money, she cooked up a vegan storm doing things with tofu, beans and lentils that made my mouth water at the memory.

      Our house was never exactly tidy but whenever she scored skeins of yarn, she also knitted and crocheted. She’d hoard bits and pieces everywhere she could find them to get the stuff to make all her own cards and saved up to make huge scrapbooks for any occasion (all of which I had in my bookshelf in my office). She meditated, journaled, read anything she could get her hands on, sometimes wrote poetry or lyrics to songs she’d read or sing to us. She’d often spend hours doodling or turn the music loud and make us get up and dance with her, or sometimes she’d just take us outside, anywhere outside, and lay us down on an old blanket to look up at the stars.

      I always thought it was because we couldn’t afford a TV.

      But I was beginning to wonder, even if we could, if she’d have had one.

      “You camp?” Johnny asked into my thoughts.

      “Is that have I or would I?” I asked back.

      “The last,” he clarified.

      “Well, just to say, it’s yes to both.”

      “Take you camping.”

      My heart leapt.

      “You free next weekend?’ he asked.

      My heart leapt higher.

      Then my brain kicked in.

      “I’m having friends over for dinner Saturday night.”

      “That’s cool. Maybe another time.”

      “I could see if they’d do Friday,” I offered.

      “You’re up for that, Iz, we’ll head out Saturday morning.”

      We’d head out Saturday morning.

      And I was sure he’d bring condoms.

      But if you camped, you didn’t do it just for an alternate place to have sex.

      You did it to spend time with nature.

      And whoever you were with.

      “I’ll change dinner,” I told him.

      “Great, babe. Now I’m gonna let you go.”

      “Okay. I hope, well…whatever you’re doing, I hope it brings you some peace.”

      He didn’t say anything for long moments before he said, “It never does, but that’s still sweet, Izzy.”

      “Sorry, Johnny,” I whispered, then knowing he wanted to let me go, I finished, “Take care and see you tomorrow.”

      “See you tomorrow, Iz. Later.”

      “’Bye.”

      We hung up and I stared at my beautifully crocheted throw.

      We were having dinner tomorrow and then spending the weekend camping.

      I wondered if he’d let me bring Dempsey and Swirl.

      I’d still have to ask Deanna and Charlie to look after the rest.

      Another thank-you dinner.

      That wouldn’t be hard.

      And Johnny wanted to take me camping.

      He’d probably camped with Shandra.

      However, next weekend he’d be camping with me.

      Maybe I was an idiot.

      But I didn’t care.

      He hadn’t asked me to mother his children and he hadn’t made any promises of any sort, except that he’d be there tomorrow and we’d be camping next weekend.

      I could live in the moment.

      I had the info I needed.

      I could enjoy Johnny.

      And I could let him enjoy me.

      I was Eliza “Izzy” Forrester, daughter to Daphne, sister to Adeline, and if my mother and sister taught me nothing (and they didn’t, they taught me a lot, good and bad, but mostly good), they taught me to enjoy everything I could.

      So I needed to stop obsessing, ordering, thinking.

      I needed to just let things…

      Be.
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      “So can you do Friday instead of Saturday?”

      I was in Deanna’s office and had just told her about camping with Johnny.

      And after I finished talking, I studied her face. She was a couple of years older than me, but at times she felt decades wiser than me, and I was trying to get a lock on what she thought of this latest development.

      “That boy isn’t playing any games,” she replied rather than answering my question.

      “Sorry?” I asked.

      “Charlie said the same thing yesterday when I told him what was going down. Said if this guy was playing you, he’d not be coming to dinner tonight. He’d be calling you two days from now at around nine thirty and setting up a booty call. Now he’s called you and set up a whole weekend together on top of dinner. So yeah…this boy isn’t playing any games.”

      “I’m not sure I understand,” I told her.

      “That’s ’cause you had a long dry spell before Kent, and also ’cause Kent was a successfully disguised psycho, so when you met him neither of us saw he was a successfully disguised psycho and we just thought he was into you. But, you’ll remember, we met Charlie at that bar and I gave him my number, and he made me wait three days before he called. When he did, I didn’t pick up. I waited two days to call him back, and when he answered the first thing I said was, if he pulled that crap again we wouldn’t even get to our first date. He didn’t pull that crap again. He was a player and he admitted it to me on our first date. But he saw what he wanted in me and the games ended. This Johnny, he’s not playing games right off the bat.”

      I wanted that to feel good.

      Instead, I said, “I don’t think it matters.”

      “Uh…what?” she asked.

      “He wants me for sex.”

      She stared at me.

      “And I’m good with that,” I told her.

      She kept staring at me but she did it this time looking freaked.

      “I mean, don’t get me wrong,” I continued. “He likes me. But I’ve been thinking on things and he’s making it clear this might be about spending time together, but it’s mostly about having sex. He’s not giving me the wrong impression. He told me not to worry about tonight, he’d bring the condoms. He didn’t ask if he could bring a bottle of wine and he didn’t ask if maybe I might want to rent a movie to watch with him after dinner. He assured me he’d bring the condoms. So I know the lay of the land and I’m good with that.”

      Her eyes narrowed and she asked, “You sure?”

      I nodded. “Totally.”

      She stared at me again and didn’t hide she didn’t believe me, and she did this by beginning to look alarmed.

      “I’m not getting a good feeling about this,” she shared.

      “I am,” I replied. “Because, listen, like I said, I’ve been thinking on things and after Kent, this is perfect. I mean, I get to feel pretty and funny and spend time with someone that doesn’t have feathers or fur or a mane or isn’t my best friend in all the world. I also get to have unbelievably good sex. When it’s time, he’ll move on and maybe we can still be friends and then maybe he’ll give me discounts on oil changes or something.”

      “Did Johnny Gamble perform an invasion of the body snatchers through orgasms this weekend?” she asked.

      I grinned at her. “No.”

      “This isn’t the Izzy Forrester I know.”

      “It’s the Izzy Forrester my mom raised and with what went down with Kent”—and with my dad but Deanna knew all about that so I didn’t have to remind her of it, just myself, so I wouldn’t find another Kent, or another Dad—“this could be the best thing that could happen to me.”

      When it looked like she was going to say something, I hurried on and did it quietly.

      “I’ll find the guy for me and it won’t be a lunatic like Kent and it won’t be a loser like Addie’s husband. It also won’t be some guy who settles for me, might fall in love with me the way he can, even if most of his heart belongs to someone else. But I’m thirty-one years old, Deanna. Since I can remember, I’ve done everything right. I’ve researched everything, not including Kent, to the point where I’d never put any foot wrong, never make a mistake, never mess up so bad all I worked so hard to get was lost. It’s time now to have a little fun. It’s time now to do something just because it feels good. I know where I stand with Johnny. But I like him and he likes me. I like having sex with him and he wants to have sex with me. So I know where I stand and I’m good with that.”

      “Okay then, babe.” She lifted two coral-tipped fingers to her eyes then turned them to me and stated, “But I’ll be watching.”

      I grinned again. “I’d expect nothing less. So are you good with changing to Friday?”

      “Totally. And looking after your menagerie while you’re camping. And we’re doing lunch this week. I wanna know all about this unbelievably good sex.”

      I was still grinning when I replied, “You’re on.” I started to the door, saying, “Gotta get back to work. Lunch tomorrow?”

      “I’m in.”

      I gave her a wave, left her office and I went back to work.
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      I’d messed things up.

      As I drove up to my house that evening, seeing Johnny lounged in the wicker rocking chair on my front porch, one knee bent, one leg stretched out, two six packs of bottled beer on the deck beside him, his truck parked off to the left so I had a clear view of him, all my calm of understanding where I stood with Johnny Gamble flew out the window and the nerves settled in.

      I was late.

      And I’d made him wait.

      Which was rude.

      I kept my eyes on him in a state where I couldn’t let it filter through how good Johnny looked coming out of my wicker rocking chair on my little porch with its pillow festooned porch swing, standing, curlicue, iron candleholders with the crystals floating down, the big and small pots filled with flowers, the amazing fretwork at the corners of the roof supports and in the screen door (it might be crazy, but that fretwork was one of the primary reasons I bought the house).

      I had to park, shut down the engine, grab my purse then practically merge with the cushion of the passenger seat while I felt under it for my phone.

      I’d called him when I was twenty minutes away, telling him he could show in forty-five and I did this sharing that I was almost home but had to stop for beer.

      He told me he’d bring the beer and see me at my place in forty-five minutes.

      And then all hell broke loose, part of that hell meaning my phone slipped under my seat so I couldn’t call him and share about said hell, and that I’d be late so he shouldn’t be there in forty-five minutes.

      I found my phone, nabbed it, straightened, got out of the car, slammed the door and expertly motored through the gravel of my wide front drive on my spike-heeled pumps toward him now standing and leaning against one of my fretwork festooned posts, staring down at me.

      I did this talking.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. After I phoned, some idiot who looked like he was texting swerved into my lane and I had to swerve to avoid him, and my phone flew across the car, settling under the seat. This means I couldn’t get to it to call and tell you that they set up construction sometime today out on 32 and traffic was backed up forever. Then I had to take a detour that I thought might take me five minutes out of my way but took me twenty minutes out of the way, and now I’m late and you’ve been waiting for me.”

      I could hear the dogs barking in the house and I’d made it to the foot of the three steps that led up to it but stopped when I stopped talking and also when I noticed Johnny giving me a top to toe.

      “Working girl,” he murmured so low, I almost didn’t hear him.

      “What?”

      His gaze went from my shoes back to my eyes.

      “You a lawyer?” he asked.

      I stared up at him.

      I’d told him where I worked over margaritas at Home.

      “I work at Milo-Corp Data Security and Management. I thought I told you that at Home.”

      “You did. Are you a lawyer for them?”

      “No, I’m Director of the Data Management Department.”

      His lips hitched. “That explains it.”

      I was wearing tailored black trousers, which were simple and classic. At the waistband though, I had a trim, shiny gold belt that I found at a vintage clothing store that cost close to nothing but looked like a million bucks.

      I was also wearing a black blouse with a slit that fell sideways at the neck but tied in a big bow at the side collar, which even I had to agree was fabulous because it was, but also because I got it on sale (the only way I purchased clothes) but still paid a mint for it.

      I further had on a pair of simple, stylish black pumps with a suede upper and a sleek, glossy, slim, tall heel. Shoes that cost a fortune (also on sale) but I took care of them better than many women would take care of their children.

      In my life I had to have three wardrobes: casual every day, work around the house and stables, and business attire. I spent as little as possible on all of them even if I worked hard finding pieces that would last and make me feel cute. Or, when it came to work, last, be stylish, and make me look professional and serious even though I was cute as well as young for someone in my position.

      I took one step up, murmuring, “I’m sorry I’m late.”

      “Iz, your place is only half a notch down from the mill on the scale of sheer awesomeness, so it was no hardship sittin’ here soakin’ all this in,” he told me. “Except I felt bad for your dogs seeing as they’ve been going crazy I ’spect since my truck pulled up.”

      I loved it that he thought the same about my house as I did (though his mill was fabulous I’d disagree that my place was half a notch down, they occupied the same notch with maybe my acres being slightly higher).

      But on that reminder, I said a swear word under my breath and hurried to the door.

      I opened the screen, used my key then opened the door.

      Dempsey and Swirl bounded out it a flurry of furry glee that Mom was home.

      I did not worry about Johnny being there. Both my dogs had no issues with strangers unless I had an issue with a stranger, and usually they just acted protective and alert until I gave them the vibe they could be friendly.

      This, obviously, didn’t include Kent who they hated, but they were allowed to do that for obvious reasons.

      That said, neither of them had been overtly friendly with him even before he showed his psycho side (this included Dempsey when he was still a puppy, but definitely when he became a full-grown dog), but I’d already made a mental note to assess my dogs’ reaction to anyone in order to make better choices about who I allowed to spend time with me…and them.

      Thus they shuffled around me, panting, licking and wagging with their violently moving tails, and seeing company they shuffled around Johnny, adding sniffing to their panting, licking and wagging.

      Apparently, Johnny got the stamp of approval.

      “Friendly,” Johnny muttered, bending to them to grab as many head rubs and ear scratches as their excitement would allow.

      “The mountain dog is Swirl, the boxer, Dempsey.”

      “Hey, boys,” he rumbled, low and rough and sweet.

      He didn’t have pets.

      But he liked dogs.

      That tingle again slid down my spine.

      It became clear to Johnny at the same time it did to me that the dogs were ignoring the call of nature in order to get pets from a stranger back and forth with saying hi to Mom, loathe to go off and take care of business when all this goodness was on the porch.

      So before I got to it, Johnny lifted an arm, snapped his fingers, pointed down the steps and commanded, “Go.”

      They looked up at him, ears perked then they went dashing down the stairs, and it was noses to the ground as they looked for the perfect spots to take care of business.

      “Let’s get inside,” I said, bending to grab the handle of one of the six packs.

      “Babe, do not even think about it.”

      Half bent at the waist, I twisted to look at him.

      “Sorry?”

      That got me a full, white smile before he said, “Leave them. I’ll get ’em. Just get your ass inside.”

      I nodded, straightened and went inside.

      My cool, dim foyer closed around me as Johnny entered behind me and I threw my keys and purse on the table at the side.

      I also spied Kelly, my fat, fluffy ginger cat, sauntering across the foyer.

      She stopped, took me in, dismissed me entirely, took in Johnny, then walked to him, slid the side of her body across the leg of his jeans, then showed him her backside.

      “That’s Kelly. She’s a flirt. Jill and Sabrina are around here somewhere. Sabrina’s the sleek gray. Jill’s the scraggly, long-haired gray and black tiger with a white chest. She’s tiny and she’s shy. You probably won’t meet her.”

      Unless he came again. Jill got bolder the more a scent filtered into her sphere.

      I felt his regard, so I looked from Kelly, who was not too pleased he was ignoring her invitation to scratch her booty, then again she didn’t understand the concept of him carrying two six packs, to him to see him staring at me.

      “You named your cats after Charlie’s Angels?” he asked.

      “They don’t fight crime. They mostly just shed, eat, nap and make me feel inferior. But they’re still beautiful.”

      The white flashed through his beard again as he slowly shook his head.

      I turned toward the hall, ordering, “Follow me. We’ll get those beers in the fridge and I’ll get the Crock-Pot sorted. Then I’m sorry, but I have to change, go out and get the horses in. But after I do that, I’ll get down to the guacamole so we’ll have something to snack on while we wait for dinner to finish up.”

      “I can get your horses in.”

      I was at the kitchen counter, opening a drawer to get some forks out, but I stopped to look at him where he was, closing the fridge door on his beer.

      “That’s sweet, Johnny, and Amaretto is a love, but he’s also protective of Serengeti, who’s a diva. And she sometimes doesn’t feel like behaving. So if she doesn’t, he’ll stick with her. That means it can be a pain to get them in.”

      “Grew up with horses, Izzy. We had them with Dad. Granddad had them too. Dad’s last died six weeks after he did, a week before I sold Dad’s place, or she’d have come to the mill with me. I’ll be able to handle it, and if I can’t, I’ll just come back and get you.”

      Being good with keeping it just as having some company and sex with Johnny Gamble seemed easy when I was talking to Deanna.

      It was a lot harder when I was actually with Johnny. Especially when I just kept learning more and more how wonderful he was.

      I mean, he wouldn’t even let me carry in a six pack of beer.

      “That’d be great. And that’d mean we can get to the guac faster. My chicken enchiladas are relatively famous in my circle. My guac is revered.”

      He gave me his uneven grin and muttered, “Lookin’ forward to that.” His attention went to the back door, came again to me, and he said, “I’ll be back.”

      I watched him disappear before I went to the Crock-Pot and took the top off.

      But I didn’t immediately dig in to separate the meat.

      I looked out the window and watched Johnny saunter in his faded jeans, which fit somewhat loose just hinting at all the goodness they covered, and dusty boots, but he’d put on a denim shirt, which was a nice touch. It said he was coming over to a woman’s house for dinner and he made the kind of effort the kind of man Johnny Gamble was would make, but he wasn’t going to show in a T-shirt.

      I also watched when he stopped to welcome both dogs with firm rubdowns when they found him, and I kept watching as he carried on his way, the dogs dancing beside him, toward the stables.

      I did this thinking it took me from probably fifteen to thirty minutes to get the horses inside and settled in for the night, depending on how cooperative Serengeti felt like being.

      So I did this thinking that if there was a Johnny-type figure in my life, it would be really nice.

      I loved my horses and never thought a second about the time it took to take care of them.

      But having someone help would be lovely.

      I’d never lived with Kent. Perhaps subconsciously knowing something wasn’t right about him, and Charlie stating about two months into the relationship, “Sorry, Iz, there’s just something off about that guy,” made me cautious. But even though we’d been together for over a year, we never took it to that place.

      I’d never taken it to that place with any guy, not Kent, not the two longish-term boyfriends I’d had before him.

      Maybe I’d find someone like Johnny who knew how to deal with horses.

      Maybe I’d find someone who wouldn’t mind throwing in a load of laundry too.

      And maybe I’d find someone who also wouldn’t mind throwing it in the dryer and folding it after.

      Or someone who didn’t mind vacuuming the floors.

      Whatever it was, even before I struck out on my own, with Mom working all the time and my sister a crazy person, from before the time I really should have been taking it on, I took on the bulk of the responsibilities of running a house with people and animals in it.

      It would be pretty amazing to have someone help shoulder the chores.

      Johnny and the dogs had disappeared into the stables when I realized ruminating on this wasn’t getting the chicken separated.

      Fortunately, it fell apart easily like it always did after cooking all day.

      And fortunately, I had the corn tortillas already cut, the real English cheddar already grated and the olives already drained so I could toss them in, stir them up, sprinkle more cheese and olives on top and then put the lid back on for it to finish its magic.

      I got the black beans out, opened them up and poured them in a pot on the stove, ready to heat up before I dashed out of the kitchen and up the stairs to change clothes so I didn’t have to do that when Johnny was around.

      He could chat with me while I made guacamole. But after he’d waited for me to arrive, I didn’t want to make him hang alone while I changed clothes.

      I’d mentally planned my outfit so it took no time at all to get rid of the trousers, blouse and pumps and put on a pair of crop boyfriend jeans with wide cuffs and the green printed blouse with its cute, ruffle, barely-there sleeves.

      I took off my gold bangles, my slim watch, left in my gold studs, and went barefoot down the stairs, lifting my hair in order to fashion a band around it in a big messy topknot.

      I hit the kitchen and looked out the window, not seeing Johnny. I considered going out to check on him but instead decided to give him time and I grabbed the avocados.

      I started on the dip, my eyes straying to the window often, so I saw it when, not five minutes later, Johnny and my dogs ambled out of the stables.

      It was then I realized I liked the way he walked. There was a confident, masculine grace to it. He just was who he was. He looked the way he looked. He moved the way he moved. The fact that all of that was amazing didn’t factor to him.

      It was just…

      Him.

      I’d scooped out the avocados and thrown in some salt and was mincing the onion along with the cilantro and chilies when Johnny and the dogs walked in.

      “Serengeti felt like being a diva,” I guessed, looking over my shoulder at him and in the process of mincing, so I just swayed my legs against their bodies to say hi to my dogs when they came to say hi to me.

      “Your dogs like strangers. Your palomino, not so much,” he answered.

      “No, she does, when she feels like doing it. She just felt like being a diva tonight.”

      He gave me an amused look and headed to the fridge. “You want a beer?”

      “I don’t drink beer. But there’s an open bottle of white in there. If you could pour me some of that. Wineglasses are over there.” I jerked my head to the opposite wall.

      “Gotcha,” he muttered.

      “This won’t take long, and then we’ll sit out on the back porch and munch while the enchiladas finish up.”

      “You gonna make me eat vegetables?” he asked.

      I smiled at him. “You’re a big boy, not sure I can make you do anything, but I am making a big salad. If you don’t want any of it, I won’t be offended.”

      “We’ll test it and see if my body will accept something healthy fed to it.”

      I laughed softly, decided against chiding him because I knew intimately that somehow he took care of that body or it wouldn’t be the body it was, and went back to my guac.

      I was squirting the lime juice in in preparation for mixing when Johnny remarked from behind me, “Sweet kitchen.”

      I looked over my shoulder at him to see him leaning in a hand on my island, a beer bottle in his other hand, his attention to me.

      “Luckily it mostly came this way. I put the farm sink in, got a deal on the marble countertops because some lady ordered them and then decided she didn’t want them. Other than that, I just painted, put some new handles on and voilà.”

      “It’s sweet. It’s cute. It’s you. But I feel my balls shrinking just standing here.”

      My body jolted and I burst out laughing, doing it looking at the cream painted cupboards, the green glass handles and knobs, knowing below the sink was a fabric curtain of roses and leaves against a cream background. There was a narrow flowery print over the window that was above the sink. There were shelves around the sink with the green milk glass pieces I’d inherited from Mom (who inherited them from her mom) with others I’d been picking up for years, intermingled with pink. Even my KitchenAid mixer was mint green. All the rest was cream or elaborate wire. And definitely every inch of it was feminine.

      “I’ll be done in a second and we’ll get you out of the danger zone and on the back porch.”

      “Babe, your back porch looks more comfortable than my living room. There are more pillows on that loveseat out there than on my bed. You even got a lamp out there.”

      “I like to be comfy,” I told the guacamole.

      “I’d hazard a guess you succeeded in fulfilling this desire.”

      I again laughed softly then moved to the cupboard to pull down my chips and salsa bowl.

      “You can go on out,” I told him. “I’ll dish this up and pour out the chips, and I’ll be out in two seconds.”

      “Got your wine,” he replied.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      I dealt with the dip and chips then, to mess with him, I searched for the pink paper napkins I’d found at an antique shop that had a frilly corner, like a doily. I’d been saving them up for a special occasion, a party or something, but decided now was the perfect time to use them.

      I located them and took a bunch out with the bowl.

      Johnny was in my loveseat, both dogs roaming around the screened-in porch, deciding where to settle as I settled myself beside him, throwing down the napkins and placing the white chip and salsa bowl on the table in front of us.

      “Jesus,” he muttered, eyes to the napkins.

      I giggled.

      Dempsey came up and stared hopefully at the chips.

      “No, baby,” I murmured.

      He gave me an adorable look then Swirl came up and stared hopefully at the chips.

      “No to you too, handsome,” I told him.

      He gave a whine then rounded the table to slide with a groan to his belly by my feet.

      Dempsey picked Johnny, partly because with Swirl where he was there was no more room on my side. But mostly because Swirl was older, he’d learned a long time ago my no categorically meant no. Johnny was an unknown entity, and he might be a pushover with the chips.

      “They get treats later, not chips now,” I told Johnny.

      “Right,” Johnny replied, leaning forward to load a chip with guac and doing it looking at Dempsey, muttering, “Sorry, buddy.”

      Dempsey looked sad.

      Johnny sat back and I leaned forward to do the same thing he did.

      It was then he touched me for the first time that night.

      He did this by putting a warm hand on the small of my back, the heat of it melting into my flesh, traveling up my spine and down over my bottom.

      “Christ, Iz, this is the best guac I’ve ever had,” he stated.

      I was glad.

      I was also glad for the reminder of who we were with his touch at my back.

      I hadn’t thought about it, but he hadn’t given me a kiss when we met on my steps. He hadn’t touched me or even come close to me. He also hadn’t gotten close in my kitchen. Even as small as it was, he stood removed at the island. Indeed, there were no touches, pecks on the cheek, brushes of lips on my neck.

      There was no intimate or even familiar affection at all.

      We were going to have food now. Sex later.

      He might not even spend the night.

      That was where we were. Who we were. What was happening here.

      And Johnny getting the horses in and teasing me in my kitchen didn’t change any of that.

      I sat back to eat my chip and lost his hand as he immediately leaned forward again and got more.

      After I swallowed, I said, “Glad you like it.”

      “Need this recipe,” he told me.

      “Sorry. I’m only giving it to my daughters, but only after they vow to give it to no one but their daughters.”

      Johnny turned his head to the side and gave me a look from sparkling eyes.

      Then he went back to the guac.

      I leaned forward and grabbed my wine.

      When he finally nabbed his beer and sat back, I shifted into the corner, crooking a leg to the seat, which meant my knee was pressed to his thigh, something he didn’t react to at all, but that was where we were.

      And now it was time to get some things out of the way.

      “Can I talk to you about something that might be awkward?”

      Dempsey was sitting by him, leaning against his side of the seat, and Johnny’s attention went from scratching Dempsey’s head to me.

      He looked guarded but said, “Sure.”

      I held my wineglass in front of me and carried forth the decision I’d made after talking to Deanna that day.

      “I moved here not long ago. I did because I have some friends who live here and love it. They’ve been here about five years. They’re a couple, Deanna and Charlie. Deanna’s actually my best friend. She’s the one who came out to look after my animals.”

      “Okay,” he said when I stopped talking.

      “Well, I told her I was with you and she told me you own Gamble Garages.”

      He seemed to relax and leaned forward to grab another chip and load it with dip, saying, “I do.”

      “She said there are a lot of them,” I told him.

      He popped the chip in his mouth, chewed it, and sat back to look at me.

      He swallowed and replied, “Depends on what you consider a lot. We got eight shops. Circle K has over three thousand.”

      His response wasn’t defensive, just informative.

      It was still odd.

      “No, what I mean is, that’s impressive.”

      “Granddad had a wife and three kids to feed, a boy and two girls,” Johnny shared. “Then, it was just the garage, the one here, in Matlock. He saw the writing on the wall and knew he’d never make it, have something to give to his son, if he didn’t grow. You sell more gas, you can buy it cheaper. You change enough filters, you buy in bulk, you get better prices on supplies. You diversify, adding Big Grabs of chips and fridges filled with pop, you got additional sources of revenue. He opened shops two and three. Dad took it up to seven and I added the eighth.”

      I nodded.

      “But I’m a mechanic,” he announced. “I got a GM who deals with all that shit because I can’t be bothered with it. It bores me sick. I look over his reports. I meet with him once a week so I can okay his decisions. And I’m the only one who can sign checks because I’m not a moron. The rest of the time, I repair transmissions and replace brakes.”

      “I…are you upset?” I asked, because I couldn’t tell with the utter emotionless and matter of fact way he was imparting this information if he was or wasn’t.

      “I’m not upset. I’m wondering why you’d think talking about my garages is awkward.”

      “That’s not the awkward part,” I shared carefully.

      “Then how ’bout we get to that part,” he prompted.

      I decided it best to do it quickly and get it over with.

      “My friend also told me about Shandra,” I said quietly.

      I also watched him closely.

      But nothing changed in the utter emotionlessness of his face, except perhaps the skin around his mouth tightened a bit, but I couldn’t really tell considering it was covered in beard.

      “Matlock, pretty much anyone in it who was around when I was with Shandra, decided what that was when not a one of them, but Shandra, knew dick. So don’t listen to that shit.”

      “I just wanted to say that if she’s the reason that—”

      “I lost my dad three years to the day before I met you, Eliza. That’s where I was at yesterday. Don’t listen to that shit.”

      “Okay,” I said hesitantly. “But can I just say that…well, I thought you should know. You should know that someone told me. You should know I know. I didn’t want to…I mean, you don’t live in a bubble and you know I don’t either, so I can imagine you’d guess I’d talk to my girlfriends about meeting you. But I also think it’s uncool to talk about you, learn things about you, know things about you that you haven’t shared without letting you know I know.”

      He said nothing to that.

      So I finished, “So that’s it. That’s the awkward.” I flipped out a hand in a way that was just as uncomfortable as I felt and concluded, “That’s done.”

      “I loved her,” he stated.

      It was me who said nothing to that.

      “Thought I’d make babies with her and spend the rest of my life with her. That didn’t happen. We’ve been over for a while. She’s nowhere near Matlock and she’s not coming back. Did that fuck with my head? Yes. A man decides to spend the rest of his life with a woman, make a family with her and it ends, that’s gonna happen. But it happened. She happened. And now it’s done.”

      “I’m sorry that happened,” I said gently.

      “You weren’t a virgin before I had you so I reckon I’m not the only one sitting here with history like that.”

      “I’ve never been in love,” I shared quietly.

      “Avoid it,” he advised resolutely. “It sucks.”

      And again…

      There we were.

      “I hate you feel that way,” I told him, still quiet. “My dad was a hard act to follow. Not the same way I’m guessing, but still, he was. Mom never recovered. She tried though, a lot, and she did it hard. So even though I’ve never felt anything like that, I get it in little ways, what you’re saying, watching her search for something that wasn’t to be had. Because sometimes I wished she’d avoid it so she could find another way to be happy.”

      “You’ve changed,” he declared.

      I felt my head give a slight twitch in surprise to his comment.

      But I suspected he said it in order to change the subject.

      “Yes, I ran up when you were in the stables and got out of my work stuff,” I confirmed.

      “No,” he said firmly. “Yesterday, you were nervous and unsure of yourself, unless I had you in bed. Sweet, when you weren’t letting your nerves run away with you, which made you do stupid shit, but shy as fuck. Now, you’re not.”

      “I’m in my space now,” I explained.

      “It’s not that,” he returned.

      “I’ve also already been a total idiot in a pretty bad way, so I broke the seal on that so you won’t be as surprised, or angry, if I do it again. Which I might, just saying. I can be confident when I’m serving up my famous guacamole because as you can tell,” I waved my wineglass at the bowl, “it’s confidence worthy. The rest of the evening, fair warning, anything could happen.”

      He said nothing again.

      “And camping, which I assume will be Saturday to Sunday, just be aware, with that much time, I could cause a mini-Johnny-Izzy Armageddon.”

      His mouth twitched.

      “But you’re good through the enchiladas because those also rock,” I assured.

      “You got plans Wednesday?” he asked.

      My heart jumped. “No.”

      “My turn to dazzle you with my cooking.”

      A slow smile spread on my face. “You’re on.”

      He leaned toward the guac again and did it speaking. “Just to say, babe.” He loaded up a chip, sat back and looked me right in the eyes. “It’s appreciated, you being honest with me. You’re right. It’d be totally uncool you knew shit about me you didn’t share. So thanks for that.”

      He then popped the chip in his mouth.

      “You’re welcome, Johnny.”

      He jerked his head to the bowl. “Am I gonna eat that all by myself?”

      I grinned at him and shook my head, leaned toward the bowl and took my own chip, saying, “Nope.”

      I sat back and shoved it in my mouth.

      It was when I was washing it back with my first sip of wine when his hand settled on the side of my knee that was pressed to his thigh.

      I felt the tingle and swallowed the cool wine.

      “Now,” he murmured, and I looked at him. “You honestly gonna make me ask for a freaking kiss?”

      He wanted a kiss.

      “Nope,” I whispered, bent toward him, put my own hand on his thigh and my face close to his.

      He slid his fingers into my hair as he wrapped his hand around the back of my head and pulled me closer.

      I kissed him but he kissed me too.

      Then he let me go, I sat back and we ate up all the guac and chips.
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      Later, after enchiladas, after Johnny declared my apple pie à la mode was better than my guac, after Johnny helped me clean up, after I let Johnny give the treats to the dogs, I led him upstairs and moved forward into my room where I’d guided him.

      I stopped because I sensed he stopped.

      Enchiladas went great, though Johnny agreed, as great as they were, the guac was better (this was before he had my pie).

      And the half a plate of salad he served himself didn’t make his body slide into shock.

      Also, things were relaxed, they were easy. We were getting to know each other, perhaps not sharing deeply, but I now had the info Deanna gave me confirmed that he had a brother, but I also knew he used to have a dog named Ranger. I further knew he was thirty-four years old and didn’t go to college. He went to mechanics school but knew most everything they taught him since he’d been working beside his dad (and before he died, his granddad too) at the garage since he could see over the fender of a car. And he was totally okay with Swirl and Dempsey going camping with us.

      Through all that I didn’t make an idiot of myself.

      But that time was nigh. I could feel it.

      Because Johnny had made no bones about what we were doing after cleanup and dog treats, and he’d done this by looking at me and saying, “Now, Iz, where’s your bedroom?”

      So now we were about to have sex.

      So now I was nervous as a cat.

      I looked back at him to see him staring up at the old-fashioned, droopy crystal chandelier I’d found at a garage sale and bought for a song because it was messed up. But I cleaned it up and now it was fabulous.

      “Johnny?”

      His chin tipped down and his eyes sought mine. “You have a chandelier in your bedroom?”

      I grinned, the nerves beginning to glide away.

      I also shrugged.

      “Am I gonna walk outta your house tomorrow morning coated in glitter dust?” he asked.

      My heart sang and the nerves took flight.

      He was spending the night.

      “I don’t think so,” I answered.

      “Best get to fucking you before I turn into a unicorn or something,” he muttered.

      I burst out laughing.

      I stopped doing this when Johnny charged me with a purpose, this purpose ending in us both bouncing on my bed, him on top.

      And then he got to fucking me.

      I’d find he’d brought a string of five condoms.

      But before I passed out naked in his arms in my bed, we’d used only three.

      Still, it was good he came prepared.
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      “Iz.”

      I turned from the sink and looked to Johnny.

      He was standing in the kitchen doorway, his hair a mess, his jeans on, done up, belt not done up, shirt on, not buttoned up, feet bare, boots in his hand.

      His eyes were drowsy and they were on my shoulder.

      “You’re awake,” I said.

      “Babe,” he replied.

      “What?” I asked.

      “What the fuck is on your shoulder?”

      I looked down at the orange canary perched on my shoulder.

      That canary sang.

      I looked back at Johnny. “That’s Wesley.”

      He stared at me.

      I gestured to the yellow canary hopping on the countertop. “That’s Buttercup.”

      “Jesus,” Johnny muttered.

      “They keep me company while I make breakfast,” I told him, moving to the coffeemaker. “You want coffee?”

      “Babe,” he said.

      “What?” I asked, looking to him again to see his eyes aimed to the floor.

      “What’s on your feet?”

      I turned my attention to my feet then back to him.

      “Wellies.”

      “Why?” he queried.

      “Why?” I repeated after him.

      “Why do you got boots on with your pajama bottoms?”

      “I had to go feed the horses and then let them out.”

      His gaze slid down my fitted T-shirt to my pajama bottoms, which I had rolled at the waist, to my wellies and back up.

      “I’m here, you get my ass up to go turn out the horses.”

      My belly flip-flopped.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      “I don’t know what time it is but I know I don’t want to know what time it is. You get up this early every day?”

      “I have a lot to do in the mornings and a long commute.”

      He dropped his boots on the floor, strolled into the room and came right to me.

      He didn’t kiss me or touch me.

      What he did do was lift a finger.

      Wesley hopped on it.

      Johnny turned his hand to his shoulder and Wesley hopped there.

      My whole world trembled, because although it was arguable, that might be better than a morning kiss.

      I felt it, as I would.

      I also ignored it.

      Then Johnny grabbed the pot out of the coffeemaker at the same time he took one of the cups hanging on hooks under the cupboards.

      “Go do what you do to morph into working girl. I’ll make breakfast.”

      “Working woman,” I corrected.

      His still sleepy, beautiful eyes cut to me.

      “Don’t bust my chops at three o’clock in the morning.”

      “It’s five thirty, Johnny.”

      His attractive and sometimes ominous thick brows shot up.

      “What’d I say about not busting my chops?”

      I grinned up at him.

      “Go,” he rumbled.

      I kept grinning, turned on a Wellington-clad foot and headed to the back door.

      I took the boots off, tossed them on the back porch and headed out of the kitchen but stopped at the door and turned back.

      Johnny, with Wesley still perched on his shoulder, was peering into the open fridge, one hand on the handle, the other hand held up to his side with his long, strong fingers wrapped around one of my heavy cream coffee cups.

      “Johnny?” I called.

      He twisted to me but didn’t close the refrigerator door.

      “You didn’t turn into a unicorn,” I pointed out.

      “I still got the equipment to drill you so if you don’t wanna be late to work, you best stop being cute at the same time you’re being a smartass and get on with morphing into working woman.”

      “Message received,” I returned, smiling hugely at him.

      “Izzy, no human on earth who’s normal smiles that big at three o’clock in the morning,” he growled.

      “It’s five thirty,” I repeated.

      “Baby?” he called.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “Get the fuck upstairs.”

      I kept smiling at him.

      After I did that for as long as I thought he could take it, I turned and dashed up my stairs.
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