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        To my beautiful daughter, Kimberly.

        With four small words, you changed the course of my life forever.

        “Just write it, Mom.”

        Thanks for always believing in me.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      I fumbled with the straps on my high heels as I tried to catch up with the other girls. Given my history, you’d think I’d be able to slap on these stripper shoes in record time. But no, of course tonight I was all thumbs.

      “All right, ladies, let’s make our way over to the center pole,” a woman said.

      I glanced up and watched the other girls follow the lady. I couldn’t help but wonder, not for the first time—who in the hell had a bachelorette party at a pole dancing studio?

      My dimwitted stepsister, Geneva Barton, that’s who.

      She’d probably read that pole dancing parties were the latest trend in Brides magazine. Right under the article about how to reach multiple orgasms with your fiancé in three easy steps. Like that really happens without batteries.

      Fastening the last hook on my shoes, I yanked on the straps. A shoe slipping off mid-performance was dangerous. I didn’t need that kind of attention tonight.

      “Is everyone here?” the instructor asked.

      I stood and glanced around the group.

      Geneva glared at me, arms crossed over her ample breasts that were probably fake. “Come on, Hindley. Everyone’s waiting on you.”

      “I knew she’d ruin this for you,” her friend, Wendy, said. The girl had the voice of a hyena and the brains of one too.

      I clenched my teeth to keep from saying anything I might regret. It was no secret that I didn’t want to be here any more than Geneva did. But my mother said we were family, and when Geneva’s father begged me to come, I couldn’t say no.

      My stepfather was the only reason I was here tonight, and right now, Paul Barton was slowly working his way up my shit list.

      I reminded myself that none of these girls knew about my past. I couldn’t look as confident as I actually was in this setting. To these shallow twits, I was still Geneva’s nerdy stepsister from high school. Forget that I had a bachelor’s and law degree hanging above my desk at work.

      Well, tonight, I would personify that geeky older sister even if it killed me. I gave my ponytail one last tug to tighten the holder as I trudged across the hardwood floor.

      “Uh,” Geneva groaned, rolling her eyes, “finally. Can we start now?”

      “Be my guest.” I motioned to the instructor.

      “Hi, ladies.” The instructor smiled. “Welcome to Miss Understood Dance Studio.”

      I snorted. Miss Understood? The name was fitting, especially for me.

      “My name is Sadie Sunnydale.” The chick swung her long, scarlet-colored hair over one shoulder like she was Cher.

      “Wow,” Wendy sighed, “what a name.”

      Sadie laughed. “It’s my stripper name.”

      “You’re a stripper?” Geneva gasped.

      Sadie’s face puckered like she’d bitten into a lemon. “Oh, no, honey.” She shook her head. “I’m a real dancer.”

      Real dancer? What the hell did that mean? Like a stripper wasn’t?

      “Oh, thank God,” Geneva sighed as if her credit card hadn’t been declined.

      What judgmental assholes.

      “You’ll each come up with your own stripper name,” Sadie said.

      Geneva waggled her brows. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun.”

      “Wait.” Sadie held up a red-tipped finger, stopping the girls. “There’s a special way you come up with your name.”

      “How?” Wendy asked, practically bouncing on her toes.

      Everyone leaned forward and stared at Sadie like they were watching a freaking Nicholas Sparks’ movie.

      “First,” Sadie said, “we’ll begin by selecting the name of your very first pet.”

      A low buzz filled the small room as the girls discussed pet names and other irrelevant nonsense.

      I thought back over the years to the only two pets I’d ever had.

      Harold was a hamster I had when I was five. My mom left him in the garage over Christmas break and he ended up as a New Year’s Eve popsicle. I didn’t think Harold, or the story, made a good stripper name.

      Thinking of my second pet brought tears to my eyes. He was a stray dog I’d found a few months after Harold died. I’d named him Rocky, since I loved that movie, and because his front paws were black and looked like boxing gloves.

      Two weeks after I found him, the landlord knocked on our door and told my mom if she wanted to keep the dog, she’d have to fork over another five hundred bucks for a pet deposit. The ride to the animal shelter was the longest of my life. There was no way my stripper name would be Rocky.

      Sadie’s soft voice cut through my thoughts. “Your last name will be the name of the street you grew up on.”

      This assignment was growing more difficult by the minute. Having moved way too many times as a child, I decided that wouldn’t help me. Instead, I chose the name my friends from law school had given me. It was perfect for me, and made me laugh every time I thought of it.

      “Does everyone have their name yet?” Sadie asked. “There’s a prize for the best one.”

      The girls shrieked with excitement. I covered my ears to drown out the noise. The prize was probably a two-headed purple dildo. Wait, maybe I should get serious about this name thing after all.

      “Now,” Sadie continued, “what I want you to do is take hold of the pole like this.” She reached up and grabbed the pole high above her head. “Then kick your leg up and let it fall naturally as you swing around, like this.”

      I watched as Sadie kicked her right leg high in the air then let it fall, curling her foot behind her as she made a beautiful swan circle around the pole.

      “My name is Sadie Sunnydale,” she practically purred, her voice smooth and sexy as her body came to a gentle stop.

      The girls jumped and clapped like spastic cheerleaders, their high-pitched squeals deafening.

      I was going to kill my stepfather.

      Each girl took their turn. I wasn’t surprised that their stripper names were just as atrocious as their kick turns on the pole.

      I’d said I would keep it low key tonight, but I couldn’t help myself. Growing up, there was nothing I did better than Geneva Barton. This was one thing I knew I could beat her at. The fact that I had no student loans after three years of law school proved just how good I was.

      “All right, let’s see what you got,” Sadie said, motioning toward me.

      I rubbed my hands on my pants out of habit before blowing gently on my palms.

      “Ooo,” Wendy said.

      I hadn’t even started and I already had their attention. Good.

      Grabbing the pole with one hand, I kicked my leg straight up in the air, completing a perfect aerial split. After holding the pose for several seconds, I let my leg fall, the momentum effortlessly swinging my body around the pole two full revolutions. I finally came to a stop, my back arched with one leg on the floor and the other wrapped around the pole.

      “Hello, everyone,” I said in the sexiest stripper voice I could muster. “I’m Krystal Shanda-Leer.” The entire studio was silent except for one lone giggle. Mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      “No way, no how, Paul,” I yelled into my phone. I stood by my car, watching the other girls walk out of the studio. Glancing up at the marquee, I laughed to myself.

      Miss Understood. No truer words.

      “Please, Hin, for me, your old man,” he said.

      “No, not even for you, Paul.” I loved my stepfather, but this time he’d gone too far.

      “But, she’s your sister.”

      I laughed. “Not technically,” I reminded him.

      “Come on, Hin. She needs you.”

      “She’s never needed me, Paul, and you know it.”

      “Well, I need you,” he said.

      Oh, hell. Those three words, ‘I need you,’ gutted me.

      Paul Barton didn’t beg. He didn’t have to. He had money, power, all the accolades life could offer—including my mother’s love. And yet, here he was, begging me for my help. He needed me. How could I refuse him?

      I couldn’t.

      “You’re not playing fair, old man.” I shook my head, holding back my amusement. “Why do you do this to me?”

      “Because I know you love me. And you’ll do anything for me, right?”

      “Ugh.” He was right. There was almost nothing I wouldn’t do for my stepfather, even babysit his stupid daughter tonight. “Sometimes I hate you, you know that, right?”

      “I know.” He laughed, his baritone voice vibrating through the phone. “But most of the time you love your old man, don’t you?”

      I nodded in silent answer.

      “And most of the time, I love you too,” Paul said. “Well, actually, that’s a lie.”

      My stomach tightened as old fears of abandonment flooded my mind.

      “I love you all the time, Hinny Bin.”

      Hinny Bin. Uggh. I blew out a heavy sigh and smiled.

      Hinny Bin was Paul’s nickname for me. It was a term of endearment I’d hated at first. But the more I’d grown to love Paul, the more I accepted it. Although I would kick most people in the ass if they tried to use it.

      My stepfather was an amazing man. He’d met my mother, Caroline, when I was in eighth grade and his daughter, Geneva, in seventh. She and I went to different schools, mine public and Geneva’s private.

      Our families were polar opposites, literally from opposite sides of the tracks. Paul was a rich, successful real estate broker who’d fallen head-over-heels in love with my mother the moment he’d laid eyes on her.

      He’d been showing us a five-bedroom mansion he had for sale. My mother and I both knew she couldn’t even afford the property taxes, but that wasn’t going to stop my mother. Their meeting had been a set-up from the start. Paul had walked right into my mother’s trap. Not that I would ever admit that to him.

      My mom and I had been on our own since I was born. She’d become pregnant in high school and had always told me she didn’t know who my father was. She said it could have been any number of guys, but I knew that wasn’t the truth. My mom wasn’t slutty. She knew exactly who my father was. She just wasn’t going to admit that my birth father bailed on her when he found out she was pregnant.

      Her parents tried to talk her into having an abortion, even threatening to cut her off financially if she kept me. But my mom refused to succumb to their pressures, fully believing that once I was born, they’d change their minds.

      She was wrong.

      To my mom’s surprise, and mine now that I was a grown woman, my grandparents had stuck by their threat and kicked us both out of the house when I was only two months old. They said they were too old to raise another child. Their mindset baffled me. What kind of people do that to their only daughter and granddaughter?

      Assholes, that’s who.

      Wherever we went, men flocked to my mother like flies on honey. With emerald green eyes, long blonde hair, and an ass you could still bounce quarters off of, it was easy to see why. She was gorgeous. Women around the world paid thousands of dollars to look as beautiful as Caroline Hagen-Barton did naturally.

      My mom knew how gorgeous she was, not in a conceited way. She often used her looks to get us through tough times. Caroline was resourceful to say the least.

      Once, some guy hired her as a nurse at an old folks’ home, even though she’d never finished high school. The manager was an old dude, just a few years shy of residing at the place himself. As most men, he’d fallen in love with my mom the instant he saw her. I couldn’t blame him. There wasn’t a man alive immune to my mother’s good looks and southern charm.

      I envied my mom. What I had to work years for came easily to her. Men were putty in her hands. Most guys in my life had done nothing but use me for their own gain. When they realized how hopeless and damaged I was, they quickly cast me aside.

      The minute I met Paul, I knew he was different, in a good way. They’d had a whirlwind romance and married soon after they’d met. Since then, Paul had made it his life’s mission to give my mother everything she ever wanted. Even if what she wanted wasn’t good for her. And Paul was equally as devoted to me.

      As easily as their relationship had bloomed, Paul’s daughter and mine had not. I never liked to say I hated people. I always wanted to think there was room for everyone to redeem themselves. But Geneva Barton was the exception.

      I hated my stepsister. And the feeling was mutual. There was nothing redeeming about her. I’d given up hope years ago, settling into the knowledge we’d never be friends.

      Geneva was beautiful, like my mother, and their relationship grew effortlessly from the beginning. It was always hard for my mom to relate to me, given the fact I wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous like she was. I was actually relieved when my mom found Geneva. She finally had someone to impart her golden nuggets of beauty and fashion wisdom.

      Geneva had tons of friends, went to the best schools, had the trendiest clothes, and dated more boys than you could shake a stick at. One of the things that irked me the most about her was that Geneva was actually very smart. I would never admit that to her, or anyone else. Unfortunately, she’d never developed her intellect. Instead, she’d chosen to skate by on her good looks and sex appeal rather than apply herself.

      The only reason I could think why Geneva hated me was because of my close relationship with her father. Paul Barton had pulled me out of a dark place and protected me, even when the law couldn’t. He’d motivated me over the years, pushing me past my own limits. He’d even encouraged me to go to law school when my college grades had been sub-par.

      Any good thing I accomplished in life, I always attributed to Paul. Yet I still kept him at arm’s length, preparing myself for the day when he would inevitably leave me and my mom. Twelve years later, I was still waiting for that day.

      Paul relied on me, asking my opinion on all kinds of issues. From the most mundane, like what tie to wear, to the more serious, like what piece of real estate to invest in next. Paul wanted to know what I thought. He truly valued my opinion, sometimes relying on it too much. I think Geneva resented that most of all.

      Everyone who met Paul agreed he treated me as if I were his daughter by birth. I think that was another motivating factor for Geneva’s hatred of me. There wasn’t anything Paul wouldn’t do for me. Looking back over the years, I had to admit that Paul was probably closer to me than to his own daughter, and something told me she knew it too.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this for you,” I groaned. “You know I hate clubbing.”

      “But tomorrow is her wedding, Hin,” Paul said, “and I’ve shelled out a small fortune for it. Money I don’t have right now, just to make her and your mother happy.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I don’t want her to show up at her own wedding hungover from her bachelorette party. It would kill your mother.”

      I felt bad, I truly did. Paul’s company had taken a big hit when the real estate market tanked several years ago. That was one of the reasons I’d decided to put myself through law school, even though he assured me he could help. I was blown away by Geneva’s selfishness. She knew Paul’s financial situation was still rocky, and yet she’d asked for this big-ass wedding.

      My mom and Geneva had been blissfully unaware of the financial pressure Paul had been under the last few years. Either that, or they’d chosen to ignore it. Asking for such an elaborate and costly wedding during Paul’s financial struggles only proved how much of a selfish bitch Geneva was. And I was disappointed with my mother’s demands on Paul as well.

      “I know, Paul,” I said, sighing. “I’m sorry you’re spending so much money on this stupid wedding.”

      The entire event was pointless anyway. Hell, the ink on the marriage license probably wouldn’t even be dry before Geneva filed divorce papers.

      “Don’t be sorry,” he said. “It’s my fault. I just can’t seem to say no to my girls.”

      “Well, I don’t have a problem telling Geneva no.”

      “I know, Hindley. You’re much stronger and smarter than I am. You’re often my only voice of reason. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat. I don’t know what I’d do without you either, I wanted to say, but the words got stuck in my throat.

      Even though Paul was asking me to do something he knew I hated, his words weren’t being offered up as bribery. Paul was nothing if not honest. He was a man of integrity and truth, admired by everyone who knew him.

      I thanked God every day that my mother had fallen in love with his photo in that real estate magazine twelve years ago. Without Paul Barton, my life would have been tragically different. He had saved me from myself.

      Everything good in my life I owed to him.

      I switched the phone to my other ear and released a disgruntled sigh. “Fine. What exactly do you want me to do?”

      “Just go out to the clubs with them,” he said. “Make sure Geneva doesn’t drink too much or get in to trouble.”

      I stifled a laugh. Trouble pretty much followed Geneva Barton. She was a bitch, especially when she was drunk. “She’ll never listen to me, Paul. Hell, she doesn’t even want me there.”

      “She listens to you, Hindley, more than you know.”

      Paul may have thought his words were true, but I knew differently. Geneva couldn’t care less what I thought. She considered me a complete idiot on most of life’s subjects.

      “Fine.” I blew out an exasperated sigh. “But only for you, because I don’t want you and Mom embarrassed tomorrow.”

      “Oh, thank you, Hinny Bin.”

      I could hear the smile in his voice and it brought one to my lips as well. Pleasing Paul had always made me happy.

      Balancing the phone between my ear and shoulder, I dug around in my trunk. “Crap.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t have any clubbing clothes,” I said.

      “Do you want my credit card?” Paul would have given me the world if I’d asked for it. Unlike his daughter, I never did.

      “No, there’s no time,” I groaned. “The outrageously expensive Hummer limo you rented for this blessed event just drove up. I’ll have to wear my yoga pants and sports top. Seriously, Paul, what were you thinking? A Hummer?”

      “I love you, Hindley.”

      “Whatever. You so owe me, Paul Barton.”

      I ended the call and slammed down the trunk, shoving my phone in the inside pocket of my pants. I glanced at the limo parked a few feet away.

      I couldn’t believe Geneva had talked Paul into renting her a ridiculously over-priced limo to cart her and her dumbass friends around tonight. She was such a selfish bitch. At least she wouldn’t be driving drunk though.

      I leaned down and checked myself in the side mirror of my car. Stray hairs sprung free from my ponytail and my eyes were rimmed with smudged mascara. I looked like a hot mess, but there was nothing I could do about it now. Even dressed in my best clothes, I still paled in comparison to Geneva Barton.

      I rubbed my finger under my eyes, wiping away the running makeup. I smoothed back my hair, as if that would magically make me presentable. Geneva would revel in my haggardness. Only one thing was for certain. This night was going to suck balls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      We were at our third bar of the night. Despite what I’d told Paul, I was not keeping a watchful eye on Geneva. In fact, I myself was quite good and liquored up. I usually didn’t drink, at all. But being around Geneva’s friends had driven me to the edge of sanity.

      “Do another one,” Wendy shouted above the blaring music. She shoved a shot glass full of tequila into my hand.

      If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn they were all trying to get me completely smashed. I didn’t care though. I was grateful. I’d do just about anything to drown out their constant jabbering about wedding crap.

      Geneva had been planning this event for over a year, which was twice as long as she’d known her fiancé when he proposed. They’d met at one of my mother’s numerous charity events.

      Geneva’s fiancé, Stanley Winston III, or ‘Third’ as I affectionately referred to him, came from money. That’s all Geneva needed to hear when they were introduced eighteen months ago. In the last year since Third had proposed, Geneva had spent more time planning the wedding with her friends than she actually did with poor Third.

      Third was a decent looking guy, but nothing compared to the hunks Geneva usually dated. Her engagement to such a normal looking guy had surprised everyone, me included.

      Geneva was more in love with Stan’s money than with him. The reality of her shallowness didn’t surprise me. I felt sorry for Third most of all. I mean, he had his moments of dorkiness, but for the most part, he was a decent guy.

      Third, like most men, deserved a woman who adored him. Geneva Barton was not that woman. I’d tried to tell everyone, even Stan himself, but no one would listen. Instead, everyone buried their heads in the sand and pretended like Cinderella had met her Prince Charming. Who was I to question Walt Disney?

      I slammed the shot glass down on the bar. “Give me another one!” I yelled, disgusted with the fact that I was actually going along with this charade of a wedding.

      The bartender leaned over the bar, shouting in my ear. “I’m afraid you’ve had enough for this hour.”

      “What the hell? You’re cutting me off?” I yelled. “This is bullshit.”

      Could they do that?

      Geneva grabbed my arm and hauled me away from the bar. “Calm down, Hindley. You’re making a scene.”

      “I thought you wanted me drunk.”

      Geneva glanced over her shoulder. “I do, but not belligerent.”

      She’d just admitted what I’d suspected all along. Geneva Barton wanted me plastered but I had no idea why. And right now, I couldn’t care less. I just wanted another drink.

      “Screw you, Geneva,” I yelled, yanking out of her hold. “I’ll say whatever the hell I want to say.”

      Well, at least those were the words I tried to get out of my mouth. I had no idea what I sounded like to others.

      “Let’s dance,” Mirabelle shouted. She hooked her arm through mine and dragged me toward the dance floor.

      I peered back over my shoulder as I clutched Mirabelle’s arm, afraid I might topple over.

      Geneva marched behind us. Her mass of friends followed like trained soldiers.

      I turned my head again and my stomach lurched. Quick movements were not a good idea at this stage in my drinking. I was already three sheets to the wind. I stopped and balanced on Mirabelle’s shoulder to gain my equilibrium.

      Geneva pulled on my free arm. “Come on. The dancing will make you feel better.” The smile on her face was in direct opposition to her words. She had no intentions of trying to make me feel better, but I was too drunk to stop her.

      Our group of girls commandeered the dance floor, parting the other dancers like Moses did the Red Sea. The vibrations of the music beat through my body as I twirled around on the dance floor, hands in the air. I stared up, mesmerized by the flashing, multi-colored lights. I had to admit, I was having fun.

      I’d never done most of the things kids my age did—drinking, dancing, partying, having random sex with random guys—all the things that Geneva did. Instead, I’d been too busy preparing for the future. Unlike me, Geneva had made the most of every single day, filling her senses to excess, at her father’s expense.

      I was jealous of Geneva’s carefree attitude. Tonight, I made up my mind. I wasn’t going to give two shits about anything, least of all Geneva Barton. I surrendered my body to the music, thankful I had one night to be young.

      After what felt like hours on the dance floor, a slow song came on. I couldn’t have been more thankful for the break.

      My legs were already weak from the bachelorette pole dancing party. And jumping up and down like a spastic dog for the last thirty minutes on the dance floor hadn’t helped any. Not to mention what the constant gyration had done to the alcohol in my stomach. Sweat rolled down my back and my body swayed as the room started to spin. I needed water, or a toilet.

      I reached out to grab Geneva’s hand but someone’s arm wrapped around my waist and pulled me back.

      “Geneva,” I called out.

      Geneva glanced over her shoulder, a devious smirk spreading across her beautiful face. “Have fun,” she said, wiggling her fingers good-bye.

      I knew she was being sarcastic. She didn’t care whether I had fun or not.

      Screw her. I hadn’t felt the embrace of a man in a long time. I was too drunk to fight him anyway. That should have been my first sign to pull away. I never let myself lose control—ever—and for good reason.

      I slowly turned and glanced up at the guy standing before me. He looked to be my age, maybe a little younger. He wore khaki slacks and a starched polo shirt. It was a weird outfit for a club, I thought in my hazy fog.

      His eyes roamed over my body and I felt dirty. When his gaze finally met mine, I was surprised to see them dark with desire. I looked a mess, still dressed in my yoga pants and tank top. And I could only imagine what my face looked like, makeup smeared half off.

      The man loomed over me, his eyes half-lidded. He was attractive, in a Gap commercial kind of way. But then he smiled, and something in my gut tightened. Not in a good way.

      He leaned down, his fingers wrapping around my neck. “Come here often?” he whispered in my ear.

      It was painfully obvious he was trying to be seductive, but his high-pitched voice came across as creepy and whiney. Only a guy with a voice like Johnny Cash could deliver such a cheesy line and have a girl swoon.

      I rolled my eyes and that was my undoing. Whatever I’d been holding down in my stomach decided it wanted out. Now. I pushed past Gap Boy and ran straight for the bathroom, barely making it to the first stall before I vomited.

      “Eww,” a girl shrieked behind me. “That’s disgusting.”

      I’d heard of people praying to the Porcelain Throne but had never quite understood the religious connotation. Until now. Real or imaginary, I was thanking this god of the toilet that my hair was already pulled back in a ponytail. I fell onto the floor, pledging my eternal allegiance to this unseen deity if he’d make this wretched heaving stop.

      Suddenly, a hand was on my back.

      “Are you all right, sweetheart?” someone asked with a deep southern drawl.

      I nodded, not really sure if it was the truth.

      “Here, doll.” She handed me a wet paper towel

      I leaned back on my rear and wiped my lips with the towel. My stomach rumbled and I prepared for round two.

      “Let me help you up, sweetie.” She extended a small hand.

      I grasped her hand as she hoisted me off the dingy bathroom floor.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, leaning my head against her shoulder.

      “You need some fresh air, hun,” she said in a soothing voice. “Come on.”

      I followed her through the crowd but slowed when I saw Geneva sitting at the bar.

      She was sandwiched between two gorgeous men, both of whom were either strippers, male models, or both. She batted her eyes, flirting even harder than usual. One of the guy’s hands squeezed her bare thigh. His fingers worked their way higher, with no protest from Geneva.

      “I’m going outside,” I yelled to her above the music.

      “Don’t forget. Eleven o’clock tomorrow. At the restaurant. For my bridal luncheon.” She punched out each phrase.

      I nodded, not sure I’d remember her warning tomorrow.

      “Don’t be late, Hindley, or I’ll kill you.”

      That, I would remember.

      My mystery goddess laughed. “Wow, she’s a sweetheart.”

      “You have no idea,” I groaned.

      We staggered to the exit of the club and my goddess pushed the door open. A gust of cool air hit my face and my stomach lurched again.

      “Breathe, girl,” she said gently.

      I drew in a deep breath through my nose and exhaled from my mouth. I had to admit, I felt a tiny bit better.

      She slowly released me.

      I balanced on wobbly legs like a newborn deer, reaching out for her.

      “You okay now, hun?”

      I rubbed my head, my fingers pressing into my temple. “I think so.”

      “I’ve got her.” A voice rumbled from behind me as long arms snaked around my waist.

      I recognized the voice and froze. Gap Boy. From the dance floor.

      My goddess looked from me to Gap Boy. “Is he with you?”

      I remained silent, unable to form words.

      “Yeah, she’s with me,” he said.

      “Are you sure you’re gonna be all right, sweetheart?” The woman asked.

      Her eyes beseeched me for an answer, but I couldn’t give her one. I was frozen with fear. I didn’t even know where the hell I was, let alone who this guy was that was man-handling me.

      She mistook my silence for affirmation. “Stay outside until you feel better, okay, sweetie?” She caressed my back.

      I instantly felt the tension melt away.

      “Take care of her,” she told Gap Boy.

      I stood in silence, watching as she slowly walked back inside the club. The echo of the door clicking closed behind her was a sobering reminder that I hadn’t kept my promise to Paul to keep an eye on Geneva.

      A sick feeling washed over me as I realized Geneva’s safety was the least of my concerns.

      Gap Boy stared down at me, his eyes darkening.

      My body stiffened when I felt his hands roam freely over my body. A familiar pang of unease spread over me as I was gripped with fear. Suddenly, I realized, it wasn’t Geneva I should be worried about, it was me.
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      I stood outside the noisy club, leaning against the brick building. The music inside was giving me a headache.

      Why the hell had I let my best friend, Leif Jennings, talk me into going out tonight? I needed to rest. I had a competition next weekend and I couldn’t afford any setbacks.

      I stared down at the cigarette in my hand and laughed. Smoking definitely wasn’t good for my health. But it beat the hell out of drinking and drugging.

      Suddenly, the club door swung open, hitting the brick wall with a bang.

      Two chicks stumbled out. One woman had her arm wrapped around the other. She was obviously trying to balance her friend, who was pissing drunk.

      I laughed. How many times had I been that wasted?

      They stumbled toward the curb. “You okay, hun?” The smaller girl asked her friend.

      The taller woman rubbed her head, mumbling something incoherent. God, she was toast.

      I studied the drunk girl more closely. She wasn’t dressed for the party scene, no mini-skirt and sky-high heels. Instead, this chick was wearing yoga pants, a fitted T-shirt, and tennis shoes.

      I rolled my eyes.

      Her outfit reeked of Pilates, or some other bullshit workout those rich white girls did. Her glazed over eyes and nearly comatose body made it painfully evident she didn’t know how to handle her liquor.

      I flicked my cigarette into the street and pushed off the wall. I needed to get back inside and say good-bye. I stopped when I heard another voice.

      “I’ve got her.” A male voice I hadn’t heard earlier echoed behind me.

      Curious, I glanced back over my shoulder.

      Some tall, lanky dude had Drunk Girl wrapped in his arms. He clutched her to his body like she was a gold medal at the X Games. Where the fuck had this guy come from?

      Drunk Girl stiffened in his arms. Their conversation was muted but her body language said it all. Drunk Girl was definitely not okay with this guy.

      The hairs on my neck stood on end. Should I stay? Shit. Without another thought, my mind made the decision for me. I could hang out a while longer and smoke another cigarette, just in case.

      I stood silently and studied Drunk Girl again. There was absolutely nothing special about her, at least not from where I was standing. Frat Boy sure as shit thought so, though. My jaw clenched and I found myself almost jealous of the way he was groping her.

      The smaller woman studied Frat Boy with narrowed eyes. She must not know him. She leaned in to Drunk Girl and spoke but Drunk Girl only stood there, saying nothing. With one final nod, the woman turned and left the two standing on the sidewalk.

      What the fuck? Why was she leaving her friend with this douche if she didn’t know him?

      The woman breezed by me, nodding her head toward the couple. “I gotta get back inside before my boyfriend starts freaking out. Keep an eye on him, will you? I don’t trust him.”

      “You don’t know her?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know either one of them. Keep an eye on them, okay?”

      Before I could ask any questions, like why the fuck should I care, the chick disappeared into the club.

      Well, shit. Now I was stuck.

      The little wench had involved me in a situation I had no desire to be a part of. If this scene went to shit, I’d be responsible. I didn’t need that kind of publicity. Not now. Why hadn’t I just stayed inside with all the other guys? Or better yet, stayed home. It seemed that tonight, cigarette smoking had become more hazardous to my health than I’d realized.

      Stuffing my hands in my front pockets as a sign to Frat Boy that I didn’t want any trouble, I slowly strolled toward them.

      “You two know each other?” I asked.

      He yanked Drunk Girl closer to him, his hands possessively running up and down her body.

      My temper flared and I had no justifiable reason why.

      Frat Boy leaned his head to one side and narrowed his eyes, glaring at me. “What’s it to you?”

      I cocked my head, my brows raised in disbelief at this asshole’s comeback. I glared, warning him not to piss me off. I was a pretty big guy, well over six feet. There was no doubt in either one of our minds that I could, and would kick his ass if necessary.

      I shrugged as if mildly interested. “It’s not.”

      “Then why don’t you mind your own business?”

      Oh, fuck no. I moved to take a step forward, clenching my fists but thought better of it. Instead, I drew in a deep breath and counted backward from three like I’d learned. I needed to calm the fuck down before I punched this ass hat square in the face.

      I glanced down at Drunk Girl whose head was lulling to the side. “Looks like she’s pretty wasted, man.”

      His face lit up like the chick was a Christmas present delivered by Santa himself. “I know, right?”

      My guard went up, my brain ringing with alarm bells. Was this dick face seriously going to take Drunk Girl home and fuck her comatose body?

      “What’s her name?” I asked, knowing I shouldn’t get involved but unable to stop myself. Someone had to protect this girl.

      “Fuck if I know.” He laughed in amusement. “Drunk-as-a-Skunk is what I’m calling her tonight.”

      My fists flexed and my eyes burned with anger. I readied my feet, preparing to punch this fuckface square in the jaw. Before I could make a move, Drunk Girl startled to life.

      “What the hell did you just call me?” she shouted. Drunk Girl twisted in his arms, pushing him away with such force, I was amazed the douche bag didn’t fall on his ass.

      I turned to the sound of brakes hissing to a stop next to me. A bright yellow car pulled up close to the curb.

      A balding man leaned over the passenger seat and yelled out the window, “Somebody call a cab?”

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Frat Boy said into Drunk Girl’s ear. “Why don’t we get in the cab and I’ll take you home?”

      Oh, hell no. I wasn’t going to let that happen.

      Drunk Girl rolled her eyes and suddenly her face washed ashen. Sweat beaded on her brows as she bent over, grasping her thighs for balance.

      Oh, shit. She was going to hurl. I tried to jump back but it was too late.

      Her body lurched, her head heaving forward as she puked all over the sidewalk. Vomit splattered over all of us.

      “Shit,” Frat Boy wailed. “You got vomit all over my new loafers, you stupid bitch.”

      Lunging toward Frat Boy, I tightened my fists, preparing to light his ass on fire. Instead, I nearly tripped over Drunk Girl. Gazing down, I noticed she’d fallen down onto the sidewalk on all fours, dry heaving. The scene was disgusting and heartbreaking all at the same time. I couldn’t help but pity her.

      As much as I wanted to walk away, as much as my mind screamed to leave this chick alone, it just wasn’t in my nature. Fuck.

      I glanced behind me when I heard the club door clank shut. Frat Boy was nowhere in sight. Well, fuck me. Here I was, all alone with this vomiting, pathetic creature. That’s it. I was giving up cigarettes for good.

      I knelt down beside Drunk Girl. “Do you live around here?” I asked, tucking a wayward strand of blonde hair behind her ear.

      She shook her head.

      “Did you drive here?” I asked, sounding more patient than I felt.

      She shook her head again.

      “Are your friends inside? Maybe we could go back and get them.”

      “I don’t have any friends inside.” Her words were a whisper, but I caught the desperate, distraught tone in her declaration.

      “You came to a club all alone with no car?” I asked, my words scolding like a mother’s. “What’s wrong with you? Why would you do that?”

      “Spare me a lecture, asshole.” She sat back on her heels and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I’m sick as a dog here, as if you can’t tell. I just want to go home.”

      Asshole? Seriously? I was the only asshole out here helping her.

      I drew in a calming breath, again, debating what to do. Most of me wanted to walk away, but honestly, I was worried for Drunk Girl. What if this cab driver assaulted her while she was passed out? I’d grown up in the mean streets of Five Points in Denver. I knew what could happen to vulnerable chicks like Drunk Girl.

      Nope. I couldn’t take that chance. Not with her.

      “Get up.” I yanked Drunk Girl to her feet and walked her to the cab, opening the back door. “Get in.”

      She fought against me and I almost let her go.

      “Get in,” I repeated, ducking her head and shoving her inside. The last thing she should be doing tonight was roaming the streets of downtown Austin, drunk and alone.

      “But wait,” she said. “I don’t have any money.” Her huge brown eyes stared up at me like a lost puppy.

      Fuck.

      “Scoot over, I’ll pay. You can thank me later.” I pushed her across the seat and tucked my long legs inside the cramped space.

      “Where to?” the driver asked.

      I turned to Drunk Girl. “So where do you live?”

      Tears filled her chocolate brown eyes.

      Oh, hell.

      “Why?” she asked. “So you can take me home and screw me like Gap Boy?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Her eyes slammed shut, one lone tear rolling down her cheek as she fell face first into my lap. She was passed out cold.

      “Great, just great,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Do you smoke?” I asked the cabbie.

      “Yeah, but you can’t light up in here.” He pointed to a huge no smoking sign on the plexiglass.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, reaching into my jeans. I pulled out my pack of cigarettes and tossed them into the front seat. “I never plan to smoke again. Ever.”
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      “What’s the address, son?” The driver asked.

      I gazed up and saw the him staring at me in the rearview mirror, brows raised.

      “Um, give me a minute.”

      “One minute and I start the meter.”

      I shook Drunk Girl but she was unresponsive, out for the count. “Shit.”

      “Does she have a phone?” the driver asked.

      “What?”

      “Maybe you can find her address on her phone.”

      I dug around Drunk Girl’s shoulder but didn’t find a purse.

      “Sometimes chicks stuff phones in their bra,” he said.

      I glanced up.

      “No, seriously,” the driver nodded, “chicks do that all the time. That’s where my girlfriend stashes hers when she doesn’t have pockets.”

      “I’ll look for pockets first, thanks.” I pushed Drunk Girl off my lap and examined her clothes. “She has on stretch pants.”

      The driver twisted over the front seat. “Look on the inside of her waistband. Sometimes they put a secret pocket inside workout pants.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      “I’ve got a girlfriend, a mom, and six sisters.” He laughed. “I know a lot about women.”

      I stared at his yellowed teeth and the over grown man-bushes he called eyebrows, pretty sure he didn’t know everything about women. I had no choice but to trust him on this one though.

      I slid my palm around Drunk Girl’s waistband but felt nothing. Shit. I slowly moved my hand to her back and I sucked in a breath when my fingers grazed her bare skin. Heat raced up my arm and everything below my belt jerked to life. I cursed myself for being such a pig.

      Just as I was about to pull away, I felt a bump in her waistband. I slid my fingers inside, careful not to touch anything else for fear I may combust.

      “I found her phone,” I yelled, holding it up in the air. “Now what?”

      “What cell service does she use?”

      “How the hell should I know that?”

      “Go into her settings and find out who her network provider is.” The driver rattled off instructions as if people did this shit all the time.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “Here, give it to me.” He reached over the seat, grabbing the phone. He scrolled through the screens and within a matter of minutes, produced her address.

      What the fuck?

      “How the hell did you do that?” I asked, dumbfounded, and more than a little worried.

      “Sisters.” He snorted, handing me the phone back.

      “I don’t even want to know, do I?”

      He put the car in drive, shaking his head as he glanced over his shoulder. “Nope, probably not.”

      After a short drive, the cab rolled to a stop in front of a small house. The driver put the car in park, turning to look at me.

      “We’re here,” he said. “Now what, Ace? How are you going to get inside?”

      Shit. I hadn’t thought that far ahead.

      “Hey.” I shook Drunk Girl’s shoulders.

      “Hmmm,” she moaned.

      Oh, thank God, she was alive.

      “We’re at your house. Where’s your key?”

      “What key?” she mumbled.

      “The key to your house.”

      “Where’s my car?”

      “I have no idea.” I bit back my frustration. “Look, we need to get you inside your house. You can worry about your car later.”

      She bolted up like I’d hit her with a taser, her eyes darting from the driver to me. “It’s not locked,” she said. Her eyes slammed shut and she fell into my lap, again, passed out cold.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked to no one in particular.

      The driver shrugged his shoulders.

      “What? Your sisters never got drunk?” I asked.

      “We’re Catholic. We stay drunk twenty-four seven.” The driver laughed. “Why don’t you look under the mat for a key? People do that shit all the time.”

      I knew that fact better than most.

      “Or try the door,” he said. “Maybe she really didn’t lock it.”

      “No way. What woman doesn’t lock her door?”

      “Maybe she’s dumber than she looks.”

      I gazed down and studied Drunk Girl more closely this time now that she was nearer.

      Long, pale lashes fanned over her smooth skin. Her rosy lips stood in stark contrast to the pale skin of her flawless complexion. From this vantage point she didn’t look dumb, not to me. Even though she’d done a stupid thing by getting trashed and putting herself in harm’s way tonight, something told me she wasn’t dumb, not like me anyway. Naive yes, but dumb? No.

      I opened the car door and pushed it open. “Keep an eye on her. I’ll be right back.”

      “Meter’s still running, Ace.”

      I shut the door and jogged to the front of her house. Shit. There were two front doors. This was a duplex. How the hell was I supposed to know which one was hers? For all I knew, this might not even be her house.

      I glanced at my watch. It was a quarter to midnight, way too late for visitors. The cab still sat idling next to the curb. As much as I wanted to walk away, my innate need to protect people propelled me forward.

      Lights glowed from the duplex on the right so I stepped up onto the porch. I reminded myself that Texas was an open carry state. People probably shot first and asked questions later. I knocked cautiously on the door and took a huge step back.

      Within seconds, the door swung open. A red-headed woman stood in the doorway, one hand on the knob and the other on her small hip. She looked young, maybe in her early twenties.

      I glanced over her shoulder. A huge muscled man sat on the couch, glaring up at me as he nursed a beer.

      Why the hell had he let his girlfriend answer the door? I could have been anyone, a serial rapist, for all he knew. These people obviously hadn’t grown up in the same neighborhood I had.

      Red cocked her head to the side. “Can I help you, sweetie?”

      “Umm, I’m sorry to bother you so late.”

      Her gaze travelled the length of me.

      Instead of desire, my body heated with embarrassment. What the hell was that about? Garnering a woman’s attention was normally something I enjoyed, but not from this chick. Not with her muscle-headed boyfriend sitting ten feet away.

      One side of Red’s mouth crooked in a wicked smile. “Oh, no bother, sweetheart.” Her eyes traveled down to her chest.

      My gaze followed. Shit. Her boobs were practically busting out of her tiny halter top. My head snapped up, eyes trained on her face. The last thing I needed was a fight with her boneheaded boyfriend.

      “I was wondering if you know the person who lives next door?”

      “Who? Hindley?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Why? What’s going on?” Red stepped out onto the porch and scanned up and down the street. “Look, we paid our balance off last week. We’ve been on time for the last three months. I don’t want no trouble.”

      “What?”

      “You’re not here collecting?”

      “Collecting what?” I asked, shaking my head. Did she think I was a bounty hunter? I’d been accused of a lot of things.

      “No?” she said.

      “No, I’m not collecting anything. I found this woman drunk and passed out at a club downtown.” I pointed toward the cab. “I’m just trying to bring her home. Her phone says this is her address.”

      “She in the cab?” Red nodded toward the curb.

      “Yes.”

      She laughed. “I can guarantee you, if you’ve got a passed-out chick in that car, it sure as shit ain’t Hindley.”

      Hindley? Was that Drunk Girl?

      “Well, if you don’t mind,” I stepped off the porch, “would you mind taking a look at her? I just want to make sure she gets home safe.”

      She stared me up and down, crossing her arms under her ample breasts. “Well, aren’t you Prince Charming.”

      I averted my gaze. Again. Shit, “Uh, anyway, would you be willing to help me?”

      “Why not?” She turned toward gorilla man. “I’ll be back in a minute, hun.”

      He grunted, the only indicator he gave a shit.

      Red walked beside me toward the cab, popping her bubble gum. The sound irritated me, and whatever male lust I might have felt earlier completely dissolved.

      I swung open the back door to the cab and lifted Drunk Girl’s upper body so Red could get a good look.

      “Holy shit,” she exclaimed, “that is Hindley. I can’t believe it. That chick never gets hammered. Where did you say you found her?”

      “At a club downtown.”

      “Hindley was out clubbin’? Who knew she had it in her?” Red smiled with a look of adoration and surprise.

      “She doesn’t normally act like this?” I asked.

      “Hell no. She’s the most straight-laced, uptight chick I know. I wonder what happened to make her tie one on like this.”

      Drunk Girl’s words from outside the club earlier rang through my mind.

      I don’t have any friends inside.

      Had she been telling the truth? Obviously, she didn’t have any friends that gave a shit about her.

      “Do you have a spare key to her place?” I asked.

      “Hindley never locks her door.”

      I cut my eyes to Red. “Are you serious?”

      “As a heart attack.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “Beats the hell out of me.”

      “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” I muttered.

      “I know, right? She locks it when she’s home though.”

      “Well, I guess that’s something.” I shook my head in disbelief. The cabbie may have been right. Drunk Girl was dumber than she looked.

      Reaching into the cab, I tugged Drunk Girl toward me. Her shirt rode up, revealing a patch of smooth, ivory skin. I pulled down the material but not before my fingers grazed against her bare abdomen. A sharp pain of desire shot straight to my mid-section.

      God, I was a dick.

      Unable to carry the dead weight of her body, I bent low and swept her over my shoulder in a fireman’s hold. God, her legs were long and toned, but I tried to forget that part. I wrapped my arms around her hips, securing her to my shoulder. I took a few blessed moments to admire her tight, round ass. An ass just begging to be spanked. Maybe there was something to Pilates classes after all.

      I turned to Red, forcing the images of Drunk Girl rolling around naked in my bed from my head. “Will you get the door for me?”

      “Sure.” Red ran ahead of us.

      I held my breath. Surely⁠—

      “Here you go,” Red said, pushing the door open.

      Son of a bitch. I couldn’t believe this chick really left her fucking door unlocked. What the hell? She really did need a good spanking.

      I walked into the small living room and dropped Drunk Girl onto the first piece of furniture I could find—an oversized chair next to a nice leather couch. Studying the woman now spread out before me, I shook my head. How could she not be more concerned for her own safety?

      I looked over at Red. “Will you keep an eye on her for a minute while I go pay the cab?”

      “Just for a second. Robby doesn’t like me hanging out with Hindley. He says she fills my head with too many dumb ideas.”

      “Who’s Hindley?”

      Red threw her thumb over her shoulder and motioned toward Drunk Girl. “You really don’t know her?”

      “Nope.”

      “That’s funny.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “If you knew Hindley, you’d know why.”

      I dug out my wallet and jogged outside toward the cab, wondering what Red’s comment meant? Obviously Drunk Girl’s behavior tonight was out of character for her. What could have made her go to such extremes tonight?

      I leaned through the passenger window and handed the driver a hundred. “Thanks for all your help, man.”

      He held up the one-hundred-dollar bill and smiled broadly, revealing missing teeth. “Anytime, my friend. Anytime. Good luck with her.”

      “Thanks,” I nodded, “I think I’ll need it.”

      “You’re doing the right thing. If one of my sisters had gotten this drunk, I’d be glad a man like you found her.” He rummaged through the glove box and pulled out a card, holding it out the window. “Hey, here’s my number. When you’re ready to go home tomorrow, give me a call. I’ll drop you off anywhere you want. No charge.”

      “Tomorrow?” I laughed. “What makes you think I’m spending the night with her?”

      “You’re not quite the bad ass you think you are, Ace. I know a good guy when I see one.”

      “Good guy?” I laughed to myself. This dude obviously didn’t recognize me. I was anything but good. “Not sure about that.”

      “We’ll see, Casanova. Call me tomorrow when you’re ready to go home.”

      I glanced down at Raul’s card, debating which was worse—being a bad ass or a good guy. Neither seemed an appropriate title for me. Not anymore.

      I walked back to the duplex, twirling Raul’s card in my hand. Why the hell did I give two-shits about this girl anyway? Unable to come up with an answer, I stepped through Drunk Girl’s front door.

      Red had switched on a lamp, illuminating the living area.

      I watched as her next-door neighbor wiped Drunk Girl’s face with a wet rag. When she was finished, Red reached up and gently tugged her ponytail loose. Golden blonde hair tumbled across Drunk Girl’s shoulders as her head lulled back onto the chair. Her smooth, ivory skin glowed in the light from the lamp beside her.

      I sucked in a breath and bit back a grown, captivated by her natural beauty. I’d been wrong about this one. She was remarkable.

      Red glanced up at me. “I think she’s out cold. She looks awful. You staying?”

      Shit, was I? I hadn’t planned on any of this.

      The shrill ring of my phone interrupted the silent debate in my mind.

      “Hey, listen, I gotta go,” Red said, stepping over Drunk Girl’s long legs as she bolted toward the door.

      “Wait. What did you say her name was?”

      “Hindley,” she said. “H-I-N-D-L-E-Y. Hindley Hagen.”

      What the hell kind of name was that?

      “I know, right?” Red laughed, answering my silent question “Apparently, it’s a character from some famous book. I don’t read much.”

      “Me neither.” I laughed wryly.

      “Knock if ya need anything.” Red nodded toward her side of the duplex. “Night, Lover Boy.” She blew a kiss and waggled her fingers before quietly closing the front door.

      And just like that, I was alone with Drunk Girl. Again.

      Fuck. What the hell did I do now?

      I stared at my phone. A missed call from Leif. He’d be worried if I didn’t call back soon but I had no idea what to tell him.

      Leif and his buddies would give me shit for leaving. Especially when they found out I wasn’t even going to get laid.

      I stared down at my damsel in distress.

      Drunk Girl’s body was sprawled across the huge chair, arms and legs dangling over the side. She didn’t look very ladylike but she had a gracefulness about her even in her current state. I couldn’t imagine letting anyone think I’d taken advantage of her. Especially if her drunken stupor truly was out of character for her.

      Without thinking more, I quickly dialed Leif’s number.

      “Dude, where the hell are you?” Leif shouted above the blaring music pulsating in the background. “This place is crawling with hotties.”

      I had no choice. Raul had already threatened my reputation as a bad ass. I would have to sacrifice Drunk Girl. My man-card was on the line.

      “This better be good, asshole,” I said. “I’ve got a hot chick underneath me.” Technically, it wasn’t a lie. Drunk Girl was in the chair below me.

      “I don’t know how you do it, man.” Leif chuckled. “Girls will do just about anything for you.”

      “What can I say? Chicks dig pro athletes.” I winced at my shitty response. It was official. I was a complete jackass.

      Leif laughed hysterically.

      I hit the END button and groaned. Add ‘lying sack of shit’ to my growing list of offenses.

      I turned my attention to Drunk Girl, my eyes roaming over her body. Obviously, I wasn’t a total asshole like some people thought. I’d at least gotten her home safe. I had a few redeeming qualities, even if most people never saw them, or wrote about them.

      Drunk Girl’s body shifted and she fell to one side, her head flopping over the arm of the chair. She remained unconscious. If she stayed in that position all night, she wouldn’t be able to walk for a week.

      I scooped her up in my arms and walked down the hall. I pushed open the first door I came to, thankful it had a small bed in the center of the room. Standing above the mattress, I dropped Drunk Girl onto the white comforter with a thud.

      Her lifeless body collapsed into a messy heap of limbs and hair, feet hanging off the side. That’s when I noticed her shoes and pants were spattered with vomit.

      Ah, shit. I couldn’t let her sleep in her own puke. I was going to have to undress her.

      Untying her shoes, I pulled them off, along with her socks. I laughed out loud when I saw her bright blue toenails. From what Red had told me earlier, Hindley seemed to be an uptight girl. Blue toenail polish was not a color choice for most neurotic, self-controlled women I knew.

      Hindley had a playful side. The thought brought a genuine smile to my face as I thought about the possibilities.

      There may be hope for you yet, Drunk Girl.
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      I rolled over with a groan, rubbing my throbbing head. My stomach lurched with the movement and I swallowed back the urge to puke. Prying my eyes open, I glanced around the room, unable to focus on anything. Where the hell was I?

      A loud bang echoed through the room. It sounded like a door crashing into the wall.

      “What the fuck is going on in here?” Someone yelled.

      Oh, shit. I recognized that voice. Dana Di Grazio. My best friend, most days.

      I wrapped my arms over my head for protection.

      “Holy hell,” she yelled, “you got laid.”

      I bolted upright. “What the hell are you talking about?” The room spun and I reached out to balance myself, jumping when I felt a hard, warm body next to me.

      Startling images flashed through my mind—pole dancing, tequila shots, Gap Boy, vomiting—lots of vomiting. This wasn’t a dream.

      “I’m talking about that hottie next to you,” Dana said.
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