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Some people, like my best friend, told me to stay away from him.

They told me that his secrets were not sexy, they were dangerous. They told me he's nothing but a destructive whirlwind of lean muscle, tan skin and a mischievous smile.

Yet with every step I take away from Tomas Keller, I slip ever deeper into his mysteries. 

I've seen the warning signs. I'm not a fool. I get it. He lives in a violent world, a criminal world filled with deadly weapons and even deadlier women, but I can't help it. 

I honestly can't take my eyes off the man. He's magnificent.

I want him.

Note: this standalone, suspense romance novel contains some mature themes and situations. This is the second book in the Everlasting Series but can be read independently.

All books are interconnected, standalone novels, featuring many of the same characters.

––––––––

[image: ]


“These fragments I have shored against my ruins...”

T.S. Eliot – The Waste Land



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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The careless ocean breeze enters through the half-open window and lands on my tanned skin like silk. Truth be told, it is not quite an ocean that roars outside my window, but rather the celebrated Aegean Sea where fabled Ulysses meandered through the multitude of magical Greek isles.

It’s past midnight and I’m sweating profusely, unable to ease myself into deep sleep, so the touch of the cool air is more than welcome. I may have had a little too much to drink at the Phoenix Royale earlier tonight, and now I feel more alert than sedated. It’s an effect alcohol can have on me.

A month has gone by since Tomas and I arrived on the island, but it feels longer than that. We have spent endless days languishing in this paradise, taking long walks on the hot sands, skin shining bright under the golden sun, sipping iced coffee and playing backgammon until the day dims to night.

It’s strange that only weeks have passed since I was drowning in all sorts of commitments, duties and responsibilities, trying to set up five new aromatherapy shops in hotels owned by my best friend’s future in-laws.

To discover I’m not cut out to be a business owner was sobering. Maybe the ever sarcastic Tomas is right when he tells me I’m too young for such insipid drivel and should aim solely for a good time.

Nathan and Grace were good enough to cover for me back home. Without them this temporary life of simple frivolity would not have been possible. I know it can’t last forever, but it has been exactly what the doctor ordered.

I turn to my side to face the window so the ocean breeze directly blows on my chest, chilling my nipples. A moment later, his hand reaches over to cup one breast warmly, almost possessively.

The shock freezes me for a moment before I grab his hand. When he tightens his grip, I try to pry his fingers open. It’s pointless, his grip is viselike. I turn to face him. “What the fuck?” I protest. “Why are you in my bed?”

He grins into my eyes, licking his luscious lips. “Because you want me here.”

“No, I really don’t,” I say without much conviction. I can’t rule out the possibility that he’s right. We’re adults after all, living under the same roof and hanging out all the time—not to mention that he’s smart, charming in his own perverse way, and hot as hell.

He disregards my words and takes my face in his hands, his mouth diving onto mine for a long, wet kiss. He tastes good, more than good, masculine, sweet and dangerous all at the same time. His tongue is hot and incredibly nimble, expertly awakening thousands of nerve endings on my own tongue.

I kiss him back, figuring it can’t hurt to explore that passionate mouth of his for a while, right before I shove him off the bed for good.

Things don’t go as planned in my head. He swiftly rolls his body over mine without breaking from our kiss for a single second. As he lies on top of me, it becomes clear that he’s stark naked just like me, his long, thick erection pressing urgently against my hip.

His mouth leaves mine to travel down my neck with soft kisses, finding the goose bump trail that leads all the way to my chest. Now would be the time to kick him out of the room, but I find myself helplessly curious as to what he plans to do next.

I don’t have to wait long. His lips pucker around one nipple until they’re sucking hard on it. A tinge of pain dissolves quickly into a sweet taut feeling as my nipple stiffens inside his mouth. His right hand squeezes and massages my other breast expertly.

Waves of pleasure attack my skin, making the most intimate parts of me throb and tremble. I grab him by the hair, pulling him off the wet, hardened nipple.

“You need to stop,” I say, breathlessly.

“That’s not what I need,” he says, tracing my lips with two fingers.

He kisses the side of my neck again, trailing its outline with his tongue before his hot breath hits my ear. “Spread your legs,” he says with a commanding voice that’s probably the sexiest thing I have ever heard.

I resist his command. I’m not used to taking orders, especially not from an arrogant man like Tomas Keller who can be every bit as irritating as he is sexy.

My reluctance doesn’t faze him. He lifts his head to lock his eyes onto mine. “Be a good girl and spread for me,” he says in a softer voice.

Oh, what the hell? We’re in my bed and he’s already managed to turn me on beyond reason. His green eyes and the casual tone in his voice have me hypnotized. I obey, opening wide for him, exposing myself to his scrutiny.

“There, it wasn’t that hard,” he says and a moment later his face is between my legs.

“I’m going to regret this,” I whisper to hide the fact I’m totally uninterested in conversation.

“I’ve always imagined what your pussy would look like,” he says, using a finger to open my lips gently.

I let a sigh out and instinctively tighten the muscles in my thighs and butt. The man has driven me insane with the tip of one finger. How can he do that to me? Why am I making it so easy for him? We’re supposed to be friends. And not the kind that comes with benefits. I’ve never wanted to make Tomas’s long list of conquests.

“Lovely,” I hear him say now, right before he presses a finger inside me. “Like the rest of the girl.”

He starts fucking me with two fingers, thrusting them deeper, slowly at first, so I have time to properly appreciate every hot sensation. He increases pace roughly as he lowers his face to rasp his tongue over my clit, running pressure circles around it.

I feel like I’m about to lose my mind, leave my conscious self behind and just turn into an animal that’s been set loose after years in captivity.

“It’s been so long,” I whisper as I near an orgasm that I know will be savage and powerful. Nothing else matters, just the tender way he touches me where I need him the most.

The moment I begin to moan, he stops licking me and pulls his fingers out of me, leaving me swimming in a sea of frustration and anger. I literally cannot control my fury. It’s like I’m a toddler and he’s taken away my favorite piece of candy. “I knew you’re not to be trusted,” I growl at him. “Fucking Tomas Keller only cares for himself.”

“Stop whining,” he whispers, as he slowly crawls over me like a powerful boa, gripping my wrists and stretching my arms over my head.

His hot, muscular, strong body hovers an inch above mine, his chest brushing against the tips of my nipples.

“I’m sorry,” he says, almost as if blowing the words into my ear. “I can’t wait any longer. I have to fuck you.”

With those words, he takes his rock-hard erection in his hand and gently presses just the thick head into me. Now it’s me who can’t wait. I free my hands from his grip and cup his ass cheeks, pulling his hips closer until his luxurious cock invades me to the core.

The penetration is deep and brutal. He fills me up so unapologetically, I want to scream. He plunges inside me again, trying to get deeper, stretching me wider as he swells. I immediately wrap my legs around his hips wanting more and more, wanting to be destroyed by his expanding size.

I welcome every powerful thrust with moans and scratches along his spine. He doesn’t seem to mind the discomfort my long nails inflict on him. If anything, he enjoys my impertinence and need, slamming into me faster and harder every time my nails hook themselves onto his skin.

I’m drowning in a mounting pleasure that’s blinding my vision. I’m floating above the bed, out of my body. I shut my eyes and let the rest of my senses guide me to an unbelievable crescendo of a staggering orgasm. Everything explodes in me at once and all I can do is squeal out his name – Tomas! Tomas! Tomas! – again and again as the throbbing between my legs intensifies to a sustained pulse that blurs out everything.

I orgasm for what seems like an eternity when the breeze from the window turns into a gust. I get a weird feeling in my stomach, almost as if it’s trying to escape the confinement of my body, and forcefully push Tomas aside to sit up on the bed with my eyes wide open.

I’m shocked and embarrassed to discover the window is shut, the room is quiet and I’m in my nighty, sweating with a pounding heart.

“What the fuck was that?” I mutter, as the realization settles in that I’ve just had an erotic dream, the first in a really long time. And with Tomas of all people as the star. That’s awkward.

I try to catch my breath, inhaling and exhaling slowly by counting to seven every time. As soon as I calm down enough to get my bearings, I’m jolted into a new state of panic as I realize someone’s in bed with me.

I let out a scream and jump from the bed as if hit by a megavoltage of electricity.

He springs up to his feet, rubbing his eyelids to wake himself up.

“Why are you in my bed, Tomas?” I shriek, totally confused and unable to determine if I’m awake or dreaming still.

“Will you calm the fuck down?” he says with a devilish grin, putting a finger to his lips. His grin always makes me want to smack it right back off his arrogant face.

“I will calm down when you tell me why you’re in my bed,” I say in a lower voice this time.

“Okay,” he says, “just get back in bed and I’ll fucking tell you. I have a splitting headache and you’re making it exponentially worse.”

I sit on the edge of the bed, the whole time keeping my eyes on him as he sits down on the opposite side.

“I met Mark and Haley at the bar. They were completely loaded and not in any condition to drive back to their hotel in Molyvos so I told them they could spend the night here. I let them have my bed.”

He speaks slowly as if talking to an idiot. Mark and Haley are an outrageous Australian couple Tomas introduced me to a few days ago. He himself met them at a nightlong bonfire party at the beach and took an instant liking to them, simply because they dressed in identical khakis and T-shirts and could gulp down copious amounts of booze faster than him. At least, that’s the story he told me. You never know with Tomas.

“Why couldn’t you sleep on the couch?” I say, already tired by the whole conversation. “Why did you have to sneak in my bedroom and scare the shit out of me?”

“We have no couch,” he says with a yawn.

My bad. He’s right. We had to give the couch out for cleaning after another of his drinking buddies emptied his intoxicated stomach all over the upholstery. No matter how hard Tomas and I tried, we could not get rid of the sour stink until we threw in the towel and called the pros from the island’s capital, Mytilene, to solve the problem.

My own behavior startles me. I double check to make sure I’m not in the nude, just as an extra precaution, and then stare at his boxer briefs which I’m assuming he kept on as a courtesy to me – he likes to sleep naked as I’ve had the pleasure of witnessing on a few occasions. Did I just say pleasure? I blush at the thought I might have been vocal during my wet dream, maybe even calling out his name. But then again he’d be all over me with his sarcasm in full display had that been the case. Nope, he’s clueless.

“Seriously, what the hell, Taylor? Since when are you such a prude? Can we, please, pretty please, go back to sleep?” he says, yawning even louder than before.

I can’t think of a good excuse to kick him out of my bedroom, which is his bedroom after all. I’m a guest, in reality. It would be rude and ungrateful to tell him he has to sleep on the floor, wouldn’t it? And he’s right. I’m not a prude and I can hold my own in any situation.

“Wait a moment, I think I know what’s going on,” he says, squinting. “I’m making you uncomfortable. I didn’t know I had this effect on you.”

Guess what, Mr. Cocky Pants, I didn’t know that either. Not until this very night. “You wish,” I say, getting under the blue sheet next to him. “Just make sure you don’t snore or kick in your sleep.”

“And you just make sure you don’t tickle me if I do,” he says, turning his back on me.

I wait for a moment, staring at his back. “Okay, I’ll bite. What will happen if I tickle you when you snore?”

“You don’t want to know,” he says and a moment later he begins to fake snoring.

I am tempted to tickle him, more than tempted actually, but as I watch the firm, smooth muscles along his spine contract as if getting prepared for an attack, a thought enters my head that makes me change my mind and turn my back on him. A single thought: “He’s so fucking hot.”

This is going to be one long summer.
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Chapter 2
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There’s not much for me to do when I step into the small rustic kitchen with the open window facing the ocean. The dishes have been done and there’s coffee brewing in the coffee machine. There’s no sign of Tomas or his guests, Mark and Haley, either. I don’t know what time he left my bed, but I managed to sleep in. According to the big rooster clock on the wall, it’s almost ten.

I get a cup of coffee with a few drops of almond milk and steal a glance at the vanilla cookies left on a plate on the table. I push aside the sugary temptation with a shake of my head and walk through the glass door to the small back porch.

The house is an interesting mix of traditional local architecture and modern comforts and arrangement. Built only a few years ago, it outwardly blends in with the century-old houses of the nearby fish village although it’s substantially bigger than most houses. Whoever owns this place is loaded and, obviously, very trusting of Tomas who has the keys for the duration of the year.

Tomas is in the garden in his white Bermuda shorts and nothing else. He’s practicing tai chi on the grass like he does on most mornings—that is, when he’s not struggling with a blinding hangover. The fact that he’s exercising means he wasn’t that intoxicated last night.

This morning he looks fresh and focused. If I didn’t know better, I’d have to wonder if Mark and Haley really spent the night or if Tomas decided to play some trick on me, although this type of joke wouldn’t be typical of him.

The memory of my totally inappropriate dream returns out of the blue, making me blush as I watch my gorgeous half-naked roommate move as if in slow motion only a few yards away, extending his arms while his body sways rhythmically from left to right and vice versa.

The bastard is heartbreakingly perfect and he knows it. His muscles are so exquisitely defined he could be a Greek statue. His skin has turned golden under the Aegean sun and his dirty blond hair has bleached to a delightful bronzy color. Maybe that’s what my own hair would look like if I didn’t color it every four weeks to keep it spotlessly shiny and unmistakably blonde.

His movements get more energized as he leaps high and lands into a warrior pose several times. He does this kind of shit constantly. He runs and lifts weights and gulps down protein shakes every single day of his life.

His obsession with his body annoys the shit out of me all of a sudden. We get it, Keller, you’re hot. Or does it really annoy me? Maybe the annoying part is the fact that I have caught myself more than once watching him while he works out. No wonder I ended up dreaming about him last night. The man’s a physical impossibility. And I’m acting like a budding schoolgirl.

Seriously though, I don’t know how he can take such good care of his body and then abuse it the way he does—staying up late night after night, getting hammered and sleeping around like a dog in heat with whoever catches his eye. At least that’s the impression he wants to give me. He’s never actually brought anyone back home, but it’s not like he spends every night here. I guess, in his mind, the less that his conquests know about him, the easier for him to slip away and never return to their beds. He’s an artist at deception and manipulation.

“Hey!” he says in an amused voice, startling me. I’ve been deep in my own thoughts and failed to realize he’s finally spotted how I’ve been staring at him. “A penny for your thoughts,” he goes on, running his fingers through his sweaty hair.

“They’re not even worth that much,” I say, taking a sip of my coffee.

Holy fuck, I feel uncomfortable around him as if we truly had sex last night. Which makes no sense. This is not who I am at all. I’m funny and sarcastic and I don’t shy away. It’s been a really long time since I felt flustered around a man.

Tomas was kind enough to allow me to go along with him on this three-month vacation. He offered me the biggest of the bedrooms in the house, which is also the one with a view to the ocean. He didn’t have to do that, but he did. I know it’s probably because of his connection to Nathan who adores Grace which I guess gives me, her BFF, extra points.

Tomas has been nothing but a gentleman anyway, giving me space and privacy and offering companionship at the same time, while I’ve been judging him silently and constantly, and now it seems like I’m going to hold him responsible for my own messed up dreams. Get a grip, Taylor.

“Are you going to be cranky all day or is it just the morning?”

No, no, no, he won’t make me cuss at him today. “I’m not cranky at all,” I offer with a smile.

“Good. Then go get ready. We’ll go diving for pinnas at the pier.”

What did he just say? “That sounds a lot like...”

“Like what?” he says, staring into my eyes. “A penis?”

I gulp down the rest of my coffee. “Is diving for penis kind of like bobbing for apples? Wouldn’t be a big hit at birthday parties, I don’t think.”

“Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.” He winks as he gets closer to me, putting a tight white T-shirt on.

“I’ve tried plenty,” I say with immediate regret.

“It’s ham mussels,” he says as he pulls his head through the shirt’s neckline.

“Ham mussels? I’m not as traveled as you. Are Greek pigs into bodybuilding? Or have they mated with clams?”

“You are strangely amusing today.”

I stick my tongue out before I turn my back to him.

“Just come along and we’ll uncover all the magical secrets of pinnas for you,” he says, following me. “It’d be cool.”

I turn around to face him. “It would also be cool if we got the couch back from the cleaner’s tonight.”

He smiles from ear-to-ear. “And it would be cool if we stuck are asses in the freezer. Are you coming or not, Tay?”

“Your bedside manner sucks,” I say. “You’re lucky I’m bored and have no plans, so it’s a yes, I guess.”

I see yet another grin on his face.

“What?” I ask him.

“It just hit me. I’ve never been bored a single day of my life. That’s not one of my gears. I’m fucking awesome.”

Oh.My.God. “And so humble,” I say with a sigh. “Not!”

“I have faults, but I’m into them. I embrace them,” he says.

“I can see that,” I say, acting disinterested in his charms. “Who else will be there?”

“At the jetty? Probably Adrian and Demetris with some of the girls. Maybe Mario, too.”

“So just locals?”

“As far as I know. Why?”

“Your English speaking friends are tedious.”

Tomas scratches the back of his neck, squinting his eyes. “It seems to me you’re trying really hard not to have a good time. Have you tired of this whole arrangement? Do you want to go back to California?”

“I have my own gears and not all of them are cheery,” I say with an exaggerated yawn. “It doesn’t mean you’re going to get rid of me.”

“Why would I want to? You smell good and I like pissing you off. Let’s hit the beach. I’m bursting with energy today.”

“I need twenty minutes,” I say, staring down at my legs. I haven’t shaved them in two days.

“Twenty minutes? What are you going to do? Knit a bikini? No one cares about a little leg beard in Europe, Taylor. You look plenty fuckable. I’ll give you ten minutes.”

I ignore him and head back to the house to work on my neglected skin. I take my girlie razors out of the cabinet and get in the shower. I really need to get some waxing going, I think, as I run hot water over my belly and thighs. I look around for my shaving cream but can’t locate it. I curse as I remember that I used it all up last time.

“Well, fuck a duck,” I say, grabbing Tomas’s shaving cream off the rack. I use the lavish foam to gently massage the sensitive skin on my inner thighs.

My eyes close as I inhale the steam and shut out the world. Somehow it gives me a buzz of satisfaction to know he will have to squeeze this very same tube to get the shaving cream out to slather onto his tan, arrogant face.

I can be more dangerous than you think, Tomas Keller.
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Chapter 3
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Demetris and Kelly stand on the wooden jetty in their swimming suits, gently shoving each other like two happy puppies. They’re a super cute couple. I love how relaxed and cool they act around each other. A moment later, they cover the few feet to the edge of the jetty hastily and jump into the water, screaming. Their heads disappear for a few heartbeats before they come up for air and a kiss.

The Greek gang favors this beach because it’s isolated – no cafés or restaurants around, only a few hills in the distance and an old, abandoned sea salt reservoir that lurks to the west.

Adrian gets off the jetty to come and meet us with small leaps, opening his arms wide to give Tomas a hug. Then he puts a finger behind my ear and swiftly produces a pink rose. Adrian likes to impress girls with his little magic tricks. So far, I’ve only witnessed three of them: the flower behind the ear, the disappearing coin and the feather that turns into a scarf. To hear his female friends talk about him, you’d think he’s the new Houdini.

Sophia, Kelly’s younger sister by one year, sits on a beach towel near the water, paying no attention to us. She’s a twenty-two year old sexy petite thing with dark hair and even darker eyes and a seriously cute butt. She seems to be putting her foot in her mouth a lot when she’s around Tomas. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out she’s into him.

Demetris and Adrian are both tall, muscular guys and they can be very funny even if it’s in a non-witty way. Adrian is the hottest among the two and versed enough in the art of flirting to get a lot of female attention with barely lifting a finger. It’s no surprise Tomas took an instant liking to Adrian. He probably sees a disciple or a younger version of himself in him.

“Ready to dive?” Adrian asks me.

I shake my head. “Not me,” I say. “I’ll have fun watching you guys do your thing.”

Tomas quickly takes off his shirt and shorts before he gives me a reprimanding look. “What the hell have I been telling you? You need to commit to having more fun, bright eyes.”

“Diving for ham mussels isn’t on the top of my fun list,” I say, indifferently. The truth is I feel a bit under the weather, but it’s nothing the warm sun and salty breeze can’t fix.

“What hamsels is she talk about?” Adrian asks Tomas, shaking water drops off his delicious, golden upper body and brown hair.

“It’s the same as pinnas, only longer,” Tomas answers, keeping his teasing eyes on me.

“Go on, boys,” I say, shooing them away. “I’ll be fine here with Sophia.”

Sophia turns to me when she hears her name. Her big, dark sunglasses make any attempt to read her mood impossible.

“I’ll come back for you,” Tomas says as he runs off to the jetty.

Adrian lingers behind. “Are you sure?” he says. “We no have to dive, just swim with me.”

His squinting eyes are fixed on me, inviting, playful and hungry. His sculpted, tattooed pecs rise and fall with every breath he takes.

“How old are you, Adrian?” I ask, honestly curious for the reply. He seems to be very young, but at the same time too damn sure of himself.

“Twenty-three,” he says with a pouty grin. “I grow older.”

“Older than what?” I say, laughing.

He looks at me confused. My meaning escapes him. “What do you mean?”

“I’m your elder,” I say. “Twenty-four and a half.”

His grin turns into a wide smile that reveals all his teeth. “I like older women.”

Holy fuck. The asshole just called me old. I should punch that stupid grin off his face. “Well, I’m sorry I can’t be the Demi Moore to your Ashton Kutcher,” I say and enjoy the ever growing confusion on his face. For once I like it that his English isn’t good enough for him to grasp mockery.

“I like that you are difficult,” he says, walking backward to the jetty with his eyes still on me.

“That ain’t happening,” I mutter under my breath as I sit down next to Sophia. I’ve had one jerk too many in my life, thank you very much.

Sophia lifts her sunglasses a smidge to reveal her almond-shaped eyes and offer me one of her sweetest smiles. “Not in the mood for swimming?”

Among the four, Sophia is the most fluent in English thanks to a summer or two she spent in Oxford, England.

“Nah, I just want to get a suntan,” I say, taking a bottle of sunscreen out of my bag. “Blondes can’t take that for granted.”

“Do you need help with that?” Sophia says, pointing at my sunscreen.

“You could do my back if you don’t mind. And then I can do yours.”

Sophia chuckles. “You Americans speak so strange,” she says.

“We don’t talk strange, we are strange,” I say. “You should watch our reality shows. Or have a long conversation with Tomas.”

“Yeah, Tomas is a strange American.”

“You know what? I’m not sure he’s American. An alien, maybe?”

Sophia chuckles before she starts applying sunscreen on my back in slow, circular motions. “Like The Doctor,” she says.

“What?” I say, totally confused.

“Tomas. He’s an alien like The Doctor in Doctor Who.”

Oh lord, she’s a nerd on top of everything. Guys love hot nerd girls.

The sun beats down with more intensity as the mid-morning turns into midday. I put my wide-brimmed hat on, pulling my hair behind my ears.

“This sunscreen makes you look like a ghost,” Sophia says. “I can’t get it to absorb in your skin.”

“You’re not supposed to,” I say. “The main ingredient is a mineral, zinc oxide. It’s supposed to stay on top of your skin to protect it.”

“Do you like it better?” Sophia says, handing me back the bottle.

“It’s supposed to be safer for you,” I say. “Less chemicals go under your skin. Would you like me to apply it on you?”

“Maybe later. I have my sunscreen on already.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I say, putting the cap back on the bottle and lying back on my towel.

Sophia presses her palm to her temple as if she’s got a sudden headache.

“Are you okay?” I say.

“I’m fine,” she says with a weak smile on her perfectly plump, pink lips. Then, after a short pause, “How did you two meet?”

“You mean Tomas and me?”

Sophia nods, taking off her sunglasses and placing her hand on her forehead to shield her eyes from the sun. The expression on her lovely face gets uncannily serious.

“His best friend, Nathan, fell in love with my best friend, Grace,” I say. “I know, cheesy, but that’s how we got to know each other.”

Sophia nods again. It’s obvious she thinks Tomas and I share the same bed and I’m not sure I want to correct her. Keeping her away from the sexy, arrogant vulture that is Tomas Keller might be the ultimate favor I could do for her. I marvel at myself for being so level-headed. In all history of my existence on Earth, this could be the first time I’m not encouraging a woman to go after a hot guy who oozes sensuality and confidence. Grace would be proud of me.

Sophia and I turn our attention to the wooden jetty as Kelly’s cries reach our ears. Demetris has picked her up and is spinning around like a dervish. Tomas springs up from a sitting position to push them both in the water.

He stands tall at the edge of the jetty, his back totally straight. He lifts his head up to stare at the sky before squatting slightly, moving his knees upward and stretching his arms above his head as he leans forward to execute a perfect dive. Both Sophia and I swoon a little as we watch his body hit the water in a perfect angle. Barely a splash.

Is there any physical skill he does not excel at?

“Wow,” is all that Sophia says in her splendid accent.

“How did you guys meet Adrian?” I ask her to change subjects and get myself out of the weird funk that’s been taking over my senses. “I know Demetris is dating your sister, but what about Adrian?”

“We met him here on the island, three summers ago. We’ve been coming back every year since.”

“Adrian was born on the island, right?”

“Yes, but he’s a student of Medicine in Athens now.”

I just about choke on my own spit. “Adrian is studying medicine?” I say in disbelief.

Sophia nods. “Does that shock you?”

“A bit,” I admit.

“It’s okay. It shocked me, too, at first. He’s so, how do you say it?”

“Cocky?”

“Unpredictable,” she corrects me.

“You mean volatile?”

“This means?”

“It means he’s all over the place. He tries every angle.”

“This can be a good thing,” Sophia says with devilish eyes.

We both laugh until Tomas walks out of the water to the spot on the sand occupied by Sophia and me. He’s looming over us all tanned and dripping water, holding what must be a pinna in his hand.

“So, you got your trophy,” I say as he plops down next to me, his powerful body glistening in the sun.

“It’s your trophy,” he says. “This one’s for you. I have more on the pier.”

He hands me the long shellfish with the rough, uneven surface. “This is a strange mussel,” I say. “It’s huge.”

“Pinnas aren’t mussels,” Sophia says.

“They’re a special kind of mussel,” I say. “Ham mussel.”

Sophia looks at me, narrowing her eyes.

“Yeah, about that,” Tomas says, rising to his feet. “I lied. There’s no such thing as a ham mussel.”

“I knew it,” I yell, throwing the damned pinna at him. He catches it midair with an acrobatic leap. By the time I spring up to take it back, he darts for the jetty.

“What a royal jackass,” I hiss through my teeth, half-smiling.

“You’re not really mad, are you?” Sophia says, standing up herself.

“No one is ever really mad at Tomas. He has that thing where everyone wants to hang out with him.”

“Animal magnetism?” she says. “I have heard this term. It’s nice.”

“Something like that,” I say. “And besides, he saved my life not that long ago.”

Why am I telling her this? This will only make her want him more.

Sophia’s eyes widen as she shifts her weight from hip to hip. “Tomas, did?” she says. “What happened?”

“I’ll tell you some other time,” I say, realizing it’s almost impossible to get her to stop wanting him. I pick up my towel and bag and walk to the jetty to tell Tomas I want to go home. Adrian cuts me off as soon as I step on the pier.

“For you, beautiful mermaid,” he says.

“Wow, what do you know, another pinna,” I say, hoping my comment didn’t come off as too sarcastic.

“Go out with me, kopelia,” he says. “Tonight.”

I steal a glance at Tomas who’s watching from a few feet away. His piercing eyes force me to stare at him, undecided. I wonder if he’s heard Adrian’s invitation and if it would mean anything to him if I accepted.

There’s an awkward moment of silence that’s broken by Kelly’s loud laughter. She and Demetris carry a big bucket full of pinnas to us.

“Poor things,” I manage to say before turning my attention back to Adrian. “Not tonight,” I say. And then to Tomas, “Can you take me home? I’m a bit worn-out.”

***
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AS THE EVENING COLORS turn the sky a soft red above the waterline, Tomas returns home from wherever it is he’s been for the past three hours.

He finds me sitting on a lounge chair on the porch with a cup of lemon and ginger white tea in my hand and my cell phone in my lap. I tried calling Grace but then remembered it’s the middle of the night in LA so I hung up before the first ring. I could really use Grace’s calming voice right now.

I just returned myself about half an hour ago from an excursion to the nearby village of Kalloni which ended up with me buying a map of Turkey. I’ve been waiting to tell Tomas I’d love to get on a boat to Turkey for a day or two. It’s so close, we can see its lacey shores on the horizon from certain vantage points up on the hills.

“Hey,” I say, but never finish my thought. There’s something heavy and depressed about his face and even his gait. Something totally new. I swear, I’ve never seen Tomas in a bad or sour mood before. No matter what, he always seems to be enjoying life and the company of, well, himself.

“You were right,” he says, taking a seat beside me. “My English speaking friends are total bores. Present company excluded.” I see a sparkle in his eyes which puts my mind at ease. I wouldn’t know how to treat a gloomy Tomas.

“I’m always right,” I say, lying back on the chair. “You should have learned that by now.”

“Are you going out with your boy toy?” he says out of the blue.

“None of your business,” I say, closing my eyes. “And, boy toy? Eww.”

“He’s hot for you and ripe like a summer Greek fig.”

“Okay, that’s a bizarre image,” I say, trying to hide my amusement.

I feel him fidget in his lounge chair for a moment before he decides to follow my example and lie back. “Will you do him?” he says.

“Your interest in my love life is cute,” I say. “It really is. Why don’t we talk about yours for a moment?”

“I don’t talk about things I’d rather be doing.”

I sit up and open my eyes. “Let’s talk about Sophia. She likes you,” I say, staring down at the phone in my hands.

“Whatever,” he says, taking a sip from my teacup.

“You might like her if you gave her a chance,” I insist.

“How many times do I have to tell you, Taylor? Sophia wants a relationship. I don’t do relationships.”

“Well, that’s just stupid.”

“You’re entitled to your opinion.”

I started this conversation just to get attention off myself, but now I want to give him a piece of my mind. “Don’t you want to know what it would be like to be in love? Aren’t you even curious what it would feel like to love another person more than you love yourself?”

He puts down the cup of tea to look at me, a sarcastic pout growing on his handsome face. “Like Nathan loves Grace? No, I’m not curious at all.”

“Why? Because it’s beneath you?”

His features harden in the fading light. “Because I’ve been there and it sucked the life out of me. Do you want to watch a movie?”

I nod but I stay in my chair long after he’s gone inside the house to set the DVD player. I’m fighting the urge to ask him if he truly meant that, if there was a time when Tomas Keller was actually in love.
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