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“Kelly Jamieson delivers a blazing passionate
read that tugs at the heartstrings!”

~ Carly Phillips, New
York Times Bestselling Author

 


“seductive and bewitching from the very
start… Softly romantic and wickedly provocative”

~ RT Book Reviews
on Rule of Three

 


“Kelly Jamieson now has a permanent place on
my keeper shelf and I can’t wait to see what she writes next.”

~ Joyfully Reviewed

 


“Ms. Jamieson once again gives the reader a
richly detailed story that is brimming over with sexual tension,
intoxicating desires and intriguing carnal needs that is edgy and
psychologically intense…”

~ The Romance Studio

 


“…I love Kelly Jamieson’s books and the way
that she depicts her characters…”

~ Sizzling Hot Book Reviews



Chapter One


 


Corey lay on her back beside Matt in his bed
and smiled up at the ceiling, her body still pulsing from an
excellent orgasm. “You really should have asked that girl out, you
know.”

Matt turned onto his side to face her. “What
girl?”

“That waitress who was coming on to you in
the bar.”

He snorted. “She was not coming on to
me.”

“Yes, she was.” Corey smiled at him, lifted
a lazy hand to touch her fingertips to his scruffy cheek. Matt was
a good-looking guy. Why wouldn’t a girl come on to him? She pushed
her fingers through his thick brown hair, all wildly tousled. She’d
probably done that to him, in the throes of the hot sex they’d just
had.

“Whatever,” he said. “You know I’m not into
dating.”

“Yeah. I know. Me either.” She stroked his
hair, the strands silky against her fingers, then dragged her index
finger down the slope of his nose. “You have such a nice nose. It’s
perfect.”

He grinned, grabbed her hand and kissed her
fingers. “Thank you. I’m very proud of my nose. I work hard to keep
it in such fine shape.”

She giggled.

Matt’s phone beeped from the table beside
the bed. He reached for it and read the screen. “Dylan,” he
reported. “He’s in San Diego. He’s got his baggage and his rental
car, and he’s just leaving the airport. Says he’ll be here in an
hour.”

“I guess I should go.”

“No. Stay. I want you to meet him.”

She smiled at him. He was all excited about
seeing his best friend—his other best friend, besides her. Though
it was too bad Dylan was coming to visit because he’d been injured.
She’d never met Matt’s old high school buddy because Dylan Schell
was too busy traveling around the world surfing. Dylan had been on
his way to winning the Billabong Pro competition in Australia until
he’d taken a bad fall and smashed his foot up. Corey’s insides did
a little roll thinking about someone in pain. The accident had
ended that competition and now he was on his way home to San Amaro
to visit his old friend while he recuperated.

“Okay.” She lifted her arms above her head
and did a whole-body stretch, feeling so relaxed and mellow after
great sex. Mmmm. She could use a tiny little nap. She pulled the
soft covers around her naked body, snuggled into Matt’s pillow,
breathed in the so-familiar scent of him, his clean, spicy-herbal
scent mingled with the laundry detergent he used.

“Hey, you going to sleep?” He nudged her
with his bare knee.

She opened one eye and peered at him.
“Maybe.”

“But I’m hungry.”

“So go eat something.”

He groaned. “I guess that means you’re not
going to make me something.”

She closed her eyes and snuggled back into
the bed without remorse. “Nope.”

He laughed softly, and she felt the quick
brush of his lips over her cheek before he climbed out the other
side of his bed.

 


She awoke to the sounds of deep male
laughter coming from down the hall of Matt’s house. She blinked
into the darkness and her stomach gave a growl of hunger. How long
had she slept?

Gah! Three hours! What the…? She threw back
the covers and sat on the side of the bed, pressing her hands to
her cheeks. Yeah, she’d been exhausted. She’d been working like
crazy lately so it was no wonder she’d crashed like that. But geez,
she was at Matt’s place and holy crap, his friend Dylan was
coming…no, she’d slept so long he was already there, and he
and Matt were having a great time, from the sounds of their talking
and laughing.

Clothes. She needed her clothes. She flicked
on the lamp beside the bed, stood and stretched again, torn between
wanting to climb back into bed and sleep for a week, and meeting
Matt’s friend. She sighed. No choice, really. She had to get up
early in the morning to make chocolate, which meant she had to
sleep at her place, and besides, it would be kind of rude to ignore
the guys.

She found her clothes on the chair, pulled
on her panties and jeans, slipped on her bra and T-shirt. Still a
little dozy, she ran her hands through her hair and shook it down
her back, then wandered down the hall toward the voices she heard.
She stepped into the living room, blinking a little at the bright
light.

The two men sat on Matt’s couch, one at
either end, each with a beer in hand, laughing again. Matt had
Coldplay playing from his iPod, now docked into the speakers he’d
paid a fortune for, and he looked up at her and smiled. “Hey there,
sleepyhead.”

“Sorry I crashed so long.” She rubbed her
eyes. “I guess I was tired.”

The two guys stood, which was so polite it
made her smile. She looked at Matt’s friend. “Hi.” She stepped
toward him with her hand extended. “You must be Dylan. I’m
Corey.”

Dylan took her hand in his, a big, strong
hand with a firm grip. “Yup, I’m Dylan.”

Dylan Schell was tall, about the same height
as Matt, and very muscular. Not that Matt wasn’t, he definitely had
muscles, but Dylan was really muscular. He smiled, a broad
charming smile that revealed white teeth, a contrast to his tanned
face. His straight dark hair hung around his face and over his
forehead. Although he stood, he hadn’t put weight on one leg, and
her gaze dropped briefly to the plastic boot on his left foot.

“Nice to meet you, Corey.” His light gray
eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. He shot a glance at
Matt as if he’d been unaware she was there, down the hall, in
Matt’s bed.

She knew what he was thinking but as usual,
wasn’t sure what to say to tell him it wasn’t what he thought. Her
relationship with Matt was a little unusual, maybe, or maybe not so
much, but it worked for them. People called it “friends with
benefits”, which is what they’d both agreed it would be after that
night they’d ended up in bed together a couple of months ago.

“Matt mentioned you, but he didn’t tell me
you were gorgeous.”

“He didn’t?” She expressed mock outrage and
sent a glare at Matt. “I can’t believe that. He’s always going on
about how gorgeous I am, sometimes I can’t shut him up.”

Both guys laughed and Matt rolled his
eyes.

Dylan still held her hand in his and still
smiled down at her, and the admiring way he looked her over made
her tingle inside. She couldn’t help but smile back at him. Holy
hotness, this was one sexy hunk of man.

“You must’ve been tired,” Matt said.

She blinked and looked at him and removed
her hand from Dylan’s, her cheeks heating.

“You okay?” Matt’s forehead creased.

“Of course, I’m okay.” Then she yawned.
“Sorry.”

“Want a beer, candy girl?”

She smiled at his nickname for her. “Mmm.
Sure. I’ll get it.” She knew her way around his kitchen and could
easily find a beer in the fridge. “What are we drinking
tonight?”

“Bombshell Blonde Ale.”

She stopped and looked at him over her
shoulder. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.” He grinned.

Matt owned a microbrewery and alehouse and
was always coming up with new and creative kinds of beer.

“It’s good.” Dylan held up his empty glass.
“I wouldn’t mind another if you don’t mind bringing one.”

“I don’t mind at all.” She opened the
refrigerator, full of mostly beer, big surprise, and pulled out two
bottles. She found a glass and carried it and the beer back to the
living room. She sat in a chair across from them, and studied the
image of the buxom blonde on the label of the beer. “Nice.”

“It’s good,” Matt insisted. “Try it.”

She’d started drinking beer back in her
college days, when she and Matt had met while both working at
Pancho’s Bar and Grill, him as a bartender, her as a waitress. Some
people were into wine and wine tasting, but Matt and his beer
buddies were just as intense about their ales and lagers and
stouts, and Matt’s goal had always been to open his own
microbrewery. She’d learned a lot about beer from him, but hadn’t
quite developed the same palate he had.

She poured the ale into her glass then
tasted it. Matt watched her expectantly. “Malty,” she said. “Nicely
balanced.” Truthfully, she had no clue what she was talking about.
Although her taste buds were finely developed when it came to
chocolate, to her all beer tasted much the same, which Matt said
was sacrilege.

He laughed. “Bullshit.”

She grinned back at him. “Am I wrong?”

“No.”

“I like it. That’s what matters, right?”

“Right.”

She reached for a handful of pretzels from
the bowl on the coffee table and looked at Dylan. “So, Dylan, I’m
sorry about your injury. Are you going to be okay?”

He made a face and leaned back into the
couch cushions with his now-full beer. “Yeah. So they tell me. I’m
non-weight bearing for six to eight weeks. It’s already been three
weeks, so a few more weeks. And more therapy after that.”

Corey’s forehead wrinkled. “Do you have to
find a therapist here?”

“Yeah. I have a couple of names.” He stuck
his booted foot out. Despite the big cast, she could see how
muscular his legs were beneath the hem of his baggy green cargo
shorts. “This thing comes off, but I’m supposed to wear it most of
the time.”

She nodded. “That must have sucked, getting
hurt in a competition.”

His seemingly perpetual smile disappeared
briefly. “Yeah. Sucked big-time.”

“What happened?”

He didn’t answer right away, and she
hastened to apologize. “Sorry, didn’t mean to bring it up. If you
don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay.”

He shook his head but didn’t meet her eyes.
“Nah, it’s all right. Not that big a deal. I was tucked in a
heaving barrel and went down, my board smashed into my foot and
broke some bones. Freak thing.”

She’d never surfed in her life. Despite
growing up on the west coast, she’d never led that lifestyle, had
never even taken swimming lessons as a kid and was secretly afraid
of the water. A single mother who was about as stable as Lindsey
Lohan hadn’t exactly given her the kind of childhood that included
swimming lessons or ballet classes or family outings to the beach.
Matt was a good surfer and had many times asked her to try it,
until she’d finally confessed her secret fear to him. She’d go to
the beach to watch him and his friends, but it scared her,
especially if the waves were really big.

“It was especially disappointing because
I’ve been doing so well this year on the tour.” Dylan looked at his
beer glass. “I’ve had a really good year, but if I miss too many
events, I won’t have enough points to qualify for next year’s
tour.” One corner of his mouth lifted in a glum grimace.

“That sucks,” she said.

“Yup.” He looked up at her and winked. “But
it’s not going to stop me. I’ll do what I have to do to get better,
working out and therapy. I’ll be back.” He glanced at Matt. “Thanks
for letting me hang out here.”

“Any time. It’s great to see you. Only wish
it wasn’t ’cause of this.” Matt gestured at Dylan’s foot.

“Yeah, me too.”

“Last time I saw you was in Hawaii.” Matt
crossed one long leg over the other. Corey remembered Matt’s trip
to Hawaii last year, probably the only vacation he’d taken from his
business. He’d gone to meet up with Dylan when he’d been competing
there.

“Yeah.” Dylan grinned. “We had a good time
there, huh?”

They started reminiscing about the fun
they’d had, both guys entertaining her and making her laugh. They
were so funny together and she could see the bond between them, and
how happy Matt was to see his old friend. She liked seeing him
happy like that. She stifled a yawn and Matt looked over at her.
“You’re tired, Cor. Wanna go crash in my bed again?”

She shook her head and stood, holding her
empty bottle. “Nah. I have to go home. I have to get up early in
the morning. Lots to do.”

“Okay.”

She carried her bottle out to Matt’s kitchen
and set it on the counter, then found her purse and car keys. “I’m
sure I’ll see you again, Dylan.”

“Count on it, babe.” He gave her a sexy
wink.

“I’ll walk you out,” Matt said.

“You don’t have to do that. I’m parked right
out front on the street.”

“I know, but it’s dark.”

And he didn’t trust her car. She knew what
he was thinking about her beaten up old Toyota.

They stepped out of his house into the cool
night air, damp and fresh with the scent of the Pacific Ocean less
than a block away. Matt’s house was small, one of many cottage-type
houses on the street near the beach. He didn’t really even have a
front yard, just a small paved area leading to the street. He stood
on the front steps and watched her walk to her car. “’Night, Matt!”
she called as she slid into the driver’s seat. Thankfully the car
started with no problems, and she watched him go back into his
house in her rearview mirror as she drove away, shaking her head at
his concern.

She thought about Dylan Schell, super surfer
dude with his sexy grin and big muscles and easy charm, and
shivered a little. Matt’s friend was really hot. She had to say, a
guy who earned his living surfing the biggest waves in the world
seemed very brave and daring to her. She, who was afraid of the
water. That kind of daredevil courage had always appealed to her.
And suddenly this visit by Matt’s friend seemed very exciting.

 


Matt walked back into his living room where
Dylan sat.

“Dude,” Dylan said. “Your girlfriend is
smokin’ hot.”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” Matt
automatically replied. “We’re just friends.”

Dylan lifted an eyebrow. “Just friends?
That’s why she was asleep in your bedroom? Just sleeping?”

“Okay, yeah, friends with benefits. But
still, just friends.”

“Oh ho.” Dylan grinned. “Mondo, dude.” He
held up his empty bottle. “Beer me.”

Matt laughed and headed to the kitchen. When
he returned with two more bottles of ale, Dylan said, “So you two
sleep together but you’re just friends?”

“Yeah.” Matt popped the top of his
bottle.

“How’d you luck into an arrangement like
that, man?”

Matt shrugged and frowned a little. “It just
kinda happened. We were friends for a long time. We worked together
at Pancho’s, and we had some classes together at UCSA. It was never
more than that, because I was living with Lysett, and Corey was
going out with some asshole who treated her like crap.” He made a
face. “Corey finally got smart enough to dump his ass, and then
Lysett dumped me, and Corey and I started hanging out more.”

“Just friends.”

“Yeah.” Matt huffed out a laugh. “You know
that’s what girls always want from me. I’m not a chick magnet like
you, stud.”

“Bullshit. That’s not all girls want from
you.”

Matt shrugged. “Whatever.” He’d heard it
enough times in his life. Women regarded him as a nice guy, friend
material but not red-hot lover material. “You’re too nice.”
“Let’s just be friends.” Yeah, he’d heard it a few times. He
and Lysett had been together for years but in the end, she’d dumped
him for a guy with two ex-wives and three kids, who played in a
rock band and drove a Harley Davidson, and who “rocked her world”.
Matt wasn’t a world-rocking kind of guy and after that, he’d
decided maybe friendship was the best he was going to get with
women.

“You’re telling me you just wanted to be
friends with…that? Gimme a break, dude.”

“Well.” Matt couldn’t help the smile that
tugged his lips. “I’m not blind. Yeah, Corey’s hot. It’s not like I
never noticed that. There was always a little…spark between us, but
like I said, it could never be more than that because we were both
with someone else. Then we both swore we weren’t going to do
relationships any more. But one night she and I were sitting at her
place, drinking beer and talking and the next thing I knew, we were
all over each other. I dunno—hormones got the best of us or
something.”

“Sounds like a porn moment.” Dylan
smirked.

Matt laughed again. “Yeah, like that.
Talking one minute, screwing the next.” He took a swig of his beer,
icy cold and pleasantly malty. “After that we were kind of…holy
crap, now what do we do? But we both agreed we wanted to stay
friends. And since the sex was hot and neither of us wanted any
strings attached…” He shrugged. “We agreed we’d be friends with
benefits.”

“You guys date other people?”

“Sure. Well. I haven’t. Like I said, I’m
done with that.”

“But Corey has?”

Matt squinted as he thought about it. “No, I
don’t think she has either. She’s a little gun-shy too. Like I
said, the last guy she was seeing was an asshole.”

“Huh.” Dylan tipped his beer to his lips.
“So it’d be okay if I hooked up with her?”

Matt’s head whipped around to stare at his
friend. “You?”

“Yeah, me.” Dylan grinned, that sexy bad-boy
grin that had women falling all over themselves to get with him.
Matt sighed. “I like her.”

“Yeah, well…” Words stuck in his throat. He
took another swallow of beer. “That’s up to Corey, man. I have no
say in who she sees.”

Dylan nodded. “Well. I’m only here for a few
weeks. We’ll see.”

Matt studied his friend and swallowed
another sigh. Trust Dylan to want to put the moves on the first
girl he saw after arriving back in San Amaro. And knowing him,
knowing he could have any chick he wanted, made it pretty much a
done deal. Shit. Matt rubbed the back of his neck, trying to figure
out exactly why that annoyed him.

He’d never been jealous of the ease with
which Dylan attracted women. Even back in high school they’d been
all over him and hey, one of the advantages of having a best buddy
who was a chick magnet was all the available girls hanging around.
Dylan had always been very generous in fixing him up, talking him
up to the girls. Matt became attractive by association. He felt a
deep, undying loyalty to Dylan for that, including for the night
he’d lost his virginity thanks to the girl Dylan had set him up
with. But Corey…huh.

He was concerned for her. She said she
wasn’t interested in relationships, but she’d said that before,
every time she’d dated some douche bag who’d broken her heart, and
he didn’t want to see that happen again. Because as Dylan had said,
he was only there for a few weeks. So if Corey ended up emotionally
involved with him, she was going to get hurt yet again. Dammit.

But what could he do about it? Not a helluva
lot. “Don’t hurt her,” he finally said. “Or I’ll break your other
foot.”

Dylan lifted one of his eyebrows once more
and regarded him thoughtfully. “Dude. That is so not like you.”

“Yeah. You’re right.” Matt grinned. As
usual, he preferred to cut through tension with a joke. “Even with
one broken foot in a cast, I’d never be able to take you.”



Chapter Two


 


Corey kept careful watch on the Criollo
beans she’d imported from a plantation in Brazil inside the
second-hand roaster. They were almost ready. It had taken lots of
trial and error, which really meant lots of errors, but now she had
the timing down and knew the exact moment the beans were roasted to
perfection, nice and dark but not burnt. The thumping bass of the
Black Eyed Peas played on her sound system and she sang along with
a little shake of her hips as she worked.

She was up early at work in her kitchen,
roasting cacao beans in preparation for making chocolate. Music
always energized her, but she also had her big mug of coffee nearby
for the caffeine jolt she needed to keep her going. She was so
tired lately, but she had to power on, making the chocolate, then
creating her treats. She had a lot of orders to fill, which was a
good thing, but because she made her chocolate so fresh she
couldn’t stock up too much ahead of time. When a lot of orders came
in all at once, she was working flat out to get the chocolates
made.

These cacao beans were the finest
hand-selected quality, and she’d actually visited the plantation in
Brazil last year to meet the owners and discuss doing business with
them. It had been an amazing trip, only deepening her interest and
enthusiasm for chocolate. She’d seen the cacao trees growing, with
their large glossy leaves, tiny waxy pink blossoms and
maroon-colored pods. She’d learned how fragile the Criollo tree was
and how long it took before it produced fruit.

Most commercial chocolate was made from
Forastero beans grown in Africa, which were a much hardier tree
and, without having control over the beans used in making
chocolate, the quality was going to be much lower. She only wanted
the best quality. She took pride in searching out the best
ingredients and creating the best possible product she could.

She let that batch cool while she roasted
another, and when it cooled enough she began grinding the beans to
remove the husks. It was a labor-intensive process, but she’d
worked for Matterhorn, one of the world’s biggest chocolate
manufacturers, mass-producing chocolate, and that was not
what she wanted to do. She wanted to focus on quality, not
quantity, creating small, finely-crafted batches and developing the
purest possible flavors. She then ground the winnowed beans again
to liquefy the cocoa butter, added her ingredients—sugar and milk
powder for this batch, sometimes vanilla—and then into the conch
machine it went. The conch machine’s rollers would continuously
knead that batch of chocolate liquor and ingredients for several
hours. She’d purchased most of her equipment used, but it served
her well.

When she heard a knock on the front door,
she hurried to open it. “Hey, Amanda.” She smiled the young girl
standing there. “How’s it going?”

“Okay.”

“I’m about to start some truffles. Come on
in.”

Amanda pulled her long, straight black hair
into a ponytail without being asked, leaving a wing of bleached
blonde bangs angling across her small face. Then with a grimace she
put on the plastic cap Corey insisted they wear when working on the
chocolate, tucking her bangs up under it. “I hate wearing this
thing.”

“I know. Me too. But we have to. There are
laws we have to follow if we want to sell the chocolate. And think
how you’d feel if you were eating something and found a hair in
it.”

“Gross.”

“Exactly.”

Amanda had been helping her make chocolates
on Saturdays now for a couple of months, though she’d known Amanda
longer than that. She’d started meeting with Amanda soon after
moving back to San Amaro, when she’d begun volunteering with
F.A.M.I.ly, a support system for families affected by mental
illness, which was what the acronym stood for. Amanda’s older
brother, Justin, had been diagnosed with schizophrenia a few years
ago and it had almost shattered their family. Corey knew only too
well how mental illness could have a devastating impact on a family
from her own life and what her mother had been through.

“Are you tired today?” Amanda asked.

Corey started. “Um…yeah, a little. Do I look
that bad?”

Amusement flickered across the teenager’s
face. “No, you never look that bad. But you do look a little
bagged. How come?”

Corey swallowed a sigh. “The usual. Too much
time making chocolate. Not enough sleep. Stayed out too late last
night.”

“With Matt?”

“Yeah. And his friend who’s staying with him
for a while.” Thoughts of Dylan and his sexy grin and hard body
made her quiver inside. “He’s a professional surfer and he hurt his
foot, so he can’t compete for a while.”

“That sucks.”

“Yeah.”

“Is he hot?”

Corey choked a little at the question. “Er,
yeah, very hot.”

“Uh-huh.” The teenager shot her a
far-too-knowing look.

Corey shook her head and began piping small
mounds of ganache onto a tray.

“You need a boyfriend,” Amanda said.

“No, I don’t. I haven’t had much luck with
boyfriends, so I think I’m going to go without for a while.” She
didn’t tell Amanda that she was having hot sex with Matt, so going
without a boyfriend really wasn’t difficult. “What’s new with
you?”

“My parents won’t let me pierce my
eyebrow.”

Corey repressed her smile and nodded,
glancing at Amanda. Her dark brown eyes were heavily ringed with
black liner and shadow. “No?”

“You’d let me pierce my eyebrow, wouldn’t
you?”

“I don’t know. There are worse things, I
guess. But it’s something to be careful about. You could get an
infection.”

“Yeah.” Amanda sighed. “That’d be my luck.
Then I’d be scarred. Maybe lose the sight in my eye.” She seemed to
relish contemplating the gruesome possibilities.

“Maybe that’s why they won’t let you.”

“Nah. They just think I’m too young, but as
usual they don’t even want to talk about it because they’re too
busy worrying about Justin.”

“How is Justin?” Amanda’s brother had
recently been hospitalized after a psychotic episode. It broke
Corey’s heart to see Amanda feeling neglected and ignored, but it
was so difficult for parents to deal with the mental illness of one
of their children.

Amanda shrugged and the corners of her mouth
dipped down. “He might be able to come home next week.”

“That’s good.”

“I guess.”

“Do other kids your age have piercings?”

“Well…not many.” Amanda was fifteen. “Just
ears. And sometimes, you know, the cartilage.” She touched the top
of her own ear to demonstrate. “Brittany has eight piercings in one
ear.”

“And she’s your age?” Brittany was a new
friend who’d started popping up a lot in Amanda’s conversation.

“She just turned sixteen.”

Corey nodded. “Well, maybe your parents will
let you get it done in a few years.”

“The tattoo place won’t do it without a
parent’s consent until you’re eighteen.”

“Tattoo?”

Amanda nodded. “Yeah.” She frowned. “What’s
wrong with a tattoo? You have one.”

Corey checked another smile. Maybe she
shouldn’t have mentioned that to the younger girl. “I didn’t get it
until I was twenty-five.” Hers was also discreetly located on her
hip, a little orchid-like flower, the blossom of the Theobroma
Cacao tree.

“Don’t worry, I don’t want a tattoo. Well,
maybe I do, but first I want my eyebrow pierced. You know, I could
do it myself. I know a girl who pierced her own belly button.”

Corey held in a gasp, knowing Amanda likely
wanted a reaction. “I guess you could.” She picked up her coffee
and took a sip. “It’d probably hurt.”

“Life hurts.” Amanda radiated angst and
anguish.

“Yeah.” Life did hurt. Especially for kids
like Amanda. “But it gets better.”

Amanda made a face as she filled a piping
bag with ganache. “Today I feel like walking into the ocean and
never coming out.”

Corey hated to hear Amanda say things like
that. At first she hadn’t known whether she was acting the emo
part, competing for attention with her brother, or actually
serious, but after spending time with her for nearly a year now,
she’d gotten to know the teenager and was pretty sure that her
emotional talk was just that—talk. At first Amanda’s inventive
euphemisms for suicide and death had concerned her so much she’d
contacted the psychologist who worked with Amanda, worried about
her family history, but the psychologist had confirmed Amanda
wasn’t schizophrenic like her brother. They’d talked about
strategies for Corey to use when Amanda made comments like that. It
turned out Amanda had no real plans for what she’d do or how she’d
do it, just vague statements about dying. Corey was aware of one
girl in the support group who cut herself, but Amanda had never
done that and Corey now felt confident she wouldn’t harm herself
that way either.

So she asked mildly, “How come?”

Amanda grimaced. “Brittany is going out with
Jared now.”

“Oh no. Doesn’t she know that rule about not
going out with your friends’ exes?”

“Apparently not.”

“It bothers you?”

“Yeah.” Amanda blew out a breath and paused
in her stirring of melted chocolate. “She’s such a suck-ass poseur.
She pretends to be all depressed and sensitive, but her life is
perfect.”

“I thought she was your new friend.”

“Yeah. I thought so too. I helped her with
her English assignments…that poem we had to write.”

“How’d you do on that?”

Amanda’s scowl deepened, but her bottom lip
quivered a little. “I got a C. My teacher said it was emo
drivel.”

“Really?” Corey paused to stare at Amanda.
Amanda was such a good English student with a talent for writing.
Sure, she liked to put a lot of her emotion into her writing, but
that was good, wasn’t it? “I don’t think your teacher should talk
to you like that.”

“Well, maybe she didn’t say those exact
words. But she didn’t like it. Meanwhile, she gave Brittany an A-.
After I practically wrote it for her.”

“Oh no.” Corey could see where this was
going. She’d had a bad feeling about this sudden friendship with
Brittany, and Amanda spending all that time helping her with her
homework.

“I helped her with other stuff too, and then
she turns around and…and…” Amanda swallowed and bend her head,
blinking rapidly. Corey’s heart squeezed. “She knew I liked
Jared.”

“Oh crap.” Corey’s insides tightened. This
wasn’t the first time Amanda had been hurt like this. She gave so
much of herself, helping everyone, doing anything for anyone.

“Brittany’s one of the ones who thinks
Justin’s crazy,” Amanda said, her voice thick. “And because he’s
crazy she thinks there’s something wrong with me too. She used me
and then turned Jared against me, and…” Her voice broke. “And she’s
going to turn all my other friends against me too.”

Corey’s own eyes stung, and she set down the
piping bag and crossed over to Amanda. She wrapped her arms around
the girl and hugged her tight. “Oh, honey.”

Even at fifteen, kids had pretty intense
feelings, although she knew for a fact Jared and Amanda’s
relationship had been tame. But Amanda had been heartbroken and had
spent hours in her room writing poetry and listening to My Chemical
Romance and Dashboard Confessional.

Sometimes Corey didn’t know what to say,
sometimes she felt like a fraud trying to mentor Amanda and help
her deal with her issues, when Corey knew she still had so many
issues of her own. But the program people assured her that it was
enough for Amanda to have someone to talk to, to confide in,
someone who understood. And Corey understood.

“It’s not fair,” Amanda sobbed.

“No, it’s not.” Corey remembered how often
she’d thought that same thing as a teenager, though she’d had
nobody but herself to say it out loud to. Her mother had been
institutionalized by that point, and her foster families sure as
hell hadn’t cared that she thought life was unfair. They thought
she should have considered herself lucky to have been taken in by
them, even though she was nothing more than some extra money coming
in and an extra pair of hands to do dishes and clean the bathrooms.
“It’s not fair. But it’s life. It’s what we have. I made it,
Amanda, and you will too.”

Amanda clung to her for another minute, then
stepped back, her face a smudgy mascara mess. She swiped at her
eyes. “Sorry. I’m going to go use the bathroom. Be right back.”

Corey smiled and nodded as Amanda
disappeared up the stairs to her apartment. She sighed as she
turned back to her chocolates, her heart aching for the young girl.
Amanda’s problems were different than her own had been, but she
understood exactly how Amanda felt, how hard it was for Amanda not
to blame her brother, how hard it was to understand that someone
who was ill like that couldn’t help it. And Amanda was so
soft-hearted, though she tried to put on a tough exterior, Corey
had a feeling she was going to get hurt a lot in life. Those were
hard lessons to learn.

When Amanda returned a few moments later,
her eyes and nose were pink but she’d composed herself.

“I want to try something new today,” Corey
told her. “What do you think about wasabi and chocolate?”

Amanda gaped at her and Corey laughed.

“That sounds disgusting. You’re joking,
right?”

“No, seriously. Let’s try it.”

“Okay.” Skepticism tinged Amanda’s voice,
but Corey’d distracted her and they worked together creating a new
confection.

 


“I have to go over to my mom’s place. She’s
got some problem with her toilet, it keeps running after she
flushes it or something. So I’m going to check it out and see if I
can fix it for her. You wanna come or hang out here?”

Dylan looked up from the couch where he was
sprawled playing Xbox Saturday morning. “I guess I’ll hang out
here. I don’t know much about plumbing.”

“Neither do I.” Matt grinned. “But I know
more than my mom, that’s for damn sure.”

“How long will you be?”

“Not sure. Should be a quick fix. But I’ll
probably stop by my sister’s place too. Her husband’s away right
now and there’s probably a bunch of things she needs done around
the house. With two little kids, she’s pretty busy.”

“Her husband’s in the Navy, right?”

“Yeah, that’s right. He’s been gone for the
last month. She starts to get kind of stressed after that long on
her own, so I go over and see what I can do. Sometimes take the
kids out for a while to give her a break.”

“You’re such a sweet guy like that.”

Matt rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right.” But he
did feel an obligation to help his mom and sisters as much as he
could. On the other hand his motives weren’t completely
unselfish—he loved his niece and nephew and enjoyed spending time
with them.

His dad had died when he was fourteen,
leaving his mom with three kids. Matt’s sister Jenna had been
sixteen, and Neve only eleven, and for Matt there’d never been any
question that he had to step up and look after all the girls,
including his mom. She wasn’t old, but she wasn’t exactly a strong
independent woman. A lthough Matt had suggested many times she
should move out of the family home now that she was on her own, and
into a condo or something, she kept refusing. She loved her house,
and in a way he didn’t blame her for not wanting to give it up. But
man, there was always something that needed fixing or installing
and she had no clue about home repairs.

He drove to his mom’s house a little farther
down the coast, and parked in her driveway. She lived so close to
the beach that there was sand on the street, and he took a big deep
breath of fresh morning sea air as he climbed out of his Jeep and
bounded up the stairs to her front door.

He still had a key, of course, so finding
the door locked, he let himself in. The spacious house was cool and
quiet and smelled faintly of the peach potpourri his mom liked. He
called out, “Hey, Mom. It’s me.”

He walked into her kitchen, expecting her to
be there, expecting a pot of coffee that he could help himself to,
but the kitchen was empty. Huh. He glanced at the clock on the
wall. Nearly eleven. He hadn’t exactly gotten an early start that
morning after a late night sitting around shooting the shit with
Dylan, and it was surprising Mom wasn’t around either. He heard a
noise upstairs, a bedroom door opening, and then closing, another
door opening and closing.

He made a face. She must just be getting up.
Probably be down in a minute. He grabbed a muffin from a plate
sitting on the counter and took a bite. Damn. His mom had always
liked to bake and this was good, some kind of cinnamon and brown
sugar combination. He leaned against the counter and finished the
muffin and was brushing his fingers off when his mom rushed into
the room.

“Matt! What are you doing here?” Her hands
were still tying the robe she wore.

“I came to fix your toilet. Remember? Sorry
if I woke you up.”

“No, that’s okay, I was awake. I just, uh,
wasn’t out of bed. Yet. Coffee. I’ll make some coffee.”

She seemed kind of flustered. “Yeah,
coffee’d be great. So which toilet is it that’s the problem?” He
moved toward the door to the hall.

“It’s fixed.”

“What?” He stopped and turned to look at
her. Her head was bent as she concentrated on scooping coffee
grounds into the filter basket. Had she colored her hair? She was
only fifty-four but she’d been getting quite a few gray hairs among
the golden brown. Now there were none, just shiny golden highlights
in the short strands. “How’d you fix it?”

“I…um…”

A door upstairs opened and closed again.
Matt went very still. He looked up, then back at his mom.
“Someone’s here?”

“Er…yes.”

He waited. “Neve?”

“No.”

“Mom. What’s going on?”

“It’s Corwin.”

“Who?”

“Corwin Barrett.” She turned to face him and
straightened her shoulders, smiling. “We’ve been seeing each other
for a while now.”

“Seeing each other?” What the fuck? “As
in…dating?”

“Well, yes.”

He blinked. Had he heard right? Had his
mother actually said she was dating someone? After all these years?
And the guy was upstairs…Jesus Christ! They’d been in bed together.
Matt covered his eyes with one hand. Oh God. It was his mother.
“Who is this guy?”

“He’s a lawyer. He’s working with Paul now
at the firm, and we met when I went in to update my will.”

So the guy knew exactly how much she was
worth. Great. Just great. “Mom…d’you think that’s a good idea?”

“Is what a good idea?” Her brow furrowed.
“Me dating someone? You and the girls have always said I should do
that. I thought you didn’t like to think of me being on my
own.”

“I…I mean…dating him. Or…hell.” He shook his
head. “I guess I mean, I don’t know this guy.”

She smiled at him, affection lighting up her
eyes. “Matt. Do I need your approval?”

Hell yeah! “Well…”

“I’m a grown woman,” she said gently. “I
know what I’m doing. Corwin is a very nice man. I want you to meet
him. He fixed the toilet for me. And he fixed the lawnmower the
other day when I couldn’t get it started.”

“I thought you had a kid from the
neighborhood mowing your grass.”

“I do, but he uses my lawnmower.”

“Well. That’s…good. I guess.”

So now what was he supposed to do? He’d come
there to fix the damn toilet only to find it no longer needed to be
done and some guy was upstairs probably naked in his mom’s bed.
Urgh.

“So sit down, have a cup of coffee,” she
invited him. “What’s new with you?”

“Er…you sure this is a good time?” He sent
another glance upward.

Mom smiled. “Corwin will join us, if you
want to stay for a while.”

“Okay.” He slowly pulled out a chair from
the round oak kitchen table and lowered himself to it. “Well.
Dylan’s home. You remember Dylan Schell?”

“Of course. He’s still surfing?”

“Yeah, but he broke his foot so he’s off for
a while. He decided to come home for a visit.”

“His parents don’t live here anymore,
though, do they?”

“Nah. They split up and moved away. But he
still thinks of this as home, I guess. He’s staying with me for a
while.”

“That’s nice. You two will have lots to
catch up on. I’m sorry to hear about his foot, though. Will he be
okay?”

“He says so.” He took the cup of coffee his
mom handed him, already with the milk and sugar added as he liked.
“Thanks. So. Uh. Tell me more about Corwin.”

They chatted, Matt trying to keep an open
mind despite the discomfort he felt at having interrupted something
like that, and the worry he felt about this guy his mom was
involved with. There were some crazy-ass creeps out there, and
Corwin had better not be some loser taking advantage of a lonely,
well-off widow.

When Corwin walked into the kitchen, Matt’s
worries only increased. Sure, he was polite and seemed nice,
shaking hands with a firm handshake. He was dressed in a pair of
expensive-looking jeans and a golf shirt. He was probably about
Mom’s age, with some silver in his dark hair, a pair of reading
glasses perched low on his nose, and he looked in good shape. But
he was smooth…almost too smooth. Matt studied him as he kissed
Mom’s cheek and poured himself a cup of coffee as if he was
completely at home there.

Hell. This was just…well, hell.

It was true that Jenna and Neve had often
said they wished their mom would find someone and remarry, but
somehow Matt had never thought it would actually happen. It had
been so long and she’d never even dated. Why now? What was going on
with her? And somehow he’d thought if she ever did find someone, it
would be someone they all knew and approved of.

He finished his coffee and stood. “Well, if
your toilet’s okay, I’ll get going. I was going to pop over to
Jenna’s and see how she’s doing.”

“Oh, that would be great. I talked to her
yesterday and she sounded like she was having a meltdown. Corwin
and I are taking the kids to the beach later to give her a
break.”

But hey…that was his job. Matt
frowned. He gave a short nod. “Good. That’s good. I’ll go see if
she needs anything done around the house.”

He drove across town to the much smaller
home on the southern outskirts of town where his sister lived. With
Tom in the Navy and her being a stay-at-home mom, money wasn’t
plentiful and Matt tried to help out that way too, as much as he
could. It wasn’t like he was rolling in dough himself, but the brew
pub had been doing well the last few years. Jenna also didn’t let
him help as much he wanted, but when it came to things for the
kids, she was a little softer.

Jenna was happy to see him, as were the rug
rats. While they wrapped their arms around his legs, nearly
knocking him over, his heart went kind of mushy in his chest. They
were cute kids: Emma, five, already a bossy female, and Bryson,
three, so full of energy and curiosity. They missed their dad, and
Matt knew it was hard for Tom, too, to be away from them, so
anything he could do to be there for them was not a problem for
him.

He played with the kids in their backyard
for a while before he got to work and cleaned out a plugged
downspout on one corner of the house, tightened some screws on the
loose doorknob and nailed down a loose board on the back deck.
Jenna didn’t ask him to, but he also pulled a whole bunch of weeds
from along the back fence and trimmed a few dead branches from the
palm tree in the corner of the yard.

“So I met Corwin,” he told his sister. “Did
you know about this?”

She made a face. “I sort of knew last
weekend that she was seeing someone, but she was pretty
closemouthed about it. When I talked to her last night and she
offered to take the kids to the beach, she told me he’d be coming
too.”

“D’you know anything about this guy?”

“Not much. She said he’s a lawyer.”

Matt snorted. “You know what I think of
lawyers. Or should I say, liars.”

She laughed. “Oh, come on. They can’t all be
bad. Have some faith in Mom’s judgment. She wouldn’t go out with a
jerk.”

“You know she’s not all that…er…street
smart. She’s kind of innocent. She hasn’t dated anyone since she
and Dad got married and that was what…thirty-five years ago?”

“Yeah. And she was young then. She probably
hasn’t dated any other guy in her whole life.”

“Christ.” Matt rubbed the back of his neck.
“Well. Let me know what you think of him when you meet him.”

“I will. Thanks for coming over, Matt.”

With a small feeling of satisfaction at
having helped, he left Jenna getting the kids ready for their
outing to the beach with Grandma and Corwin. Urgh.

Next mission was to the brew pub. He had
some paperwork he needed to get done and some beer to check in on.
As always, a feeling of excitement gripped him at the thought of
making beer. He loved everything about it, the art of it and the
science of it. The drinking of it. He grinned. He totally related
to Corey and her chocolate making, because he felt the same way
about his beer. Smaller batches made tastier, more interesting
beers, and he could pay attention to details and the quality of the
ingredients. He loved trying out new ideas. Some were more
successful than others. The pizza beer had been a dismal failure.
It had sounded good—beer and pizza were a natural combination, but
in reality, blegh. But he had another idea in his head…chocolate
and beer…hmmm…



Chapter
Three


 


“Take that, you mothereffing dickhead!”
Dylan pumped a fist into the air. Then his cell phone rang.

He was sitting in Matt’s living room playing
Xbox, his booted foot propped on the coffee table and this game was
sick. He flipped open the phone and tucked it between his ear and
shoulder as he manipulated the controller.

“Hey,” Matt said. “One of my bartenders is
sick, so I’m going to stay at the pub and help out tonight.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Sorry about that. You’ve been at home alone
all day. Why don’t you come on down and hang out here?”

“Sure, sounds good.” Dylan’s tongue came out
as he tried to blast another creature.

“Maybe you could pick up Corey and bring
her. I told her if we did something tonight I’d let her know.”

“Should I call her?”

“Okay.” Matt gave Dylan her number. “See you
guys in a while.”

Dylan ended the call and dropped his phone
to the couch while he finished the battle he was in. “Yeah!” He
tossed aside the controller and fell back into the cushions with a
grin and a sigh of satisfaction. Then he picked up his phone and
called Corey to tell her about the change in plans. “So I’ll pick
you up in an hour. We can get something to eat there.”

“Okay, but are you sure you guys want me
tagging along? If you want a guys’ night—”

“Matt’s going to be working. I’ll be sitting
there all by myself if you don’t come.”

She laughed. “Okay, then.”

He got her address and directions to her
place, then continued trying to slay some enemy humanoids for a
while. When he was done, he hobbled into the guest room to make
himself presentable. He changed out of loose athletic shorts and
into one of his many pairs of cargo shorts, added a short-sleeved
Hawaiian shirt and one leather flip flop on his good leg. He sighed
at the cast. If he let himself think about it, he got all
frustrated and pissed off, so he tried not to, but damn, it was
hard sometimes. He fucking hated being powerless to accomplish his
goals. He’d always had his eye on the prize, his goal clearly in
focus, he’d always known what he wanted to do and had worked his
ass off for it. This wasn’t the first time he’d been injured, but
this was the first time he’d been out of the water for so long, and
he didn’t even want to think about how it was going to affect his
performance. It made him aggro beyond belief.

He found Corey’s place without difficulty.
He’d grown up in San Amaro and it hadn’t changed that much in the
years he’d been gone. But he frowned at the neighborhood she lived
in as he parked on the street in front of her place, a
semi-industrial neighborhood in an older part of town, nearly
deserted on a Saturday evening. It had a dark and barren feel to
it. Why the hell did she live here?
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