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          She’s a Very Kinky Girl

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Makayla

      

      

      Just the mere suggestion of karaoke gets everyone’s heart pounding. Whether it’s out of excitement or pure, blind panic depends on the individual and that person’s frame of mind at the time.

      The truth is that most people sing karaoke for the same reasons they go bowling—it’s a fun activity and they can drink while doing it.

      With that being said, perhaps some of the people that are here can get up and confidently belt out their most favorite song in the world with no concern for the eardrums they are perforating or the notes they are destroying. Unfortunately, I am not one of those people.

      To be honest, I can’t believe I even agreed to do this.

      Then again, Bar On is not where I thought I’d find myself tonight. This Chinatown lounge may be packed full of eager-to-sing regulars, but my friends and I are not those people. We are here on a whim after a few too many drinks at a restaurant down the street.

      Shuffling through the crowd, I stop when someone taps me on the shoulder. Thinking it’s one of my friends, I turn around to see a tall, leggy brunette with the most vibrant green eyes staring at me. Her face is stunning. She looks like Megan Fox. For a second, I wonder if she is.

      She steps closer and right away I can see this woman is a bit younger, though—my age, I’d say. “Do you mind if I get by?” she asks with one of those affluent tones I know all too well from my days in private school.

      Definitely not Megan Fox.

      Without waiting for me to answer, she pushes past, and in her rush, steps on my open-toed pump.

      Ouch!

      I glare as her red Louboutin soles make their way to the front of the lounge.

      “Come on,” my coworker tosses over her shoulder, not at all bothered by the woman who brushed past her, too. “Sandra found us a table.”

      India leads the way, and I follow, making sure not to step on any toes in the crowd. Finally, she stops at the only available table large enough for our group, which just so happens to be right in front of the stage.

      Fantastic.

      The white leather banquette is awash in the neon light emanating from the human-sized letters that spell the establishment’s name across the back wall. The light is nearly blinding. I look at Sandra. “Are you sure you want to sit this close?”

      She hands me a menu of songs. “Yes, this is going to be great.”

      “Pour Some Sugar on Me” is coming to an end and once I’ve slid all the way across the bench, I look up to see a group of very pleased guys jumping off the stage in unison. The Def Leppard wannabes are staring at us.

      This must have been their spot.

      All clean-cut, all fuck-hot, all about my age. Immediately, I can tell by their walk that they are definitely Upper East Siders. Prep school, riot club types turned Wall Street wolves would be my guess. You know—the kind of guy your mother warns you about.

      The type I should have stayed away from.

      The guy closest to me is wearing a red tie and has his black jacket slung over his shoulder. The others are dressed in dark suits too. Hmmm…either dressed up for an occasion or still dressed up after the occasion. Not a wedding, since it’s a Thursday night. An office party maybe? Or perhaps this group of drunken men is here for a going-away party like mine. Who knows? Anyway, the guy with the red tie gives the eight of us girls a quick glance and a smile but doesn’t stop.

      He’s cute. Really cute.

      At least he doesn’t seem to mind that we took their table. Then again, he’s too focused on the guy without a jacket farthest away from me. “Cam,” he calls out. “Don’t bother with her.” His warning is too late, though, because this Cam, whose white, rumpled shirt and dark hair are all I can see, is already allowing himself to be dragged away from his group by that Megan Fox look-alike who practically ran me over minutes ago.

      Fascinated by her assertiveness, I watch the two of them. I have to crane my neck to catch sight of them, and soon, too soon, they disappear into the crowd. Squinting my eyes, wishing I’d changed my dirty contact lenses, I search for them.

      In a matter of seconds, though, it’s not my poor eyesight but Sandra who prevents me from locating them. She stands in front of me with a huge-ass smile on her face. “What song did you decide on?”

      Giving a cursory glance at my choices, the perfect one is the first I see. “‘Total Eclipse of the Heart,’” I blurt out and point excitedly at the same time. This song I know, and know it all too well.

      Sandra is my neighbor and is more than aware of all my woes. That sad smile she gives me borders on pity.

      Not wanting to be that girl anymore, the one who got her heart broken, I grab Sandra’s arm before she heads toward the karaoke booth. “You know what, forget that song. Why don’t you pick one that represents the change coming in my life?”

      At that her eyes light up.

      Minutes later I’m being dragged up onstage by my friends and coworkers, and according to the screen, I’m about to sing a group rendition of “New York, New York.”

      Okay, I can do this.

      I know this song. Not as well as “Total Eclipse of the Heart,” but at least I know it. Besides, how hard can it be? I’ve sung it a million times—although admittedly mostly when I’ve been drunk.

      Then again, I have had a lot to drink tonight.

      The pressure is on. The eight of us gather around the microphone. The audience lights dim and a spotlight shines on us. I kind of feel like a star. No, I feel like Frank Sinatra himself without those penetrating blue eyes. But when the karaoke jockey asks, “Are you ready?” suddenly, I’m petrified. There is no way on God’s green earth I am going to be able to hit the high notes.

      The music starts. It’s too late to back out. First, it’s just the piano, but then the trumpet and clarinet join in. It’s odd, but the familiarity of the sound eases my nerves. When the lyrics flash in front of me, all my worries are gone and I don’t care anymore.

      I let all of my hang-ups go and sing.

      This, what I’m doing right now, is a glimpse into the old me. Somewhere between college and the real world, I lost that fun-loving girl, and I hope I can find her again.

      Don’t worry. I have a plan to do just that. Not only am I leaving the city I have loved for so long, but I’m also going to be moving far, far away, with no idea if I will ever be coming back.

      It’s how I hope to find myself.

      My friends squeeze my shoulders, and we continue to sing the lyrics. Unexpectedly, they alter the words, and instead of talking about making it in New York, they tell the story of making it anywhere—in my case, California.

      More than moved by this kind gesture, I gulp down the sorrow and move with them in a way that doesn’t match the tempo at all. It doesn’t matter, though, because they’re right: “If I can make it here, I can make it anywhere.”

      God, I hope that’s true.

      There’s a pause in the chorus and the piano melody quiets us all down. We’re now standing in a straight line onstage and swaying back and forth.

      Breathing for the first time in three months, regret isn’t a word I am going to allow myself to say…out loud, anyway.

      Yes, I admit it—I have a type A personality, which makes me hard to get to know and even harder to be friends with. Crossing my t’s and dotting my i’s will always be important to me. As is staying on a schedule. Making lists. And being organized. But none of that means I’m boring.

      The sting of the word still hurts.

      Sebastian was wrong. Is wrong—I am not boring, and even though he is out of my life I am going to prove him wrong. No, scratch that—I am going to prove to myself that I can live my life wild and free, because truth be told, I may not be boring, but I am bored.

      I need a change.

      To find myself.

      The chorus starts up again and although we sing about coming to New York, we all do so knowing that I’m leaving.

      I still can’t believe I’m doing it.

      When my best friend, Maggie, suggested on the phone, “Why don’t you quit your job and move out here with me?” I nearly broke out in hives.

      I thought, why would I do that?

      My life was settled. I had a good job, an apartment, and a fiancé. Then I remembered that my boss was an ass, my apartment was a sublet, and my fiancé, well, he wasn’t mine anymore.

      Once I let the idea of moving sink in, I thought, why not make a new start? At twenty-four and a half, I can afford to make a change. I’ll get a new job. Give myself a year. Who knows, maybe even find myself.

      I have nothing to lose.

      If Laguna Beach isn’t the place for me, then I’ll come back to New York. And if I have to, I’ll grovel to get back my old job at the fashion house. My soon-to-be-former boss might be an ass, but he knows my value to the company as a designer.

      Completely oblivious to how this song ends, I mumble through it, laughing the entire time. When it’s over, I’m the first to stumble off the stage. Soon after, my friends follow, and we all huddle together. The group of boys our mothers warned us about have reoccupied their seats, leaving us homeless.

      “Let’s sing another one,” India suggests, practically jumping at the idea. India is—no, as of today, was—my coworker at Kate von Frantzenberg. We’ve been friends since we both started there right out of college. She’s married to a great guy named Elvis—yes, Elvis. And she, like Sandra, saw me through the dark times following my breakup with Sebastian.

      Another song does seem like fun. Karaoke is addicting. However, my bladder is about to burst. “You guys go for it,” I tell her. “I’m going to use the bathroom and I’ll hop in when I’m done.”

      “Stay out of trouble,” she calls to me.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be good,” I tell her and weave my way through the crowd toward the restrooms.

      Trouble.

      That’s a laugh.

      Even if I went looking for it, it would never find me.

      Boring.

      My life is that boring.

      Wonder of wonders, there is only a very short line. Gleeful and relieved when I finally push through the bathroom door, I hurry to find an empty stall. The hard part comes next. My dress is tight, too tight to shimmy over my hips. With its large silver zipper running up the entire back, I have to use both hands to get it down. Getting it back up is just as much of a bother.

      An episode of Sex and the City comes to mind. One in which Carrie Bradshaw finally accepts being alone and figures out how to zip her own dress.

      If she could do it, so can I.

      Channeling my inner Carrie, it still takes me a few minutes. And when I come out of the stall, the bathroom is jam-packed. I wait my turn for a sink behind two women whispering loudly about the tragedy of it all and how they don’t blame him for leaving the city. Him. I don’t know who they are talking about, but by the time the two women leave, even I feel sorry for this him.

      After I wash my hands and dry them, I follow the surge of people down the dimly lit hallway. There are rooms reserved for private parties and with my feet killing me, I slip into an empty one to check my messages.

      Strips of neon-pink bulbs along the perimeter cast an almost strobe-like effect in the room. Ignoring the fact that it’s messing with my vision, I pick a booth out of sight of the door. My screen saver lights up when I pull my phone from my purse. It’s of the Statue of Liberty. A photo I took last summer when Sebastian and I were goofing off one Saturday instead of looking for wedding locations.

      I should have taken it as a sign.

      Resolved to stop thinking about Sebastian, I thumb across the picture and go directly to Google. Once there, I search for a picture of something that will have meaning in my new life.

      Bingo!

      More than satisfied with my choice, I save it as my new screen saver and start singing the song that the bright photo reminds of: “If you like piña coladas…”

      With a smile on my face, I finish that verse and flip to my message. When I do, I see that I have a text.

      

      Maggie: Are you still out?

      

      Feeling on top of the world that yes, I am, I look at the time and smile. It’s 12:35 a.m. And I’m still out. Having fun.

      See, I’m so not boring.

      Excited about this, I have to retype my reply three times to get the one word correct. Just as I go to hit send, my phone slides out of my grip.

      Crap.

      Camouflaged beneath the black tablecloth, I lie on the seat and reach onto the carpeted floor. The smoothness of the vinyl bench and soft material of my dress don’t exactly see eye-to-eye, and somehow I end up falling to the ground. It’s more than a little grimy and I’m more than a little grossed out. With my fingers curled around my phone, I’m about to get off this disgustingness when I hear the sound of voices and the door closing to the private room.

      I freeze right where I am.

      From under the table I can see two silhouettes. A man. And a woman. I can’t see their faces from this angle, only their bodies. Just as I’m about to announce my presence, my eyes drift down to a perfectly shined pair of men’s shoes and a very familiar pair of high heels. I know by the Louboutins that the woman is the Megan Fox look-alike.

      Like a cat, my curiosity is back.

      And when she shoves the man against the door, I feel my heart start to pound. The man is likely Cam—the dark-haired guy she trampled over me to get to and then dragged away from his friends. Getting a better look at him, I can see that his body is taut with tension. A live wire, I think. Definitely an uptight suit.

      Trust me—I know the type well.

      Right now is when I should announce myself. Yet I don’t. Instead, I cover the screen of my phone to shield its glare and watch for what she’s going to do next. Maybe yell at him. Cry. Or even break up with him. She’s a woman on a mission, and I feel an odd kinship with her because I’ve been there before.

      As if releasing her rage, she rips his shirt apart, and I panic as the buttons jump across the carpeted floor and land very close to my table. The couple doesn’t even seem to notice, though, because the woman is already running her palms up his smooth, muscled skin. When she bends, I think for a moment she might bite him or pinch him, and then tell him to go to hell, but instead she starts licking him.

      Wait!

      She was mad at him.

      Wasn’t she?

      Had I gotten her body language all wrong?

      From my downtown view, I can tell she’s working his one nipple hard. His hands claw at the door behind him as if he needs the support, but his satisfied groans tell me he likes what’s going on. When Megan moves to the other side of his chest, my gaze lands on a tattoo of a scrolling letter B right over his heart, and I think Megan must be B.

      Brittney?

      Breanna?

      Bailey?

      Bethany, I bet. She looks like one.

      Megan with a B traces the scrolling letter. For some reason, I can’t call her Bethany. To me she’s Megan. I’ll stick with that. “I’m sorry, Cam. I’m so sorry,” she whispers.

      “Just shut up,” he hisses, and I wish I could see his face so I could tell if he’s angry or if he likes to be rough.

      My thoughts are soon left in the dust because red soles are all I can see when she drops to her knees. Shocked, I have to use my hand to cover my gasp. This is not what I expected. Either way, it’s too late for me to say a word.

      Slowly, she unzips the fine fabric of his trousers, and I want to die.

      I can’t watch this.

      Yet, I do.

      The pink lights flicker over and around me, and if either of them looks toward the corner, they might catch a glimpse of my extremely bold, large silver zipper. Remind me why I suggested this change to the designer? Inching my way farther back, I make sure to blend in with my all-black attire.

      “I want you,” she moans with a harsh breath.

      “You don’t get to have me,” he sneers at her.

      “How about this, then?” she asks as she strokes his cock, which is still covered by his boxers, and then kisses it.

      From the groan he makes, it sounds like he’s battling himself. “You don’t want to do this,” he replies, and something in the sound of his tortured, low, creamy voice sets my blood on fire.

      She ignores his response and yanks his pants and boxers past his knees. No pants required for this act. And then without any more preamble, she takes him in her mouth and sheaths him with her lips. I can’t see his cock, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to.

      Really, I’m not a pervert. I’m not even the least bit kinky. In fact, I’m the opposite of kinky. I jill off with my fingers. I like sex missionary style, on a bed, at night, in the dark. And I’m not very good at blow jobs. I usually gag.

      There’s a dull thud against the door, and I imagine it is Cam tipping his head in pleasure despite the fact that he’s mad at Megan with a B.

      Why is he mad?

      What did she do?

      Who is she?

      A random pickup?

      His girlfriend?

      His fiancée?

      His wife?

      I’m going with girlfriend. I feel like the intimacy she used to trace the letter on his chest meant something. Not fiancée or wife—I don’t see rings—but I guess if they are in a fight they might have taken them off. What did she do to upset him? Spend too much money? Get tipsy at lunch? Refuse to spread her legs when he wanted her to?

      The act continues. Her long, dark hair bobs. His shirttails practically cover her head. And then his tie whispers across the hint of skin I can see between the folds of fabric, and I start to feel a little overheated. None of that seems to bother her, though, as she works him with both her hands and her mouth.

      Up.

      Down.

      Up.

      Down.

      My eyes feel dry. I blink them a few times. Damn contacts. The movement of my head causes the gemstone around my neck to fall and hit the side of the floor.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Like a clock, it moves until I grab it.

      Suddenly, B stops what she’s doing and looks up at Cam.

      Did she hear it?

      I stop breathing.

      “You like it when I do this. Admit it,” she purrs.

      Phew. She didn’t hear anything.

      Angry or not, I know I don’t imagine the sound of laughter he makes or the hand he puts on B’s hair as he pushes her head down. “In the condition I’m in tonight, sweetheart, any whore will do.”

      Mean, vicious words meant to hurt, or is this just their way?

      The use of the word sweetheart tells me he refuses to call her by name. Megan with a B doesn’t seem to mind, because soon enough the wet noise of mouth on flesh is the only sound besides my heavy breathing that I can hear.

      “Fuck, that’s good,” Cam groans.

      “I know how you like it,” B tells him, looking up again.

      Okay, so at least they’re well acquainted. Again, I’m going with girlfriend.

      Cam doesn’t seem to want to look into her eyes, because he once again pushes her head down. “Who wouldn’t?” he tells her, and for the first time, I hear the slur of alcohol in his voice.

      Fascinated by the exchange before me, I’m more than aware that I shouldn’t be watching this or listening to this private moment, but I want to know if being an asshole is how he gets off, or if Cam is truly mad at Megan with a B.

      A light flickers under the table and I grab for my phone. It’s another text from Maggie, same as before.

      

      Maggie: Are you still out?

      

      More soft, wet noises cover up the vibration. Thank God I turned my phone to vibrate earlier. With the screen covered with my palm, I try not to move or even breathe.

      Cam is making a lot more noises now. Groaning. Swearing.

      Why are his sounds turning me on?

      Feeling a way I know I shouldn’t, I close my eyes, unable to watch anymore, but soon enough another thud against the door has me opening them just in time to see Cam’s back arch.

      I know he’s coming by the way his body is reacting—the sounds he’s making, the curve of his spine, the sudden thrusts he makes into B’s mouth. “That’s it, right there. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck.”

      Megan with a B swallows all of him to the last drop and from what I can see, she doesn’t seem to have a gagging issue.

      Lucky bitch.

      Right now, I’m more than a little hot and bothered. I know what I’ll be doing when I get home to relieve the ache I’m feeling.

      Megan’s arm rises and she wipes her mouth. I wish I could hand her a napkin. Soon after, she gets to her feet and I can no longer see anything but the back of her red dress.

      She’s the devil.

      Or maybe he is?

      “No,” says the very male, very drunk, voice.

      No.

      No to what?

      Oh, God, I hope she doesn’t want to lay him down on the floor and fuck him, because if that happens, I’m so caught.

      “No?” Megan with a B repeats in a questioning tone.

      “No!”

      “Wait. Let me get this straight—you’ll let me suck your dick, but you won’t let me touch your mouth with my lips?”

      Cam’s polished shoes shuffle. He pulls his shirt together. Tucks it. Zips his pants. Then he moves away from the red dress in the high heels and opens the door. “I’m done letting you do anything else, sweetheart.”

      Well, that is just rude.

      “Camden,” she calls, sounding a little frantic. “Give me a chance. I want to make it up to you. I’ll do anything.”

      “There’s nothing I want from you—that’s the problem.”

      Cam. Short for Camden.

      I rather like it.

      Too bad Camden is a prick.

      “Then why let me do this?”

      There is no answer, just his feet moving out of my sight.

      “You’re a fucking asshole!” she cries after him.

      Those polished, very male shoes come flying into the room.

      Hell hath no fury like a man scorned.

      He steps very close to her. I imagine him tipping her chin up to look her in the eyes, although I can’t see up that high. “Just so we’re clear on this—I owe you nothing,” he seethes, and this time when he leaves the room he doesn’t return.

      Ouch!

      “But I still want you,” she whispers, more to herself.

      I think she’s used to getting what she wants, and this Cam is it. I wonder how far she’ll go to get him. Wish I could find out.

      Soon after, Megan with a B stumbles, and then slumps onto the bench at the table across from me. I can see her face now.

      Oh, God.

      Oh, God.

      Please don’t look this way.

      If I can see her face, does that mean she can see mine?

      It’s dark enough in the corner and I hope the glow of the pink lights helps to camouflage me, but if she looks hard enough, she’ll see me.

      Sadness consumes her and her crying is as heavy as her breathing. She’s not looking anywhere but into her own lap. I feel a little sorry for her. I don’t know what she did to Camden, but it must have been very bad, or this is one really fucked-up sex game they’re playing.

      Too bad for me I will probably never know because as if reborn, she wipes the tears from her eyes, takes a deep breath, and stands tall before she walks out of the room with a very steady stride.

      Boy, does she put herself together quickly.

      I could take a page or two from her “how to” book.

      Hard to believe I just did that—watched a girl give a guy a blow job. Honestly, I didn’t see much, just the back of her head, but still, that has to count as anything but uptight.

      Right?

      When the coast is clear, I grab my phone, finally press send with the one word, yes, to answer Maggie, and make my way into the lounge. There is no sign of Megan with a B, and although I’m uncertain what Cam looks like, something tells me he’s gone too.

      “Happy” is playing and my friends are onstage moving like Pharrell Williams. Practically skipping toward them, I hop up and join in. Moving my hips, snapping my fingers, clapping my hands, I have no trouble belting out this tune all the way through.

      “Clap along, if you feel like that’s what…” I finish the song on a high note, with my hands together and a sense of being reborn myself.

      What I watched in that private room makes me realize everyone has issues, and everyone has a way of dealing with them—beg, cry, get mad, say things that hurt, curl up into a ball, and even have sex. However you deal, at least you deal, and I’ve done my fair share of all of that.

      I’m done dealing.

      I’m ready for tomorrow.

      Ready to start anew.

      Be a hot-air balloon, just like the song says.

      Within minutes of our grand finale, I’m drunkenly hugging my friends goodbye.

      “Don’t forget to call us!” they holler as I get into a cab.

      “I won’t,” I answer, closing the window, and then turning around to wave goodbye as the taxi pulls away.

      Slumping against the door, reality dawns. In less than twenty-four hours, I’ll be on a plane to Orange County.

      I can’t believe it.

      I’m really doing it.

      New start.

      New life.

      New me.

      California, here I come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          Strike a Pose

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cam

      

      

      Temptation is more than the inclination to sin.

      It’s coaxing, manipulating, inducing, and everywhere. There are times I deny myself giving in to it. Times I fall prey to it. Times I chase it. Fuck, there are even times I just need it to feel alive.

      This time, though, it’s different. It’s him. And even though I know I shouldn’t follow him, I find myself chasing after him. The temptation is too great to resist. I go wherever he may lead me without question, but like always when one door opens, so does another, and another, and another still.

      Endless doors without answers.

      Never closing.

      I can’t fucking take it.

      When another door swings open, I want to slam it closed and lock it with a million keys, but this time it isn’t a dream.

      It feels real.

      The more than tiny sprinkle of ice-cold water that lands on my face wakes me from the nightmare I can never seem to shake.

      Blinking my eyes open, I shade the sunshine with my arm. “What the fuck, Amelia?”

      My younger sister is standing over me with a smirk on her face and an open bottle of water in her hand. “I thought you were leaving this afternoon?”

      Quickly sitting up on her small sofa, I look around for my phone. “I am. What time is it?”

      “Way past your flight time, bro. Looks like you’re staying.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

      Dropping her backpack to the floor, she shoots me a look. “I’m not your personal alarm clock. I had finals, remember? I just got home.”

      Realizing I fucked up, I relax and resolve to catch a later flight. “Right. How do you think you did?”

      “Passed with flying colors, like always. Looks like I’ll be graduating with my MBA at the end of the month.”

      Hating that she’s not doing what she really wants to do, but what our father demands, I give her a sympathetic look and say the only thing I can. “That’s great.”

      That glare she gives me warns that trouble is coming, and before I can stop her, she pours the rest of the water on my head.

      I wipe it from my face and then glare at her. “Really, Amelia, when are you going to grow up?”

      With a shrug, she walks over to the counter to pick up her camera and then fiddles with the settings. “You’re asking me that? Aren’t you the one who stumbled in here drunk off your ass last night?”

      My pounding head is the only reminder I need of last night’s binge. With a cock of my head, I scratch my scalp. “About that. I’m sorry if I woke you up.”

      The camera pointing my way is something I’m used to when I’m in my sister’s company.

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      If that horrible gut feeling I have turns out to be true, if she goes to work for my father at The Waters Group, she will be kissing her passion for photography goodbye. Who knows, though, she might change her mind about working for him. And he might, just might, let her off the hook, though he wasn’t willing to do so for my brother and me. The fact that I’m looking around her nice, one-bedroom apartment in the Village that my father pays for, even though he hates that she lives here, is the start of Amelia being who she wants to be, not who he wants her to be.

      According to our father, she should be living in Morningside Heights because it’s much safer, and after all it’s where he lived, where his father lived, and where my brother and I lived when we attended Columbia Business School.

      Like every Waters since the beginning of time.

      Really, though, I’m proud of my sister for standing up to him and living where she wants, not where he wants her to live, not what’s convenient for him.

      I hold my hand up. “Not now, please—the shutter noise is too much.”

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      “Amelia, I said please.”

      That makes her stop. When she pulls the lens away from her face, there’s an unusual look of sympathy in her gray eyes. “By the way, it wasn’t you who woke me up. It was Vanessa, when she wouldn’t stop buzzing.”

      I rub my scruff again. “What are you talking about?”

      She points to my duffle bag. “She wanted to talk to you. She settled for leaving you a present.”

      “You let her up?”

      “I didn’t have a choice. She was going to wake the whole neighborhood. Lucky for you, you were passed out. I have to admit it was rather funny watching her trying to wake you up, though. The harder she tried, the madder she got. She had all kinds of names for you. I don’t know what you did, but you really pissed her off. I wanted to take her picture so badly, and then post it all over social media with the caption ‘The ice queen fails.’”

      Shaking my head, I can’t help but laugh. “You never did like her.”

      “What was to like? She was always a stuck-up bitch whenever she was around me.”

      Standing, I ignore her and head toward the counter, where I spot a black photo album. “Is this your latest portfolio?”

      Amelia runs her slender fingers over the silver lining. “No, it’s pictures of the three of us.”

      With that, I know it’s time for me to go. “I’m going to hop in the shower. Do you think you could find me another flight to Orange County?”

      The camera never far from her reach, she raises it again and starts shooting. “Why don’t you stay a few more days? I’ve missed you.”

      Hating leaving her, but knowing I have to for my own well-being, I try to lighten the mood by making faces. I stick my tongue out. Put my thumb to my nose and spread my fingers. Place my hands near my ears and wave them. All the while saying nothing that answers her question. She knows the answer is no.

      “Be serious,” she tells me.

      “I’m hung over and not even showered. How serious can I be?”

      “At least try.”

      I shoot her a glance and grin. “How’s this?”

      Amelia lowers her camera. “Not much better. Go shower and I’ll find you a flight.”

      I lean in and kiss her on the cheek. “You’re the best.”

      Affection not really being her thing, or mine for that matter, she shoves me. “Get away from me. You smell like alcohol and her.”

      Her.

      Right.

      Fuck.

      Grabbing my duffle bag, I head into the bathroom.

      Amelia’s black dress is thrown on the floor in a heap, her high heels beside it. I run my hands through my hair.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      All it does is remind me of yesterday. Why I’m back. Slamming my hand against the wall, I’m so mad, I can hardly breathe. I want to scream, “Why, why, why,” but it won’t do anyone any good.

      We all know why, or at least part of it.

      And not wanting to go down that dark road, I strip out of my clothes from yesterday and step under the spray.

      Leaning against the cool tile, I let the cold water wash away my nightmare. I need to get out of New York. It’s toxic for me here.

      The bar of soap is lavender scented and I shake my head as I lather up and wash away the scent of her, the feel of her, the very essence of her. Vanessa was not what I needed last night and is not what I need now, or ever.

      As the water grows warmer, my cock, a little behind the game, must realize it missed its chance at morning wood, and the rub-off it might receive in my effort to help the guy out.

      Ever since I moved away from the city last Thanksgiving, I’ve had this need that never seems to be satisfied. No matter how many women, how many fucks, it’s never enough.

      Sex is just sex.

      No feelings.

      Don’t get me wrong—I like it that way.

      Yet every once in a while, I wish that when I find myself pulling out of a woman mumbling, “That felt fucking amazing,” I could still feel that emotion after I walk away from her.

      What happens next occurs before I realize what I’m doing. I close my eyes and gently rub, first around my cock, then my balls.

      Fuck, that feels good.

      Soon, I’m picturing a faceless woman—a hot body, another fuck. She’s gripping me. Tight. Causing just enough pain to remind me that I’m alive. I turn her around and imagine driving my cock into her sweet pussy, over and over, and it makes me want to come hard and fast.

      The thought has my fist pumping at a quicker pace and I lick the water from my lips. The pressure wells deep and a tingling radiates from my cock. As my orgasm starts to build, so do the contractions—it feels like electricity is shooting through me. My dick twitches and I can’t hold on any longer. As I start to come, practically spasming from the tight grip, the incredible feeling builds. Finally, I let myself go, crossing that threshold over and over until I’m spent. My chest rises and falls, and I slouch against the shower wall.

      Yeah, that felt fucking amazing.

      Once my breathing returns to normal, I lather up with the lavender soap once again, rinse it off, and get out of the shower. I don’t bother to shave.

      Wrapping a towel around my waist, I wipe the steam from the mirror. I slick my hair back and stare into my own gray eyes, thinking that for just a moment, I saw myself there. The guy I used to be. My gaze lowers, and the ink on my chest is a constant reminder of the ways things have changed.

      Forever.

      That so familiar fury rips through me and I have to cast my eyes away.

      When I reach inside my duffle for my clothes, I find the present Amelia told me about.

      I’d forgotten about that little ditty.

      With a heavy sigh, I pull it out. Vanessa has written my full name across the card. Camden Pearson Waters. Typical that she wouldn’t think about how much seeing my father’s name, my own middle name, on the card would burn.

      The decision to open the gift comes out of sheer fuck you curiosity. Honestly, I’m wondering what kind of sex toy she thought would lure me back this time. It’s as if she thinks sex is the key to my heart. How shallow does she think I am? Besides, we experimented with toys in the bedroom only a few times through the years, and overall I’d have to say our sex life was mostly vanilla.

      Now suddenly after our breakup she decides to become this saucy vixen. It’s almost laughable. The texts, messages, and gifts do need to stop. Let’s see, aside from the X-rated text messages, the gifts are always extreme. She’s sent me nipple clamps with the note “Can’t wait for you to use these on me.” She’s mailed me handcuffs, with the memo “I’m yours for the taking” wrapped around them.  And she’s had delivered countless other items. The ones that didn’t end up in the trash, I spitefully gave to the next girl I fucked to use for my pleasure.

      Yeah, I admit I have anger issues.

      Not sure what could possibly be left for her to give me except the key to her ass, I find myself shaking when I see the framed photo of my brother, her, and myself at my brother’s graduation from Columbia two years ago in the box. Under the photo, etched in the silver, is scripted, The Three Musketeers.

      Unable to stop myself, I slam it into the trash can and watch the glass shatter into hundreds of tiny pieces.

      It takes everything within me not to call her and rip her in two. Fuck it. I won’t give her the satisfaction of dialing her number.

      Given the amount of time it takes me to calm down, I hope like fuck I can get to California tonight.

      Throwing on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, I attempt to shake off the reaction and spend what little time I have left with Amelia.

      Coffee is brewing in the pot when I enter the kitchen, and my sister is sitting at the kitchen table with her laptop in front of her. I grab a mug and look over at her. “Find anything?”

      Amelia closes her laptop and smiles. “I did. JKF had none, but there’s a flight out of Newark tonight. That gives us a whopping eight hours together before you have to leave. So what do you want to do?”

      “Let’s get my ticket booked first, and then we’ll decide.” Searching for my wallet, I see it is on the kitchen table along with my phone and keys. Amelia must have taken them out of my pockets last night. “Always taking care of me.” I point.

      “Someone has to.” She grins, tucking a piece of turquoise-colored hair behind her ear. Just one small strand of individuality that I know she hides from our father when she sees him, but it’s enough for her to make herself feel like she’s calling the shots.

      I let her believe that.

      “Okay then, put my credit card info in and let’s get something to eat.” I rub my stomach. “I’m starving.”

      “About that,” she says, rising from the table. “The only seats left were first class.”

      Over the rim of my mug, I study her. “You know I can’t afford that.”

      Leaning against the counter, she crosses her arms over her chest. “Yeah, I kind of figured that, so I used my own card.”

      Glaring at her, I slam my coffee down. “He is not paying for my flight.”

      She steps a little closer. “Cam, you wanted to get back tonight and it was all that was available. Besides, he’ll never know. He doesn’t check my statements. And even if he does figure it out, he won’t care. He’d want to help you.”

      With a deep breath, I remember that she doesn’t really understand, doesn’t know, so I make light of it. “I’m going to send you the money as soon as I get it, and I want you to put it on your credit card.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Whatever.”

      “You know I want to do things on my own, without his help.”

      Amelia sighs as if annoyed by my quest for independence, and I wonder if not telling her was the right choice. “Okay then, since that is settled,” she says with a smile, “let’s go to Balthazar and then to Central Park so I can snap some pictures. Everything is in bloom and with finals, I haven’t made it up there yet.”

      I eye her curiously. “I’m cool with the park, but Balthazar? Really?” I use my fingers to draw quote marks as I add, “‘I can’t handle all the snooty people in there.’ Isn’t that what you always say?”

      Her middle finger looks me right in the face.

      I grab it and push it down.

      Feigning pain, she shakes her hand. “They have good food.”

      “Still, you don’t like the atmosphere.”

      My sister is petite, but once in a while she comes across as fierce. “But you love the food, so I will persevere. Are you going to make a stink about that, too, or can I do something nice for you just because I want to?”

      Whether or not she’s affectionate, and whether or not I am, I pull her in for a hug and kiss the top of her head. “You know I love you.”

      In very untypical Amelia behavior, she hugs me back. “And even though you’re an obstinate ass sometimes, you know I love you too.”

      The power of the words. Hard to say. Harder not to say back.

      I chuckle throatily.

      Then I do what I told myself I wouldn’t and bring up a subject I know I shouldn’t. “Do you mind if I invite Mom?”

      When she pulls away with a scowl, I know she isn’t happy. “Yes, I do.”

      I should have kept my trap shut. Still, I had to try. Hating the rift between them, I look into her eyes and say her name with a sigh. “Amelia.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Don’t ‘Amelia’ me. She’s the one who decided not to be a part of our family. Left us when we needed her. Got herself a boyfriend almost half her age, and moved to some artsy loft in Brooklyn.”

      Not wanting to go there, not willing to go there, to tell her all the ways we always shielded her from the truth, I do what I always do when my sister and I come to this juncture and back the fuck down. The reasons behind our parents’ divorce aren’t for me to tell. This I know. So instead of saying any more, I raise my hands in surrender. “Okay, forget I said anything.”

      “Already forgotten.”

      Sorry I brought it up, I take hold of her gemstone necklace and change the subject. “You like this, huh?”

      She looks down. “I love it. Where’d you get it, anyway?”

      I tug on her colored strand of hair. “A friend of mine. She has a whole bunch that her friend makes. I’ll see if she has a turquoise one and send it to you.”

      “Oh, I’d love that. Thanks. Now let’s go before our time together runs out.”

      I look at my watch. “We should have plenty of time.”

      “Not really. After the park, I was hoping to go the top of the Empire State Building. I have a new flash and I want to take some photos of the city for my portfolio.”

      “It’s not like I’m going to say no, but fuck, with all the things you want to do, there’s a good chance I might miss my plane.”

      She raises a brow. “Maybe that’s my plan.”

      Fiend.

      I shoot her a grin. “Sorry, sis, not going to happen.”

      “What’s the rush?”

      “I have a job.”

      Amelia rolls her eyes. “You’re a lifeguard.”

      Used to the jabs she likes to make, I ignore it, and poke her in the stomach. “It’s still a job. More than I can say for you. Besides, I have all that sunshine and all those pretty girls waiting for me.”

      Turning on her heels, she tosses over her shoulder, “Whatever.”

      “No, seriously, I have to work tomorrow.”

      “I get it. I get it.”

      New York City might have once been my home, but now I’m homeless. And California just feels like the place I can figure my life out.

      At least there, I don’t have any worries, there are no distractions, and I don’t have any shit to deal with.

      That’s what I tell myself, anyway.

      And sometimes I almost believe it.

      Almost.
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          A List Is Born

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Makayla

      

      

      Proficient New Yorker that I am, I can navigate the subway like no one else, or hail a cab with a whistle in no time flat.

      Seriously, I’m that good.

      Standing in front of my apartment building with my four suitcases, today I’m practically on fire. Within mere seconds of my arm flying up and my hand waving in the air, a cab pulls to the curb. Then he looks at all of my bags and drives away.

      “Hey, wait. I need a ride!” I yell.

      Like he cares. He’s long gone.

      After three more failed attempts, I finally bribe one of the drivers with a hefty tip.

      So much for proficiency.

      Jockeying the luggage around, the reluctant driver manages to squeeze the two oversized suitcases in the trunk, one of the smaller bags in the front seat, and the last one in the seat next to me.

      When I get in, I shove it over a little to buckle my seat belt. That’s when the hem of my skirt catches on the cracked vinyl seat and tugs the fabric up a little too high on my bare legs.

      Not quite panty-showing short, but close.

      Fortunately, the driver doesn’t seem to notice the flash I just gave him. “Where to?” he asks.

      “Newark Airport,” I tell him, and lean against the seat feeling a little sadder than I thought I would.

      As soon as the driver hits the Lincoln Tunnel, I start second-guessing my decision to leave the city I grew up in. From financially secure for the first nine years and practically the complete opposite for the last fifteen, it still has always been a constant for me.

      Watching the skyline fade away once we’re out, I can’t help but recall how difficult that transition was.

      Money sure changes how people act around you.

      My father had lost everything in the dot-com bubble. He was a self-made man who built an empire, lived life large, and then skipped out on my mother and me when it all crumbled. To this day, I have no idea where he is, nor do I care.

      Luckily for my mother and me, the California retailer Simon Warren had decided to launch their women’s division on the East Coast around that same time and moved their head of operations, Katherine May, to New York City. Katherine was in desperate need of help, and she hired my mother as her personal assistant.

      That’s how I met Maggie—Katherine is her mother.

      Such an amazing woman.

      Then, when I was sixteen, my mother died unexpectedly of an aortic dissection—an aneurysm. I was left alone. And it was Maggie’s mother who stepped up and took me in. I have no idea where I would have gone had she not. More than likely, I would have had to move in with some mean, distant relative I’d never met. Thank God that didn’t happen.

      I stayed with the Mays until high school graduation. As soon as Maggie and I moved into the college dorms, Katherine headed back to Los Angeles. I think she held out in the city for longer than she wanted to. For Maggie and me. I owe her so much.

      Just as the cabdriver approaches the airport, my cell rings and jolts me from my memories. As I grab it from my purse, Maggie’s name flashes across the screen. “Hey,” I answer.

      “Hey,” she says back. “Where are you?”

      Horns beep as the cab speeds down the road. “On my way to the airport.” I answer with a smile, and a secret from last night that I decided to wait to tell her about in person. She’s going to freak when I tell her I was in the same room with a couple that was, well, doing what they were doing.

      “Good, then you have some time,” she says.

      Wary, I check the time on my phone. “Not that much,” I tell her with a little hiccup. I should not have taken that swig of soda that I drank for extra caffeine just before I left. Carbonation really does funky things to my body.

      For some odd reason, the sound makes me think of Cam. Was he really an asshole or had Megan with a B done something to hurt him? There’s something about him I can’t forget. For a moment last night, I thought I shared a kinship with Megan with a B, but maybe it was really with Cam. It was the sound of his voice, angry and broken at the same time, that I can’t let go of. Reminds me of me, I guess.

      Maggie laughs and I push the thoughts of the man I’ll never meet out of my mind. “Okay, I think it’s safe to say you have five minutes.”

      Eyeing the miles of taillights ahead, I answer with, “I’m sure I do. Why?”

      “Did you make that playlist I told you to?”

      I bite my tongue so I won’t make a snarky comment. “Yes, Maggie, I made the playlist.”

      There’s a chortle-like noise coming through the line. “Let me hear one of the songs.”

      She doubts me.

      But I know better.

      Maggie is a girl you never say no to because if you do, she’ll beat you down until you say yes.

      Tapping my screen, I pull up the futile task she assigned me to complete to help lift me out of my funk, and then I hit play. Sounds of Madonna fill the cab. A little horrified, I quickly hit stop.

      “Oh, that’s good,” she says. Then adds, “I hope that dreadful song isn’t included?”

      She means “Total Eclipse of the Heart.” I skip telling her it was my first karaoke choice last night. “No, it’s not, but I have to admit, I had a hard time with this playlist.”

      “What?”

      “I know it’s almost impossible to believe that I’d ever put both the words hard and list in the same sentence.” At least I’m admitting it.

      Almost suspiciously, she asks, “How many songs are on it?”

      “Twelve,” I say under my breath. “And you can hear them all when I get there.”

      This time she claps. “Yay, I can’t wait. Now it’s time to move on.”

      “Move on?”

      Oh no.

      “Yes. I’m going to be emailing you something shortly, and I want you to get started on it right away.”

      Reluctance moves through me. “What is it?”

      Maggie and I were not only childhood friends, but also college roommates at the Fashion Institute of Technology. Opposites in so many ways, but alike in others. I think that’s why we get along so well even after being separated by thousands of miles for the past twelve months. The thing is, she hasn’t changed, but I have, and not for the better.

      Maggie tried hard to make it work after college in New York City, but she was a California girl at heart, and after losing her tenth retail job, she hung it up and moved to the unoccupied bungalow her grandmother had left her on Laguna Beach. Now, she’s a lifeguard and lives life for the fun of it.

      Not exactly all grown up, but it works for her, for now, anyway. And I love her no matter what. She’s not only my best friend; she’s my greatest champion. But that also means she knows everything about me, and sometimes she has this need to push me beyond my threshold.

      “I’ve been thinking about what you said,” she offers up as bait.

      Knowing better, I don’t take it. “That’s kind of vague. I’ve said a lot.”

      “You know what I’m referring to, Makayla Alexander. About you being worried that everyone is going to think you’re an uptight city girl.”

      I heave a heavy sigh. “Oh, that.”

      She giggles. “Yes, that. And I have a solution to ease your worries.”

      This time I laugh. “You have a solution? What? Do you think you’re going to fix me?”

      “Makayla, you’re not broken. All this shit is in your head because of Sebastian, that fucker.”

      Tipping my head, I squeeze my eyes shut and try not to cry at the mention of my ex-fiancé. “Maggie, we’ve talked about this. It’s not in my head. It’s a fact, and no matter what I do, everyone is going to figure it out.”

      She doesn’t argue, but her voice grows softer. “That right there, missy, is why you’re going to prove to yourself you’re not that uptight bitch you think you are.”

      The cabdriver slams on his brakes and I’m jerked forward. Abandonment of the city has its advantages because right now, his crazy driving skills don’t bother me in the least. “And how exactly am I going to do that?” I ask with another hiccup. Damn soda.

      “Glad you asked. You’re going to do that by completing every item on the list.”

      “The list?” My ears perk up.

      “Yes, the list.” I can hear the smile in her voice.

      She had me at the word list, and she knows it.

      “I’m emailing it to you now. Look it over and be ready to talk about it when you arrive. See you soon. ’Bye.”

      “Maggie, wait.” It’s too late. She’s gone.

      Moments later I receive a notification that I have mail.

      Just then the cabdriver exits the turnpike; I go flying across the backseat and smash against my suitcase. My phone drops to the floor. Not again. Please not again. When I finally manage to find it on the grimy floor and pick it up, I open the email. All the body says is, “You can do this. One month. You so got it.”

      Clicking on the attachment, a nicely numbered list populates my screen.

      How well she knows me.

      I read it.

      Sinking into the seat in embarrassment, I die a little more with each passing item. The list comes complete with notes. I scoff as I read them and laugh a little, too. Maybe I even throw in an eye roll here and there. When I finish reading it, I question my ability to complete the entire thing, but in my heart I know each item is doable.

      Especially after last night.

      With enough courage.

      And maybe with a whole lot of wine, I can accomplish most of the items.

      The driver stops in front of the airport. As I get out and step into the chilly night air of May, I breathe it in and smile.

      While I wait for the driver to unload my bags, I look down at my phone. This list is designed for me to prove to myself that I am smart, sexy, and able to do anything I put my mind to. It also has a whole lot of Maggie infused in it. Someone I used to be a lot more like until I lost sight of that girl somewhere between college and the real world.

      Once I’ve given the driver a hefty tip, I check in and unload my luggage, and then I take a minute to sit down.

      Moving is a big step. And I’m doing it. I’m really doing it.

      With that, I read the list one more time.

      

      
        	Wear a bikini (out in public)

        	Have sex with someone you don’t know (it will feel better than you think)

        	Fuck on the beach (crabs won’t bite you)

        	Join the Mile High Club (it’s fun and exciting, and besides, you will never see the guy again. Come to think of it, it should be number one. Do it tonight. Here’s a little extra advice: Mark your target. Make eye contact. Give a small smile. A wink if need be. Then, when the plane is quiet, nod in the direction of the lavatory. The rest will take care of itself.)

        	Get drunk and let someone else worry how you’re going to get home (and not me—you know I’m not responsible)

        	Give a guy the best blow job of his life and make sure he knows it (here’s a tip: the harder you suck, and the more you moan, the more it will help convince him)

        	Get a vibrator (and use it)

        	Don’t plan your day for the next thirty days (I promise you will be plenty busy)

        	Take a nude selfie (and look at it whenever you doubt yourself)

        	Read an erotic romance novel in public (you might learn a thing or two, and there’s no need to be embarrassed)

      

      

      Ten things to accomplish in a month.

      How hard can it be?

      Check them off the list, one by one.

      No problem.

      I’m good at that.

      The song I sang last night comes to mind and I find myself singing it: “Clap along, if you feel like happiness is the truth.”

      And I do.

      I’ve so got this!
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          Eat My Nuts

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Makayla

      

      

      Airport security has never been my friend.

      My bare feet feel cold on the industrial tile as I shove my sandals into the bin and push it along the roller toward the X-ray machine. My carry-on bag goes next, which is small enough to hold only what I need on the plane. Before I push it through, I quickly remove my sweater and add that.

      As I walk through the scanner, I’m surprised when the alarm goes off.

      It’s my clothes.

      Oh, Maggie! Why did I listen to you!

      Wearing a sundress and a push-up bra isn’t only a mistake; it has to be a bad omen for the flight ahead. Either the zipper or the underwire has set the metal detector off.

      Once a wand is moved up and down my body and the alarm still beeps, I’m given two choices:

      
        	I can go to a private room and strip out of my clothes, which means get naked in front of a stranger, or


      

      2) I can concede to a full body search, which means a woman has to put her hands all over me.

      Both choices suck.

      Forced to pick, reluctantly I choose the latter.

      Thank God, after that nightmare, I still have plenty of time blocked in my schedule to make a quick stop at the newsstand. Eager to get started on this list, maybe a little overeager, I buy an erotic romance novel, and then rush to the gate.

      I hope I’m not too late.

      Yes, I am one of those people. The ones who always arrive before everyone else and ask to board early. I do what I have to do to get on that plane. Upgrade. Stand in line way before the thirty-minute call. I’ve never pretended to be with child, but if I had to, I would.

      It might be hard to understand, but flight organization is an absolute necessity for me. Whenever I fly, I have to be able to see outside, so I choose the window seat. I board early so I can tuck my carry-on bag in the overhead compartment directly above me. Once I’ve done that, I place my book and iPod in the seat pocket in front of me for easy access once we are in-flight. And then I buckle my seat belt before anyone sits next to me. Sometimes it’s hard to find the buckle when someone is next to you. The space can be cramped and crowded.

      The routine is a comfort thing.

      Makes the flight less nerve-wracking.

      This time, none of that is a problem, though, because I did something I never do and splurged on a first-class seat from New York to California. I’ve saved enough money to make it through the summer without having to worry about not having a job. And if something comes along—all the better.

      Within forty-five minutes of arriving at the gate, I’m on the plane and enjoying a glass of wine.

      This is so great.

      The thought of turbulence doesn’t even bother me. I’m in a much mellower mood than usual when the mass of people starts to flock by my row. Rather than panic, I sit back in the oversized cushion and relax.

      In an attempt to appease Maggie and check off number four—you remember, the join the Mile High Club item—I take a quick gander around the plane. If I am being honest, after last night I’m feeling a little horny.

      It has been a while.

      Okay, so to use Maggie’s term, there is no target in sight. Empty seats are across the aisle. An old woman is behind me. An old man is kitty-corner from me. A man with a ring on his finger is a few rows back. And a couple that might have just gotten married is in front of me. No single men.

      Looks like I’ll only be taking off, not getting off, high in the sky.

      That is fine.

      This stranger thing makes me a little nervous anyway. And that’s not being uptight, just cautious. What if he turns out to be a crazy person? You never know.

      Anyway, right now things are looking really good. No people are passing by my row any longer, the flight attendant has poured me a second glass of wine, and I have tons of room. So instead of worrying about marking my target, I make use of the extra space. Gleefully, I pull down the tray table that belongs to the empty seat beside me and set my glass on it.

      The door is going to be closing soon and no one has sat beside me yet.

      How lucky am I?

      Emptying my front pouch, I lay my iPod on the empty cushion, nab my new novel, and am more than ready for the long flight ahead of me.

      Minutes later, I am so heavily immersed in the opening steamy sex scene of my new book that I think the low, deep voice I’m hearing belongs to the hero in the story.

      The words, “Hey, sorry, but I think this is my seat,” aren’t what I’m reading, though.

      My head jerks to the right and I look up.

      A shiver runs down my spine, and like a movie put on pause and play at the same time, everything seems to be happening in slow motion.

      I scream.

      Loud and embarrassingly.

      The book in my hand closes on its own and drops to the floor with a thump.

      My heart stops. My breath stops. My mind, for that one moment, stops.

      And all of this happens because a very tanned, beach-looking Adonis is standing in the aisle with one hand on the overhead compartment at a point high enough to lift his T-shirt and give me more than a glimpse of his lean body.

      The sight of him, all long, muscled limbs and smooth, sun-kissed skin, kick-starts my heart to life.

      A sliver of moonlight filters through the small window and highlights the ridges of his ribs. The flatness of his stomach. The definition of his abs.

      In my defense, his torso is at eye level.

      And yet, I can’t stop myself from allowing my gaze to dip even lower. Shamefully, as he struggles with trying to stow his luggage overhead, I practically study the sexy lines that fade into the waistband of his black boxers. Which just so happen to be riding low on his hips. And as if that isn’t enough, I stare at the jut of his hip bones, and then my eyes widen when I see the faint trail of hair below his belly button on his otherwise hairless body.

      The thud-thud of my fast-beating heart has to be heard throughout the plane. Oh, wait, I think that is the wind-like noise of the air conditioning. Then again it could be both.

      Something glimmers and my eyes become fixated on the dull metal of his buckle. I wonder for a split second if his low-slung jeans would remain on his hips without that worn belt.

      Licking my lips at the thought is done completely mindlessly.

      Then again, jeans.

      He’s wearing jeans.

      And they are not just any jeans.

      These jeans are worn, tattered, and torn—and they look incredible on him.

      Seeing him struggling, the bubbly blond flight attendant rushes over to him. I can’t read her name tag. She looks like a Tiffany. I’ll go with that. “Sir, can I help you?” Tiffany asks with a flirty smile and a tone that makes me wonder if she isn’t looking to join the Mile High Club herself.

      Before turning to look at her, he glances my way. Dropping his chin, he peers over his shades and raises one sexy-as-hell brow. “She called me ‘sir,’” he says with a smirk.

      His words might cause my stomach to flutter, but it’s that wolfish grin that makes it feel like it’s going to take flight. I’m sure that look gives all women butterflies. No, I’m sure it does more than that, because right now I kind of feel all hot and bothered.

      What the hell?

      As if used to all the attention, there’s almost an air of arrogance about him as he twists and directs his attention to the flight attendant.

      For a moment, I feel a sense of déjà vu.

      Unable to place it, I shove it aside and try to retract my fangs. I don’t really have fangs. Just his movement toward her, though, makes me wish I did. I want to grab him and pull him back.

      Crazy.

      He surprises me when he declines her help. “Thanks, but I got this,” he tells her.

      Once Tiffany saunters away, he continues to twist and turn in such a way that does nothing to hide how sexy he is. Hopelessly he tries to shove his bag into the overhead compartment. Not going to happen. Finally, giving up, he saunters toward the front. Wow. His body. It is amazing. Up there he finds a place for his oversized duffle bag, but it is more than a few rows ahead of us.

      I hope he doesn’t forget it.

      See, that’s why I board early.

      The sound of the engines starting make it hard to hear and I can’t quite make out what he is saying to me when he returns. However, as I replay the movement of his lips over and over in my mind, I decide it sounds an awful lot like, “Do you like what you see?”

      Caught red-handed, he knows I’ve been staring.

      And he’s calling me out on it.

      Who does that?

      The slow motion of the movie I feel like I’ve been watching in my head hits real time. Suddenly, the beach-like God morphs into more of a beach bum, and still I think that in the most delicious way.

      Cocky bastard!

      Stunned by his arrogance, “Really? You’re serious?” is all I can manage.

      That look, the cocky one, remains in place. “No, not really,” he responds. “I don’t like it that much,” he adds, and his mouth remains quirked.

      Obnoxious prick!

      Is he that full of himself that he’s looking for backhanded compliments, like I’m some floozy who’s going to stroke his ego and say, “Oh, what’s not to like?” or “You’re so hot, how can you say that?”

      Whatever.

      Done with him, I turn away.

      “May I?” he says, his voice dipping low as if sharing a secret.

      Swiveling my attention toward him, I notice he is still standing in the aisle. Annoyed, it takes me a moment to figure out what he’s doing.

      He’s pointing to the lowered tray at his seat.

      Red flushes like crimson flowers across my face as I rush to grab my wineglass and slam the tray table closed. Once that’s done, I reluctantly lift my gaze, and with his proximity, I can see his face so much better.

      With a look of bemusement on it, he’s glancing down at me, and that face is just as breathtaking as the rest of him. Strong jaw. Sexy, sexy lips. Sharp, perfectly shaped nose. So masculine.

      There’s a crackle over the speaker. “Folks, there’s a slight delay. We’re finishing up some last-minute paperwork, but should be underway shortly…” the pilot is telling us, and this beach God is talking again.

      I can’t hear the pilot.

      Is something wrong with the plane? Not to be rude, but why won’t this guy be quiet? The announcement might be important. By the time it’s done and I refocus on him, I have no idea what he is saying.

      Right now, though, I have no time to worry about what is coming from his full moving lips. I don’t even try to decipher his words, because I am too busy preparing myself to combat my fury.

      As if going to war, I purse my lips and narrow my eyes at the same time. I have always camouflaged awkward situations with anger, which is one of the reasons why people think I’m a bitch.

      This time is no different.

      And when I fire, I do so with full force. “If you wouldn’t have surprised me like that, I might have thought to clear your space. An ‘excuse me’ is all you needed to say.”

      I’m loud. Too loud. Everyone is looking at me. And it comes out much snippier than I had intended.

      That dark hair looks windblown but perfectly tousled, and it kind of pisses me off. He would have to have hair like that. This time when he speaks, I can actually hear him. “I did say that.” He laughs a little ruefully. “A couple of times, as a matter of fact,” he adds in a much nicer tone than I deserve.

      Anger transforms into panic. “What exactly did you say?”

      He points to my glass. “You mean when I asked you if that was for me?”

      Okay, so it wasn’t do you like what you see.

      My lip-reading skills need improvement.

      This is bad.

      Really bad.

      Mortified, I’m desperately hoping he doesn’t find another seat. In fact, I do my best to ease out of this awkward situation. I give him what I hope is an endearing shrug instead of the wrath I had originally intended to bestow. Honestly, what I want to do right now is disappear into the crack between my seat and the window. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

      Next time I get my eyes checked, I think I need to have my hearing checked, too. Do poor eyesight and bad hearing go hand in hand as you get older? I am almost twenty-five. I’d better find out.

      Obviously opting to remain in his assigned seat and not move across the aisle to the empty ones, that hotter-than-sin body and beautifully groomed hair folds itself into the seat beside me, and as soon as that fine ass hits the cushion, he tilts his head my way.

      The shiver that runs down my spine startles me. I can’t remember the last time my body reacted like this to a stranger. If I were forced to come up with that answer, I’d have to go with a very long time ago.

      Those dark eyebrows rise so much that they arch like angel’s wings. “Don’t worry about it. You seem nervous.”

      Honesty is best at this point. “Well, maybe a little.”

      Again with the eyebrow raise, and can I just say, he can do that on repeat. It’s super sexy.

      “Okay, so flying gives me a lot of anxiety,” I confess.

      “Are you a white-knuckle gripper?”

      White-knuckle gripper?

      Isn’t that some sort of sex toy?

      Shocked that he’d ask, I furrow my brows. “Beg your pardon?”

      He guffaws, tilting his head with the force of it. “Do you grip the armrest for at least half the flight?”

      Nothing dirty. I have to think about his question, though. “You know what? I’m not certain.”

      “I want to know so I can make sure to keep my arm out of reach. Scratch marks aren’t really my thing.”

      So dirty just might be what he is going for.

      At that, I raise a brow back. This is going to be fun. I just need to shed my uptight skin. I don’t know this guy. He doesn’t know me. I’ll never see him again. With that, I find myself spouting at the mouth. “I hate flying because I’m scared of heights…or, more specifically, falling. I don’t like bungee jumps, being near ledges, or even looking down from a tall building. It sets my heart racing and gives me a little vertigo. And sometimes on bridges, I need to walk on the inside of the sidewalk and look down at the ground to get across.”

      Now he looks sympathetic. “My sister is afraid to fly. Her solution is to pop a Xanax as soon as she boards. It usually holds her over until landing.”

      “I thought about it,” I admit.

      His eyes are still hidden by the dark frames of his Wayfarers, and I really want to see them.

      “Can I get you something?” the blond flight attendant asks him. The way she looks at him, I’m surprised she doesn’t say, “Coffee, tea, or me?”

      He glances toward her. “Yeah, sure. I’ll have a Corona with a lime and a couple bags of peanuts.”

      She reaches in her pocket and hands him two bags of Planters. “Here you go. And I’ll be right back with that beer.”

      She’s off in a jiffy, eager beaver that she is.

      “Miss,” he calls.

      She turns.

      “Some chocolate, too, if you have any.”

      Her responding nod is almost seductive.

      “Thanks,” he tells her and shoves one of the bags in the pouch in front of him. The sexy stranger then rips open the other bag and pours some of the peanuts in his palm. “Here, have some of my nuts.”

      Nervous laughter spouts out of me and even though I’d never eat out of a stranger’s hand, I find myself considering trying his nuts.

      Yes, I thought that.

      The rakish tilt of his lips mesmerizes me as he continues to hold out his palm. “Come on, you know you want to try my nuts.”

      Aha! He is so trying to be dirty.

      Still, it makes me laugh enough that my wineglass starts shaking in my hand. “Oh, no, that’s where you’re wrong. My mother taught me never to take food from a guy I don’t know.”

      Emptying all the peanuts into his palm, he crumples the empty bag and shoves that into the pouch, too.

      I hate when people put their trash there, but it doesn’t seem to bother me right now because I’m a little preoccupied watching him.

      As if he has a secret, his lips tip up a little more. He has the best smile. Unexpectedly, he pinches one of the peanuts and lifts it. “It’s ‘don’t take candy from strangers.’”

      There’s a hush in the air. It takes me a moment to find my breath. “Right. That’s the saying.”

      His hand moves closer to my lips. “First of all, this isn’t candy, it’s protein, and I doubt your mother ever told you not to eat protein.”

      My breath hitches. “No, she didn’t.”

      “And secondly, we’re not strangers. We’re seatmates. I don’t know who you think I am, but I wouldn’t offer my nuts to just anyone.”

      Laughter roars out of me.

      Somehow he manages to stop himself from completely losing it. With his smirk in place, he’s determined to get me to eat this peanut and moves his fingers even closer. “Come on, try it. You know you want to.”

      As shocking as it seems, I find myself opening for him, and he drops the capsule of protein right on my tongue. For one brief second I imagine taking his hand and holding it to my mouth so I can lick the salt off his fingers. Oh, geez, what is wrong with me? Last night must have gotten me more worked up than I realized.

      “Good, right?” he breathes.

      Feeling flushed from head to toe, I give him a nod while chewing, then I swallow.

      When I do, I start to choke. The peanut is stuck. Oh, this can’t be happening. Coughing profusely, I try to unlodge it and force it up.

      Concern flashes in his eyes. “Are you okay?”

      I nod and manage to say, “I’m fine. Just went down the wrong pipe.”

      No longer concerned for my safety, he asks, “Trouble swallowing my nuts?”

      Still chocking, I have no choice but to spit the peanut into my cocktail napkin.

      Real lady-like.

      His eyes are on me. I can feel them.

      When I look up, there’s a coyness about him.

      That grin turns devilish. “I’m sorry you choked on my nuts, but you might want to work on your gag reflex.”

      Dirty, dirty, boy.

      “What would I do without your wit?”

      He quirks a brow and sits back. “You know you prefer me sitting next to you than sitting alone.”

      “You think so, do you?”

      “I know so. I mean, come on, you’ve already eaten my nuts and we’re still on the ground. Who knows what will happen when we’re in the air. With me by your side, you won’t have any time to think about being nervous.”

      There is a dip in my belly, and we haven’t even taken off yet.

      “Here you go,” the bubbly blonde says, handing him his bottle and a bag of M&M’s. Her name tag reads Jodie, but to me she’ll remain Tiffany.

      The beach bum turns to me. “Would you like some? I can get a glass,” he says, offering his bottle.

      I shake my head. “I don’t care for the taste of beer.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Anything carbonated messes with my stomach.”

      With a shrug, he shoves all of the nuts in his mouth and then takes the items from her with a thank you. I want so badly to mention something about him eating his own nuts, but can’t find the right thing to say.

      I’m so unfunny.

      Once he’s downed his drink, he sets the candy on his lap and whips those sunglasses off. In the pouch they go, too.

      Tiffany is beside him instantaneously. “I’ll take that,” she says. “Would you care for another?”

      He hands her his bottle. “After takeoff would be great. And another for my seatmate then, too.” He points to my partially filled glass and then that insanely sexy stare lands on me.

      Clearly he knows what he is doing to me, because he looks me over from head to toe with languid gray eyes that look like two storm clouds.

      When his gaze lands on my own, our eyes lock, and the air practically crackles around us. What is going on here? Maggie has me all worked up over this list and now I have sex on the brain.

      His gaze lingers on mine, and I swear I see his own breathing pick up.

      Inwardly, I am proud of myself for having taken the time to do my hair and for not wearing sweats. Unfortunately, I have no game and shiver under the intensity of that penetrating stare.

      As his eyes land on my feet, he points to my book, which for the first time I notice landed in a way to display the cover and title perfectly. “Let me get that for you,” he says.

      No.

      No.

      No.

      This isn’t happening.

      This can’t be happening.

      The picture of two men and a woman in an embrace is in plain sight, and the title, Summer’s Ménage, and author’s name, Sandy Cox, are clearly visible. “No, no, I got it,” I say anxiously, diving for it like it’s my last meal.

      It’s too late. Our heads collide, and the small amount of wine I have left in my glass spills all over his hair. Making things worse, when he sits up, he has my book in his hand, cover facing him.

      No. No. No.

      Maggie, I’m going to kill you. Kill you!

      This time, when he looks at me, I feel like he’s assessing me. Sizing me up. Wondering just how kinky I am. “Sandy Cox,” he quips with a raised brow.

      I am dying.

      Dying.

      Obviously a pen name with a play on the location of the book. Odd, I hadn’t noticed that before now.

      A million deaths pass before I can glance at him.

      Bemused, he shrugs and with the most adorable teasing grin says, “I haven’t read this one yet. How is it?”

      There are no words for the mortification I’m feeling right now.

      Trying to stop what happens next is completely useless. Rubbing his wine-dampened head, he smirks at me, and then opens the book.

      I want to grab it from him, but that will only make things worse, so I try to deflect. “I’m sorry about spilling my wine on you.”

      There’s a glint in his eyes. “Don’t worry about it, but I have to tell you I don’t think I’ve ever gotten my head wet this early into the game.”

      Trembling from his suggestive tone, I say to myself, “Game?” Then it sinks in and I think, Okay, yes, this is a game. And believe it or not, I want to play. Game on.

      “Cabin crew, prepare for takeoff,” the pilot’s voice booms overhead.

      Tiffany is at our row and taking my glass, a little too late.

      Perhaps thinking he’s won round one, my seatmate starts to read the first line—out loud. “‘Gabe was salty. Owen was sweet.’”

      I feel an odd shiver.

      His voice is low, deep, thick, and oozes with more and more sex appeal as he continues to read. “‘The beginning of the summer heat meant the windows were open. Summer VanVoreen let the cool breeze waft over her as she sat on the bed and examined her choices. She had come to Montauk alone, as she did each summer. And like each summer before, she knew she wouldn’t spend it alone. That time, though, she had gone into town and brought two men to her isolated beach home, not one. Her gaze shifted between the two of them. It first went to Gabe, who had a warrior-like body, and then to Owen, whom she thought looked more like a king. They were both incredibly good-looking in their own way and very fit. She had a choice to make, but she couldn’t pick just one, so she decided to spend the summer with both. Should they both agree to her proposition, of course.’”

      Heat and tingles of arousal shoot through my core. How can this be happening? I’m a thousand shades of red and a million degrees at the same time. I can’t let him go on. I know what is coming next.

      Sex.

      Lots of it.

      One woman.

      Two men.

      Keeping it together, while internally dying, I place my hand over the page. “Story time is over, big boy.”

      His hand covers mine and I swear electricity courses through me. “Oh, I’m only getting started. This book is going to make for one interesting flight.”

      Nabbing it, I quickly tuck it in my seat pouch. “You can’t read this book out loud. People are listening, and this flight is PG.”

      He leans toward me and his hot breath trails across my neck. “Then I’ll whisper.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to direct your attention to the television monitors. We will be showing our safety demonstration and would like the next few minutes of your complete attention.”

      Saved by Tiffany.

      Taking a deep breath, I blow it out and direct my attention to the screen. “When the seat belt sign illuminates, you must fasten your seat belt. Insert the metal …” My mind wanders to my seatmate and his voice. There’s something so familiar about him.

      He nudges me. “Pay attention.”

      How’d he know I’m not? I refocus.

      “There are several emergency exits on this aircraft…”

      The minutes pass slowly. “Oxygen and the air pressure are always being monitored. In the event of a decompression, an oxygen mask will automatically…”

      Nervous, I draw in a deep breath. If that ever happens to me, I’m not sure how I’ll react.

      My seatmate shifts. His body heat radiates as he leans closer to me. He smells like lavender and sea air. An odd scent. Still, I find myself taking another deep breath.

      By the time the safety movie finishes, the plane is moving down the runway.

      “Fuck, that was boring. Give me that book back.”

      I laugh. I shouldn’t like the way the word fuck sounds coming out of his mouth, but I do. “No way.”

      His gaze swivels to mine. “But I want to know what happens.”

      I bite my lip in contemplation. Story time could be fun. Then reason sets in and I whisper, “You’ll have to buy the book to find out.”

      The plane gains speed.

      I grab for the armrest.

      His gaze lands on my hand and he says nothing else as the plane moves faster and faster down the runway.

      The color in my cheeks feels like it is finally waning. I think I’m good now, other than the fact that I’m terrified.

      Glad for the silence, I press my head into the seat and close my eyes. Soon enough the plane is climbing and I feel like the air inside my brain is expanding.

      Too much wine.

      When my head starts to spin a little, I squeeze the armrest even tighter.

      My worries about the plane crashing seem amplified in my somber state, the what ifs firing like missiles through my brain.

      What if the pilot has to perform an emergency landing in a field and it’s not long enough? What if the plane starts to go down over water and we are all sealed inside? What if we crash into a building and ignite into a million flames?

      What if…

      What if…

      What if…

      His arm touches mine. “Hey.”

      Through one eye, I look over at him.

      “Squeeze my arm if you have to,” he whispers.

      We smile at each other, drawn together by our mutual understanding over my fear of flying.

      “I don’t want to leave scratch marks,” I tease.

      He leans even closer. “Go ahead and make your mark. I can take it.”

      Unless I am totally off base, he’s talking about more than my fear of flying.

      Closing my eyes tighter, all I can think is…I plan to.
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      Falling asleep has always been a challenge for me. I lie awake thinking about things that don’t always make sense.

      Pondering.

      Worrying.

      Wondering, what if.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has turned off the ‘fasten seat belt’ sign, and you may now move around the cabin.”

      Confused, I open my eyes.

      No way. I fell asleep…and on a plane.

      That has never happened.

      Yet, as I look around, it’s obvious that time has passed. The cabin lights are dimmed, seats are reclining, and the flight attendant is just approaching my row with a tray of drinks.

      Surprised by the quiet, I look toward my seatmate. His eyes are closed and his hand is gripping the armrest just below mine.

      Hmmm… either he’s really tired or he doesn’t like flying either.

      Against my better judgment, I take this time to study him more clearly. His dark, thick eyelashes are beautiful. The scruff on his face looks as intentional as his messy hair, and just as mouth-watering. I might have been wearing my wine goggles earlier, but right now I know he is fine.

      “Here you go.” The bubbly Tiffany hands me another glass of wine.

      “Thank you,” I answer, trying to be quiet while I pull down my own tray table.

      My seatmate’s eyes open.

      Tiffany looks at him with a huge smile. “Here’s your beer, sir.”

      “Thank you,” he says in a super-sexy, gravelly voice.

      I consider whether I should close my eyes again and avoid any further conversation, or talk to him and see where this goes, if anywhere.

      Just then, perhaps still a little groggy, he sets his bottle on my tray table and stretches. God, the power he seems to command in the small space has me tingling from head to toe. And again, I find myself staring at that body of his.

      When his arms return to his sides, his hips surge forward. I can’t help it. My eyes go straight to his crotch. Oh my God, what is he doing?

      Kegels?

      How bad is it that I join in?

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      The moan that escapes my mouth snaps me back to reality.

      Enough is enough. I need to unplug from this situation before anything else embarrassing happens. Yet, I can’t. All I can think about is scratch number ten of the list—here is my chance to go back and check off number four instead.

      And he has to be all for it.

      Right?

      After all, he’s doing pelvic exercises to improve his stamina in this game. They say you can do them anywhere. And he seems to subscribe to that philosophy. He obviously doesn’t realize I’m watching him.

      That voice is smooth like molasses and startles me from my sex thoughts. “I think this belongs to you.”

      My gaze darts from his hips to his hands.

      He’s holding my iPod, which had been under his butt.

      Okay, so he wasn’t doing Kegels.

      I forgot all about that little thing.

      My mind is still replaying the way his hips moved, and my delayed reaction gives him enough time to turn it on. My earphones must still be on his seat because as soon as he swipes across the screen, “Like a Virgin” blares through the cabin.

      Seriously, could this flight get any worse?

      My seatmate is grinning like the cat that just ate the canary. “Eighties? Wow, I didn’t think anyone listened to that anymore.”

      To that I have no defense, and the truth sounds better than any concocted lie. “It’s on my Songs About Me playlist,” I admit.

      He grins even harder as the lyrics continue to play.

      Without hesitation, I pluck my iPod from his grip and turn it off. “What can I say—I love Madonna. Hair pulled back in a bow, black tank tops, necklaces, and bracelets are my thing.”

      Accessories are my thing.

      A brow rises, slightly, but I catch it and those little butterfly wings start batting against my belly again. “Your thing, huh?” He seems to ponder that for a moment; either that or he is picturing me singing the song.

      My whole body tightens at the thought of doing just that—for him.

      And we already know my singing skills need improvement.

      Leaning toward me, he tries to snatch my iPod back. “Can I see what else is on your Songs About Me playlist?” He stresses the words songs about me, but not in a way meant to make fun of it, more in an I’m really interested in this tone.

      I shake my head no.

      “Come on, hand it over. Otherwise, how am I going to learn what else is your thing?”

      With a slight shrug meant to be sexy, I answer, “That’s top-secret information. If I tell you, I might have to kill you.” And then I tuck my iPod, along with my book, in the seat pocket in front of me.

      The flirty, sassy side of me is back.

      I like it.

      “That’s a chance I’ll have to take.” My seatmate is determined, and he swoops his hand right over my tray table but instead of snatching my iPod, he takes my book.

      The cabin is dark, really dark, so I don’t bother to try to retrieve it. He won’t be able to read. But like I said, he seems determined and solves that problem rather quickly.

      Turning the overhead light on, he grabs the bag of M&M’s, opens them, pours them on my table, then leans closer to me.

      I sip my wine and watch him as he separates the M&M’s in two piles. I like the way he moves with determination. It’s a turn-on.

      When he’s done, he picks up his bottle.

      I look down and see he’s given me all the dark M&M’s and taken the colored ones for himself.

      “Do I want to know?” I ask in amusement, pointing to the two piles.

      Taking a sip of his beer, he grins. “Just making sure you don’t end up with any of the green ones. You know what they say about those.”

      My eyes fixate on the way the liquid goes down his throat, the way his Adam’s apple moves as he swallows, the way his chest rises and falls. Picking up one of his green M&M’s, I look at him and pop it into my mouth. “I do know what they say.”

      That intake of breath is unmistakable.

      Settling beside me, he tosses a few in his mouth from my pile and starts reading. “‘By not telling one of the men to leave her beach house that night, she knew she was inviting both to stay. Summer closed her eyes at the realization. She was fine with it. She was going to do it. Within mere seconds, four hands covered her. She couldn’t tell which belonged to whom. She didn’t care. Together the three of them worked to remove her clothes, and finally she let the men whisk away her panties. Completely bare, Summer willingly spread her legs and allowed the men to devour her.’”

      I squeeze my thighs together. Wow. Who would have thought a guy reading to you would be such a turn-on?

      My seatmate’s cheeks look a little flushed. His voice sounds a little raspier, too, and yet he continues to read. Upon finishing chapter one, he pauses to take a sip from his bottle and then looks over at me. “This is good stuff. You are a very interesting person.”

      My breathing a little erratic, I ask, “What do you mean?”

      His laugh is low and slow and a little drowsy. “Going from a virgin to porn in an instant.”

      Now my flush is creeping up my chest and turning my face pink. “It’s not like that. I’m trying to find myself. Who I want to be. Should be. Who I really am. Maybe who I used to be.”

      I should add that this novel is considered erotica, not porn, but I don’t. Does it really matter? Either way, the air between us is almost dripping with sexual tension.

      My comment seems to hit somewhere deep within himself. For a moment, his face goes blank. “I get it,” he tells me before resuming his slouched position close to me.

      So close.

      So hot.

      I can barely breathe.

      A pocket of turbulence doesn’t even make me panic. In fact, the plane ride has been a little rocky this entire time and I’m not bothered by it in the least.

      In half a minute our arms are touching again and our faces are soon very, very close as he whisper-reads to me. By the time he gets to chapter three, we’ve each consumed two more drinks and eaten the entire bag of M&M’s.

      We shared the green ones.

      My seatmate’s voice continues to melt me as he turns mere words into gooey caramel. “‘It had been a month, not quite midsummer but almost, and Summer had gotten used to having two men in her bed. She took Gabe’s well-accustomed length into her mouth, her hands gripping his base to set the pace. She always had control. His fingers twisted in her hair but were never forceful. The men knew the rules. Gabe liked to test her, though. And he did so when he pushed his hips forward. His cock was longer, but not as thick as Owen’s. Even blindfolded, Summer knew it was him by this one simple fact. Besides, he was always more anxious. Secretly pleased, still she made him wait and surged her hips forward. While Owen buried his face in her pussy and ate her like he was feasting on her, she took her time with Gabe, drawing out his orgasm until he begged.’”

      As crazy as it sounds, I find myself mouthing the words along with him. Pausing just before Summer has her climax, I have to lick my lips. My throat feels so dry.

      Our breathing is very loud. His and mine. It seems to combine and could quite possibly be combustible.

      My seatmate makes a noise and bites down on his lower lip. I catch a flash of teeth when he does. His hair has also fallen forward, and it shields his gaze. Sitting up straighter, he closes his eyes and shuts the book. “I think we should stop for a while.”

      “Yes,” I tell him in a hoarse, low voice I wish didn’t shake.

      This thing developing between us can go nowhere. We’re strangers who will never see each other again. Still, I feel like that doesn’t matter. I don’t want to worry about that. I don’t want to know his name or where he lives. I only want to live in the moment.

      Free.

      Easy.

      Never the aggressor, I find myself being one. I envision myself as Summer from the novel and lean in toward my seatmate. His eyes are closed and I stare at his gorgeous profile. I’m not touching him anymore, but I can still feel his warmth against me. This close, I can smell his scent. I breathe it in for a moment and I swear I can taste him. The urge to do so has never been greater. Just stick out my tongue and lick him like a lollipop. Wonder if he’d mind? Oh, God, the thought has me gasping for air. The noise I make isn’t intentional, but loud enough that he opens his eyes.

      He breathes out, “Do you want…?” He leaves the question dangling.

      Yes. I want.

      I swallow. Nod. Then nod again. He shivers. Looks at me. Looks around. No one is across from us. No one can see us. Closing my tray table, I find myself moving even closer, drawn to him in a way I can’t explain. Still, he doesn’t move. Uncertain I read the signs right, I start to lean back in my seat. He captures my wrist, and I let him pull me close.

      Inches apart, I look into his eyes and make certain he sees that I want what he wants. Hot, sweaty sex, no strings attached.

      Reaching up, he turns the overhead light off. Now we’re in the dark. I can’t be certain who initiates the next bit. Him? Me? Who knows? All I know is that my hand is on his cock and his is over my hand. Even beneath the fabric of his jeans, I can feel his erection. It’s so big. Hard, long, and thick. And big. Did I mention that?

      Losing myself in the feel of him, I’m helpless to do anything but move forward. To do this thing I had never truly envisioned myself doing. I’m not a prude or anything, but I usually wait until the third date to do anything below the waist.

      Angling just right so no one can see us, he takes my free hand and puts it behind his neck. I find my fingers instantly curling around his soft locks. And my fingers seem to have a mind of their own—tugging a little, and a little more. So unlike me. Summer must have me all riled up. When I tug again, he grits his teeth and makes a strangled gasp. That feeling of déjà vu hits me once again. I can’t place it. I don’t want to try. I don’t care, because I’ve never felt like this before. So powerful. Like every touch I make arouses this man more and more.

      A hand cups my breast. His palm is warm. He brushes a finger across my nipple. I’m so excited, I think I might need mouth-to-mouth. When the pace of my breathing picks up with his slightest touch, I have to close my eyes.

      “Look at me,” he demands.

      In an instant, I do.

      Seconds pass. Neither of us moves. Somehow sitting here in the dark cabin, saying nothing, with our bodies touching feels as if it is the most natural thing in the world.

      My mind is racing.

      I wonder if his is, too.

      My pulse is pounding.

      I know his is, too.

      I want to say something.

      I don’t.

      Desire runs thick through my veins.

      What do we do next?

      I wish Maggie were here so I could get her advice.

      Finally, I speak. “What are,” I ask with a quaking, shaking voice, “we doing?”

      As if he’s been holding all the air in his lungs, the breath hisses out of him. “Acting out the scene in the book. You’re Summer, and why don’t you pretend I’m Gabe.”

      “Not Owen?” I rasp, totally turned on right now.

      His grin melts me. “It’s a hard choice; I’d like to think I’m both men combined. How about I let you decide?”

      At that my blush turns scarlet red. His words come across so cocky, I should laugh at him, but instead I find myself so wanting to find out.

      When it comes to men, I literally have no moves. But something about the night’s events has coalesced into a temporary insanity, on my end anyway, and I find myself unable to shake the thought of having him inside me.

      Just like the way you can be standing at the edge of the high dive one second thinking to yourself, I can’t do this, it’s too high, and the next thing you know, you’ve overcome your fear of heights and you’re jumping without actually realizing you’ve jumped...I lean over to kiss him.

      I know better.

      A girl should never be the first to kiss a boy.

      Everyone knows that.

      So what happens shouldn’t surprise me. Just before I pass the threshold of the armrest, my seatmate abruptly unbuckles his seat belt and stands up. “I need to use the lavatory.”

      Is that a sign?

      What Maggie told me to do, is he is doing it?

      No wink or nod, no “join me,” but still it’s close.

      I wait a few minutes. Make sure the coast is clear. And then stand and follow in his path. My anxiety has increased tenfold. My whole body is trembling. I don’t even know him.

      “That’s the point!” I can hear Maggie’s voice screaming at me.

      She’s right. This is exciting. Naughty even. I’ve never had sex in a public place. Is it bad that I’m wet just thinking about it? About him.

      Did I just think that?

      Now I’m doing more than thinking, I’m picturing that big cock I just felt, wondering if he will even fit inside me.

      What if he doesn’t?

      Or what if he doesn’t have a condom?

      Worse, what if I read the signs all wrong?

      Reaching the lavatory, the sign reads, ‘Occupied’.

      I can’t go in.

      I have to wait.

      I’m at a crossroads…I can go the uptight path or the let my hair down and live a little path. Either wait for him to open the door or bolt back to my seat and pretend to sleep for the rest of the flight.

      Which is it going to be?
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      Fate sometimes has a way of interceding when you need it most…or not.

      Just as I take a step back, the lavatory door opens.

      Standing there, long and lean, my seatmate looks so damn sexy that my knees feel weak. He blinks. Doesn’t move. Stands in front of me. He’s taller than I had imagined now that I’m actually standing before him. My eyes scan him from head to toe. The ends of his hair are wet—he must have splashed his face. My gaze lowers, taking in all of him, and it lands on the untied scuffed combat boots on his feet that I hadn’t noticed before.

      Damn, he is so sexy.

      “Hi.” He smiles.

      “Hi.” My voice cracks.

      Nervous, and to be honest a little scared, I take a step closer. The air crackles between us as the distance closes. I know this is crazy. This is so, so crazy. I’ve never done anything like this before. I’m a good girl. I follow the rules. Walk a straight line. Don’t enter forbidden zones. And yet, here I am breaking a lifetime of good to prove to myself that I’m not uptight. Though even as I think it, I know it’s not the only reason.

      I want this man. Really want him. And that, too, has never happened. I want him unlike I’ve ever wanted a man. In fact, my stomach has never twisted at the sight of any guy nor have my panties soaked at the thought of being touched by one. Even my fiancé had never gotten me this hot this quickly. Whatever this isn’t, I know what it is—pure lust all the way.

      And I’m going for it.

      Inconspicuously, he glances around before taking a step back.

      Me, the girl afraid of heights, is jumping off that cliff again and taking a step inside the small space. My heart beats out of control when the door closes behind me, and the sound of the click causes my mouth to part on a gasp of both certainty and uncertainty.

      “Fancy meeting you here.” His low chuckle tickles my eardrum.

      I give him that same flirty shrug I gave him earlier and say, “I know, right?”

      This time, his response is smoldering. Those languid gray eyes look like half-moons, long lashes sweep his cheeks, and that easy grin melts me. “Do you come here often?”

      Instead of answering right away, I twist around and lock the door. When I twist back, I muster up all my courage and give him a wink. “Not often enough.”

      I can feel the blaze of his stare. His gaze traces the lines of my face, and I swear I feel his sizzling look hot on my skin. Crazy. Intimate. Intense. Suddenly, turbulence shakes the plane once again. Again, I don’t panic, and this time it’s because he reaches to grab my arm, and with him anchoring me, the sudden impact doesn’t alarm me or cause me to stumble.

      Even as the plane levels, he doesn’t let go.

      A little more turbulence and his hand slides down my arm to rest on the curve of my waist. A move so blatant it makes my breath catch.

      “You’re a good girl—what are you doing in here with me?” he whispers, and the feel of his warm breath against my face sends shivers down my spine.

      “Who said I’m a good girl?”

      “Me,” he whispers.

      One last step is all he has to take, and as soon as he does, we’re aligned thigh-to-thigh, belly-to-belly. If I tip my head just a little, and he leans down a little, our mouths will be close enough to kiss.

      “I’m not,” I protest. “I read porn, remember?”

      “Right.” He grins. “I also remember the Madonna song on your playlist. And that tells me more than some random novel you picked up in the airport in a rush.”

      “How do you know I just bought that? Maybe it’s part of a series that I’ve been reading forever.”

      His laugh is a little wicked. “The receipt fell out when I picked it up. I saw today’s date stamped on it.”

      “Still, that doesn’t mean—” I don’t get to finish telling him I’m not a virgin, if that’s what he thinks. Then again, I doubt he thinks that.

      Suddenly, his fingers are around my wrists, and he moves me until my back hits the door behind me. With my arms at my sides, he’s caging me in. “Are you certain you want to be in here with me?”

      My heart slams against my ribs, and I can’t get control of my breathing. “Yes, I’m sure.”

      Then it happens. Bold and unfaltering, he crushes his mouth over mine. With our lips sealed, he swallows my gasp of surprise in an instant. His lips are soft, his tongue is wet, and our teeth crash as we wildly seal our mouths with a drugging kiss.

      Ripples of passion overtake me and flow through my body. First, it tugs at my nipples, then it melts in my belly, and finally it explodes between my legs in a burst of desire.

      God, I want him.

      Knowing this, knowing this is more than checking an item off a list, I let myself go. When I do, our kiss grows more desperate. We search, demand, explore, lick, and suck. We let it consume us.

      Panting, he trails those lips down my neck and his male scent, the heat of his skin, and the taste of him lingering on the tip of my tongue, all hot and wild, overwhelms me. As desire continues to shoot through me from my head to the tip of my toes, it occurs to me that I’ve never been this turned on from just kissing someone.

      In a moment, or maybe two, he lets go of his hold on my wrists and grips my nape with one hand before sliding the other down to my hip.

      Lower.

      Lower still.

      Excitement fills the air when his fingertips skim the soft flesh of my bare thigh. Thank God I’m leaning against the door because my knees go weak at the feel of that long, thick erection grinding into me.

      That groan he makes in response to my thrusting hips is one I want to eat up. “We don’t have a lot of time,” he whispers like an apology.

      “I know,” I whisper back and start to rip his shirt over his head.

      Before I even have his shirt fully over his head, and before I can raise my gaze from those smooth, muscled abs I ogled earlier, he growls, “Turn around.”

      Yes, he actually growls it.

      And oh God, that sound, it causes a ripple of arousal to flood my veins. Wanting this as much as he does, maybe more, I abandon my attempt at taking his shirt off and leave it for him to finish pulling over his head while I turn around. Once there, I place my palms flat on the cool glass of the mirror and squeeze my eyes shut.

      I’m doing this.

      Really doing this.

      With our bodies touching, the heat around us blazes. This is so incredibly hot, I can’t even remember where I am.

      Which might be a good thing.

      Remember, I said he’s really big, and I’m not going to lie—I’m a tiny bit worried.

      But then all my apprehension melts away when he almost expertly slides his hand down my hip to my thigh, fingers catching the hem of my sundress like it’s second nature.

      Small tingles follow in the wake of his warm skin as he inches my hem up, up, up, up higher until my panties are front and center.

      “Oh fuck,” he mutters.

      Okay, so I have to thank Maggie for insisting I wear the black thong. Very aware of how skimpy it is, I bend a little at the hips and give him an even better view.

      Those talented fingers are running the length of it like a quarterback trying to score a touchdown.

      Wait…the—oh, oh!—quarterbacks don’t…I jump.

      His fingers are rising and then…the stinging dancing across my flesh surprises me.

      He didn’t just do that?

      Yes, he did. He snapped my thong.

      Wide-eyed, I turn to look at him.

      “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.” He grins, and then smooths his palms over my butt cheeks, caressing right down the middle.

      Dirty, dirty boy.

      Hiding my intense like for his dirty side, I turn around.

      As soon as I do, he reaches between my legs and moves his fingers to curve upward to brush my clit on the outside of my very wet panties.

      It feels incredible.

      With my eyes closed once again, I press my forehead against the mirror. This is it—I’m about to fuck a stranger. I’m about to join the Mile High Club. And I love every minute of it.

      When he slides a foot between my open thighs and pushes them open even wider, I pray to God that the split doesn’t cause me to slide and wind up like a wishbone on the floor. Once I feel the gap isn’t too great, that I won’t be torn in half, I shiver in anticipation. But then his fingers circle against me and I shudder from how freaking good it feels.

      It’s been a while since I’ve had sex, and so much longer since anyone has made me feel this desirable.

      More than ready for what’s next, I breathe in and in and in, almost forgetting to let the air release from my lungs until it rushes out in a loud moan of ecstasy.

      That was so not intentional.

      His response isn’t to be missed, though. That shudder of breath. The slight tremble in his touch. The way his body presses closer to mine.

      He likes my noises.

      I take them up a notch, hoping I don’t sound like a porno star.

      With a shift in his stance, his arms snake around me and he comes at my pussy. His rough, callused hands glide down my belly, and his fingers are easily sliding inside my thong.

      That dirty mouth mutters another curse when he touches my bare flesh, and I tremble from both the delicious touch and the arousing sound.

      Oh God, without even giving me time to recover, he’s stroking a finger along my sex, and again, and one more time, as if just liking the way it feels.

      There’s a very real possibility I might explode in anticipation of what’s to come before it actually happens.

      Men cream their pants. Do women do the same?

      His chin presses into my shoulder. “You want this.”

      Not a question, but a command that demands an answer. My belly squeezes again. It’s the first time anyone has talked to me like that in a bedroom situation. I like it. “Yes,” I breathe.

      Soon, I hear the small clatter of a metal buckle being undone, followed by the soft sigh of a button easing from its hole, and then finally I hear the light purr of a zipper parting.

      I try to catch his reflection in the mirror, but my body is covering his.

      Just then another round of turbulence hits. This time, the plane starts shaking. It’s not a small bump. It rocks. First right, then left. Our bodies rock in the same motion. Unlike the last time, the turbulence doesn’t pass in an instant. The bumps are so much more severe, and almost frantically, we try to brace ourselves against the wall.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has turned on the ‘fasten seat belt’ sign. We are now crossing a zone of turbulence. Please return to your seats immediately and keep your seat belts fastened.”

      The turbulence causes the plane to lose altitude, and when it drops, he tries to grab for me, and I attempt to grab for him. We need to anchor each other until the plane levels out.

      Our bodies shift and move and it’s then that I see it—the scrolling letter B on his chest. It’s now that I get the déjà vu moment. This man I’ve affectionately termed Mr. Beach Bum is Mr. Uptight Prick from last night. He’s Cam.

      Removing my hands from his body, I clutch whatever I can. I feel a little sick that I’m in here with him. He let some woman blow him and then dismissed her like she was trash. Is that what he is planning to do to me? Oh, wait, he wouldn’t have to, because we’ll never see each other again.

      I need to get out of here.

      Now.

      It happens before I can stop it. I’m holding onto the small lever that secures the door. He tries to grab my hand, and the movement of the plane causes my hand to jolt to the right. And then, just like that, we’re flying out of the door.

      It’s both of our doing.

      I blame him.

      Horrified, I can’t even move. I’m lying nose first on the carpet, and his body is covering mine. For those who happen to want to watch the show, I’m certain they can’t see much, but they will know. Know without a doubt what we were about to do in there.

      The palpitations I’m feeling in my heart are no longer a result of lust, but complete embarrassment.

      “You need to get to your seats.”

      Mortified, I can’t even look up to see who is talking to us.

      I feel a tugging of my dress, down, down, down it goes. It’s him. The beach bum. The prick. The manwhore. The slut. Thank God the material is cotton and not the cheap stuff that easily rips.

      Soft lips whisper in my ear. “I think you’re good to stand.”

      Regardless of my latest realization, I can’t be mad at him right now. Besides, I wanted this. I practically begged for it. “What about you?” I whisper.

      “Don’t worry about me.”

      A throat clears.

      This can’t be happening.

      Daring to allow my gaze to lift, I know as my eyes make their way up the body before me that it’s Tiffany, the flight attendant with the crush on my seatmate. Soon enough, a frown and blond hair appear in my vision.

      Yep. I was right.

      The Mile High Club is going to be my doom.

      The flight attendant is sitting in her jump seat and she is leering at me. “Federal Aviation Administration regulations mandate a lavatory occupancy of one. I’m going to have to report this incident to the captain.”

      I want to slap that smirk off her face, but that would require standing, not lying horizontal with my partner-in-crime half-naked on top of me.

      In addition to that, aggravating her now won’t do me any good. If she turns me in, I could be accused of a flight violation or even public indecency.

      Slowly, the weight on top of me disappears. The man I was just about to have sex with is rising to all of his six-plus feet.

      Oh, God, his pants. His pants. They’re undone, and without that belt buckled they’re certain to fall as soon as he stands.

      I don’t pray often, but please God, give me a break here.

      “This is a total misunderstanding,” my seatmate tells the flight attendant, twisting to look at her over his shoulder. He’s pulling his shirt over his head.

      I should care about what is going on, but right now all I can think about is that scrolling B disappearing. Puff, it is gone, like it was never there. But it was. And I know who he is. What he is—a manwhore, a slut, a player, whatever term fits.

      Tiffany, or Jodie, or whatever her real name is, scoffs. “I don’t think there is any misunderstanding.”

      Turning around, he holds a hand up as if in surrender. “Can we at least discuss it before you do anything rash?”

      Petrified she’s going to refuse him, I can’t even fully raise my gaze to look at him now that he is facing her for fear that his big, thick cock, the one I never saw, but oh how I felt it, is out on full display.

      Finally, I dare to take a peek. Phew, it’s not hanging out, or sticking out, whichever is the case, for all to see. Somehow in the midst of the chaos he not only managed to push my dress down, but pull his pants up.

      If I didn’t hate him right now, I might kiss his feet. I think he just got us off the public indecency charge at least.

      Slowly, I rise to my feet, more than aware that I am one hot mess. Even so, I try to stay close to him, shield him, give him time to zip and buckle. To make himself presentable.

      The bubbly flight attendant is glaring at me.

      It’s like we’re in a standoff.

      Well, I’m not backing down. In fact, the more she narrows her eyes at me, the straighter I stand. I have to tell myself not to ball my fists for fear I might take the first swing. Probably a time to remind myself that I’ve never been in a fight.

      When Tiffany or Jodie or whatever her name is continues to stand before us in silence, my seatmate pleads with her. “Please.”

      Still with the glare, this time when he speaks, she steps around me. “Well, I guess we can discuss it. Maybe I misunderstood what was taking place,” the flight attendant practically purrs to my seatmate.

      At that, my head snaps in his direction. Oh, please, she didn’t misunderstand a goddamn thing. The physical turbulence might have passed, but the emotional one is just starting to battle within me.

      Although he didn’t have time to fix himself, at least his shirt is pulled down low enough to cover the fact that his pants are undone.

      Thank fuck. Not a word I use often, but it is more than needed right now.

      “Please take your seat,” the flight attendant instructs me, but not my seatmate.

      I narrow my gaze at her. This behavior certainly wasn’t covered during the in-flight safety demonstration.

      My seatmate nods his chin beyond the first-class curtain. “Take your seat. Let me talk to her, alone.”

      There’s that arrogant, domineering bastard I remember from last night.

      Furious, I almost say no, but then I remember I am in jeopardy of being escorted in handcuffs off the plane, so like a good little girl, I start back to my seat.

      “One minute.” It’s the flight attendant telling him her rules. Now this is her game.

      I turn to glare at her.

      “Please sit in the empty row across from your assigned seat. I’m going to have to ask that you sit alone the rest of the flight.”

      The look on my seatmate’s face is one of utter blankness.

      Then again, what else would it be?

      After all, a slut’s work is never done.

      Besides, what happened between us was a hookup gone wrong. I should be thankful that I’m not just another notch in his belt. Let that role go to her.

      Sticking my chin up with pride, I look the fake Tiffany in the eyes. “I wouldn’t want to sit any other way. He’s all yours,” I huff. With that, I pivot and march my hot mess back to my newly assigned seat.

      Stewing, I practically chew my lip raw waiting for the outcome.

      My ex-seatmate is back within five minutes. I want to say, “That was quick,” but I hold my tongue. I know he didn’t do anything with her. Yet. He must have had to make some promise about the next time she’s back in Santa Ana or New York City, depending on where he lives. I never bothered to ask, too caught up in my unusual behavior. He was a stranger and needed to stay that way, so I avoided personal questions. Now, I feel depressed that I’ll never know.

      “Hey, can we talk?” he whispers across the aisle.

      Sensing his sincere concern, I consider it for a moment, but then I remember how he behaved last night and shake my head no. “I’m tired. I’m going to go to sleep,” I tell him. Tell Cam, that is. And then I close my eyes.

      Looks like I won’t be checking the Mile High Club off my list today or anytime in the near future.

      Too bad that’s not what makes me sad.
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      There are some titles you earn that nobody can ever take away: Mother. Veteran. Ph.D. And, of course, there is the ever-coveted card-carrying member of the Mile High Club.

      Yes, once you’ve done it high in the sky, you’re pretty much set for life when it comes to always winning the never have I ever game.

      But, make no mistake about it—joining the Mile High Club isn’t as simple as you may think.

      Or maybe it was just me who thought that.

      In my defense, Maggie made it out to be so incredibly easy.

      Maybe for her it was.

      For me—not so much.

      In fact, the attempt was downright humiliating.

      Then again, I should have known better. Maggie always makes everything seem easier than it is.

      Across the aisle, light and shadow paint him.

      I haven’t slept, but I have pretended to do so. Still, whenever I move or shift a little, he catches my quick glance his way, and this time is no different.

      “I’m really sorry,” he whispers for the hundredth time.

      I can’t even look him in the eyes.

      In his defense, he doesn’t understand why. He doesn’t know I saw him getting head last night and then treat Megan with a B like she was dirt. Sure, I felt there was a reason, but after today, I wonder if that is just his way with all women.

      Still incredibly embarrassed about everything, I look away without saying a word. Awkward situation equals bitchy woman. It’s how I’ve always been. I can’t help it.

      At last giving up, he stretches those long legs, and from the corner of my eye I can see him rest his head against the window.

      When I can’t take it anymore, I dare to sneak a quick peek his way.

      I know I shouldn’t.

      In that one instant it takes for me to focus on him, my heart starts to beat out of my chest.

      Tall, dark, and handsome—the three perfect words to describe him.

      As if uncontrollable, my breathing also picks up.

      And then I stupidly start to think maybe we could try that again. This time with a lower volume, a little more discretion, and a whole lot more coordination.

      No, I silently tell myself.

      At least this time I listen.

      One embarrassing moment on this flight is enough—for a lifetime.

      With his eyes closed, I can almost pretend we never met and that what just happened never took place.

      Almost.

      Except the feel of his lips on my neck still lingers, and the touch of his fingers against my skin continues to burn, and then there’s my lady parts, which are still tingling wildly to the point of maddening irritation.

      Chastising myself for even listening to Maggie, and forever considering joining the Mile High Club, I feel like I want to cry, which is stupid.

      I.

      Will.

      Never.

      See.

      Him.

      Again.

      The speaker crackles and the pilot’s voice booms through the open space. “Cabin crew, prepare for landing.”

      Sighing, I avert my gaze and then ever so quietly buckle my seat belt and pray that the sound doesn’t disturb him. I can’t take another “I’m sorry” or “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Soon enough, the plane starts to descend and my stomach drops. I find myself digging my nails into the armrest so tightly that my knuckles are turning white.

      He was right.

      And right now I have this odd feeling. I wish I were sitting next to him, listening to the sound of his caramel-like voice as he reads to me.

      No. No. No, I tell myself, and I know I’m right. I don’t need a man in my life, and definitely not a stranger who fucks for a hobby.

      At 37,000 feet in the air, everything still feels like a haze of white fluffiness, but then the lights from the landscape below start to become clearer and so does my mind.

      I’m about to start something new.

      And it’s exciting.

      Looking out the window in anticipation, I know there are adventures waiting for me here. I’ve visited Laguna Beach many times with Maggie through the years, but this is different. This will be me, making a new life, in a new city.

      I’m so ready.

      As soon as the plane lands, the pilot’s voice comes over the speakers again. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to John Wayne Airport. The temperature is sixty-four degrees…” He continues giving us information, but I tune it out. I just want to get off this plane.

      Atypical of my normal airplane behavior, I stand up immediately after the plane stops, open the bin over him, over Cam, without glancing down, and as soon as the door opens, I bolt out of it.

      “Hey, wait.” Cam is calling after me.

      He doesn’t even know my name, or that I know his, and I have to be okay with that.

      He’s a stranger.

      A random almost screw.

      And I will never see him again.

      I have to be okay with that.

      I say it to myself one more time so that maybe I’ll believe it.

      After all, that’s the way it is.
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        Makayla

      

      

      There aren’t that many people in the arrival terminal.

      In fact, it’s somewhat quiet. Then again, it is one of the last flights of the day.

      Walking fast, then faster still, I practically sprint in my wedges so that Cam doesn’t catch up with me. The floor is recently polished and a bit slick, so my high school track skills are a little slowed, but as soon as I come upon the first restroom, I duck into it.

      Drawing breath after breath to remain calm and steady, I lock myself inside a stall and lean against the chilly metal until the threat of tears passes. Then I stand in front of the mirror. Staring at my reflection, I give myself an assessing gaze. Smudged mascara against pale skin. Naturally light-brown hair more kinky than wavy. Splotchy cheeks and a colorless mouth. All of this is the aftermath of a woman ravaged—swollen lips, messy hair, flushed cheeks.

      Maggie is going to see it a mile away.

      To combat the almost-just-fucked image, I splash water on my face, smooth my hair, wipe under my eyes, dab on a little lip gloss, and powder my face.

      There, much better.

      Not really.

      Done trying to improve what only a shower can fix, I contemplate going out there.

      Women come and go while I pace the wash area and wait and wait and wait until I think it’s safe. Until I think Cam has passed by the security gate and gone into the main terminal. By the size of his duffle, I doubt he has luggage, so I won’t have to worry about seeing him in baggage claim.

      Convinced the coast must be clear, I step out of the restroom and head for the main terminal, where I will proceed directly to the baggage claim. The plan is for me to text Maggie once I get my luggage and that she’ll pull her car up to the curb to get me.

      As soon as I reach the terminal, I see her. So much for my plan to save time. She’s standing beside the John Wayne statue, talking to someone. I can’t see who it is. Still, she’s not hard to miss. Tall, blond, and beautiful. Even though my plan has been aborted, I smile to myself. I’m happy she’s waiting for me. She doesn’t see me, though. I should surprise her.

      Slowing my steps, I freeze when I get a little closer.

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      The person she’s talking to is Cam.

      No.

      No.

      No.

      This isn’t happening.

      He really is a manwhore. Trying to pick up a girl at an airport. How completely lame.

      Just as I’m about to turn and run in the other direction to wait for Maggie to reject him, he starts walking away from her. That was fast. Then again, he’s so not her type. Or the Cam from the plane isn’t, anyway. The one from last night is more her style. As flexible as she is, she always goes for the suits. Unable to see the rejection on his face, I watch that long, lean body disappear down the escalator toward the parking garage.

      It is just as the top of Cam’s head disappears that the screech echoes in the large space. “Maakaayylaaa!” Maggie yells and comes rushing toward me. Her long blond hair is parted down the center and flaps against her loose, flowing silk top. Wearing one white and one black Converse sneaker, she moves like the wind in her short-shorts. Seeing her in her quirky getup makes all my worries melt away.

      Maggie has this thing: she hates to match. No, wait—actually, she thinks matching is putting pieces together that don’t match. Stripes with polka dots. Studded boots with frilly dresses. High heels with casual shorts. Leather and lace. She’s a fashion merchandiser with her own sense of style. Sadly, not many approve, which is why she was fired from almost every major boutique in SoHo and is now a lifeguard.

      “Maaggiiee!” I scream back, not caring who sees me or what they think.

      Running toward each other the way you might see in a movie, soon enough we’re hugging and squeezing each other.

      Maggie pulls back and looks me over. “I can’t believe you’re here. You look great.”

      Smiling at her, I take a moment to catch my breath. “I’m here. I’m really here.”

      “You’re not going to regret it. I promise you. In fact, I already have our day planned out.”

      I laugh. “You made a plan?”

      She grabs my hand and heads toward the escalator. “Yes, I did. Maybe I want to be a little like you,” she says proudly.

      Hmmm…like me. Oddly enough, that makes me smile.

      “I took the whole day off,” she tells me. “We’re going to go home and sleep. Once we wake up, I’ll help you unpack, because I know you won’t rest until your things are organized. Once that is done, we’re going to spend the rest of the day on the beach. And then later we’ll have dinner with Derek.”

      Stepping on the escalator toward the baggage area, I look over my shoulder at her. “Derek? You’re seeing someone?”

      “I’m not sure what you’d call it. We haven’t labeled it yet.”

      “And when did you meet this Derek?”

      She gets that dreamy look in her eye. “Just last week. We’re not serious, but I really like him. He owns a surf shop in the village, and he and his business partner loved your bracelets and necklaces. They want to talk to you about selling them.”

      I step off the escalator and look for my designated baggage claim belt. “Wow. Wow,” I repeat.

      Maggie follows on my heels. “You’re not mad, are you?”

      Abruptly, I turn to face her. “About you seeing someone? No, why would I be? I’m happy for you.”

      “No, not about that. You know I change men more often than I change my toothbrush. I’m talking about me showing Derek your work. The boxes arrived when he was over one day, and I knew he’d love your stuff. The gemstones are incredible. And I was right—he does love them.”

      Spotting my assigned luggage belt, I grab her hand. “But you said he owns a surf shop.”

      Her long strides are faster than mine. “Which carousel is your luggage going to be on?”

      I point to number five. “That one.”

      Slowing her pace, she looks over at me. “He does own a surf shop, but he sells apparel and one-of-a-kind jewelry pieces as well. He thinks he could sell out of what you already sent in two weeks’ time.”

      Four very large, lone black suitcases with bright tags are all that remains on the belt. “You’re kidding me.”

      Her eyes are glued to the belt. “No, I’m not. And please don’t tell me those are all yours.”

      I give her one of my you know me smiles. “Yes, they are.”

      She sees my face and laughs. “Makayla, they are not going to fit in my little car.”

      “Sure they will—they have to. After all, your surfboard does.”

      She’s shaking her head. “That gets strapped to the top.”

      “Then we’ll strap them to the top if we have to,” I tell her.

      Her snort worries me. “Relax. We’ll figure something out.”

      My freak-out is something she’s used to. “No. No. No. We won’t figure something out. We’ll do it. We have to. What’s left of my life is in these bags.”

      I mailed everything I could ahead of time, including most of my clothing and shoes. Yes, I have a lot of those. Luckily, I didn’t have to pay for most of them. Working at KVF had its advantages. The sample closet was open for employees at the end of every season. And I stocked up.

      Other things precious to me are also in these suitcases. Memories of my mother, things I’ve collected over the years, my journals, my lists, my tool kits. And yes, my last raid of the sample closet on my final day.

      Maggie grips my shoulders and her big blue eyes stare into my hazel ones. “You’re right; we’ll make it work. We always do.”

      Relieved, I feel like I can breathe again.

      And then together we hoist the suitcases off the belt, moving with them until we have all four beside us. Once we’ve loaded them onto a luggage cart, we start walking toward the parking garage.

      I bite my tongue. My original plan of her pulling her compact BMW X1 luxury SUV up to the curb would have been much easier.

      Two elevator rides later, we’re in short-term parking and taking turns pushing the load to her car. It’s Maggie’s turn, and while I was huffing and puffing the entire way up the inclined slope of the garage on my turn, she’s pushing it effortlessly.
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