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Gabe

SUMMER 2019

Growing up, I had a guilty habit. Okay, fine. I had two guilty habits, but jacking my beanstalk was not what I was referring to, though this habit definitely added fodder for that. I loved watching Melrose Place. 

The show predated me, but an aunt, or more likely a woman my dad dated on the sly, left a DVD copy of the first season behind, and when I was fourteen, I would sneak it to my room. My older brother, Brock, caught me watching once and laughed his ass off. But his seventeen-year-old ass slumped into a beanbag and finished the next two episodes with me anyway.

Yeah, Heather Locklear had it going on. 

Little did I know, that show made more of an impression on me than I realized. At twenty-six, residing in a sweet apartment complex, I was living my own bad version of Melrose. Brock, now my roommate, warned me not to ‘shit where I live.’ However, I didn’t consider it shitting. I made sure every woman I took to bed knew the deal. 

No strings. 

No commitments.

And, most importantly, no repeats. 

Besides, I hadn’t fucked every woman in the complex. 

No. There was one woman I wouldn’t touch. 

Couldn’t touch. 

Cassandra Daughtry. 

The first time I saw her, yeah, I wanted her plump pink lips pressed against mine, and other parts of me as well. But being the supreme dumbass I can be, I took a bet from my buddies, and lost. They bet I couldn’t get her into bed, but she wasn’t a quick lay. The moment I spoke to her, I knew I wanted her in my life. 

Losing that bet led to a huge win since it resulted in a long-lasting, beautiful friendship. 

Early dawn light peeked through the blinds of the apartment as I snuck out of a woman’s bedroom. Last night, I’d fucked Kylie three times. 

My typical escape plan relied on wearing a woman out, waiting until she fell asleep, and bolting. When I quietly closed the bedroom door behind me, the sight of a beautiful round ass clad in black yoga pants, bent over the oven door, greeted me, along with the scent of bacon.  She closed the door, turned around, and my stomach lurched.

Cassandra lived here.

Fuck!

I knew Cassandra lived in the same complex as me, but I had never met or laid eyes on her roommate. She always said her roommate’s name was Kaylee, but the woman I met had said her name was Kylie. I was sure, because I asked her once in the club and again in the parking lot. No way I thought she lived with one of my best friends. 

It was the first time my brother was right. I had shit where I lived.

I stood midway into the living room. Cassie eyed me with disappointment and disgust. 

If her ass didn’t do me in, the sight of her in a pair of sexy-as-fuck librarian glasses damn sure did. Then she had to open her luscious mouth.

“Seriously, Sullivan?” she asked. “Good to know Kaylee finally got what she wanted. Maybe I won’t have to hear any more about it, but that’s highly unlikely. Now, I’ll be treated to an endless postmortem. Probably tell me about every little thing you did in bed.”

I wanted to answer her, but my mouth was dry and it kept me silent. The first time I saw her, I thought she was hot, but I had no idea she wore contacts. Those glasses, her green eyes, and everything else that was her... My dick twitched. She wasn’t hot, she was scorching. 

She mistook my silence, and shook her head. “Well, I won’t hold you up. What is it I’ve heard you say? ‘It’s always important to make a quick, clean getaway.’ Right? Have a nice day, Gabe.”

Have a nice day. I couldn’t believe she dismissed me like that. We were friends. Or had I somehow shit on that too?

***
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Cassie

IF IT WEREN’T FOR THE bacon, I probably would’ve skipped breakfast after seeing Gabe. But, if I took the time to oven-bake the most delicious breakfast food known to man, then I would eat it, stomach turning or not.

Kaylee trudged out of her bedroom as I rinsed my plate in the sink.

She groaned. “God. Did you have to make bacon, today, of all days?”

I put the plate in the dishwasher and closed it up. “Yeah, I did. It’s Saturday and the only day I have time for it. Besides, how can anything bother you today? You’ve been going out of your way to get G-Rock for months. I saw him leave, so you should be on top of the world.”

She shook her head. “He was all right. Not as good as I expected.”

I pressed my lips together in sympathy. Maybe I was wrong, but one-night-stands would never be as good as she expected. Considering how long she had wanted to get under, over, or both, with Gabe, I had no doubt she’d built it up spectacularly in her mind. Which could only end up in a let down since there was no connection outside the physical.

Much like my roommate, I wanted Gabe Sullivan in the worst way, but I hid it. 

He and I had been friends for the past two-and-a-half years. Our friendship – as warped as it was sometimes – meant too much to me to jeopardize it. 

Not to mention, he would never go for a girl like me. First, I didn’t resemble most of his one-night conquests, and second, he shied away from connecting with women on any level other than the physical. Since I was the only woman he was friends with, I figured it made me off-limits physically. 

I moved toward my bedroom, ready to shower. 

Kaylee asked, “You headed to campus?”

I looked over my shoulder and nodded. “Yep. Gotta finish my presentation for Operations Management. Then I’m headed to the shelter. I’ll be back around dinner. You gonna be here all day?”

She groaned again. “I don’t know. Probably not. Thinking I’ll go to Stacey’s tonight. But, do not watch the rest of Shameless without me.”

I sighed. “Fine. But you keep staying out every night, I’m gonna move on without you, chickie.”

“Whatevs. Watch the rest of Outlander. I have no desire to time-travel.”

I shook my head. If she’d read the books she’d bloody well understand. 

***
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AFTER FINISHING UP my project, I spent a few hours volunteering at Whiskers and Wags, a nearby animal shelter. On my way home, I dropped by Moe’s and picked up a burrito to go. As I went up the stairs to my apartment, Gabe scaled the steps two at a time to catch up with me.

“Cassie!”

I stopped and turned to him.

“Hey, Gabe.”

His eyes held mine for a long moment. “Are you mad at me?”

I smiled “I ought to be. But, I know I don’t have reason to be. You didn’t know what apartment I lived in, and that was by design.”

Mainly it was his design, but nevertheless, we both knew he had a reputation. I had a female roommate, and Gabe didn’t want to meet her. So, I knew I couldn’t be mad at him. Besides, if I were upset, it could create a chasm between us. I definitely didn’t want that.

I chuckled. “And to be honest, I’m stunned Kaylee wasn’t successful sooner with you. Um, I’m sorry for being bitchy with you this morning. I was hungry and caught off-guard. We’ve been friends quite a while, so, the first time I see you in my living room is only because of Kaylee, it took me by surprise.”

He jerked his head toward the Moe’s bag. “That dinner?”

I nodded. “You working another club tonight?”

He nodded. “Glad we’re cool. I won’t keep you from your food. Have a good night, ’kay?”

“Sure. You too, Gabe.”

Inside my apartment, I locked the door, opened up my food and sighed. “That man. He can be so damned obtuse.”

Or maybe I was obtuse.

While I crunched on a tortilla chip loaded with salsa verde, my cell rang. The display showed my dad’s picture. I smiled.

“Hey, Dad. How goes things?” I answered.

He grunted his humor. “Oh, they go, sweetie. They go. How goes things with you?”

“They’re going,” I said.

“What’s wrong?”

I sighed. “What do you mean, ‘what’s wrong?’ Nothing’s wrong.”

“Know the Orlando symphony let you play Prokofeiv’s ‘Montagues and Capulets,’ with them, sweetie, but I hope in all your schooling you’ve acquainted yourself with Hamlet, because by George, you protest too much.”

I chuckled. “I don’t protest. It’s just been an off day. Sort of. I don’t know. But, I finished up that Operational Management project I told you about.”

“Good. And nice try to change the subject. Should I get your mother? Your avoidance sounds like you have a boy problem.”

“No,” I snapped. Then I got my act together. “Sorry, but no. I wouldn’t want to bother mother. It isn’t a man problem. I’m just worried about my roommate.”

Dad sighed. “You know worrying is useless. Unless she asks for help, there won’t be much you can do.”

I nodded. “You’re right. So, was there any reason you called, or just to shoot the breeze?”

I heard him inhale. “There is a reason. I have an employee I don’t trust. Normally, I wouldn’t involve you in things like this.”

“I don’t know why, Dad. I already have a business degree, so, you never know, I might be able to be a sounding board if nothing else.”

He chuckled. “Yes. You’re very close to having your MBA, and we haven’t talked about what you plan to do after you’re done, but that’s neither here nor there right now. If you’re willing, I’d like you to apply for an open bookkeeper position.”

My lips twisted. “Okay, but aren’t bookkeepers full time? He’s probably looking for a forty-hour-a-week employee.”

He paused. “You’re right, but there are perks to being the silent partner’s daughter.”

“Wait a minute, I thought you said it was an employee—”

“I did, but I’m an investor in this business, and until he repays my investment I think of this man as an employee. Bottom line, something’s wrong, and I don’t know if you can find anything out or not. But, it wouldn’t hurt to have someone else looking at the books.”

“Couldn’t you just insist on an audit?” I asked.

He sighed. “Yes, but I’m leaving that as a last resort. Maybe I’m getting softer the older I get, but I’m trying to give Ryan the benefit of the doubt.”

“All right. Maybe this will work better if he doesn’t know who I am?”

He chuckled. “Not too many people with the last name ‘Daughtry,’ honey.”

I smiled. “Yes, but I could use Mom’s maiden name.”

“Hmm. You’re right, but I’d rather be honest from the jump. Any chance you can get a resume in by tomorrow evening?”

“You get me the email address, I should be able to do it tonight.”

“Thank you, honey. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Dad. Talk to you later.”

As soon as I finished my dinner, I booted up my computer and sent a freshly-polished resume to the email address Dad provided. My bra poked me in my side and I realized I hadn’t changed clothes since I came home. How that happened, I had no idea, but getting my bra off took priority.

The doorbell chimed after I put on my pajamas. Looking through the peephole, I saw my ex-boyfriend who I hadn’t spoken to in almost two years. With a sigh, I opened the door. 

“Asher, I don’t know—”

It was all I got out before he put his hand to my belly in a vicious way, and he shoved into my apartment, slamming the door behind him.

The hand in my belly heaved and I stumbled backward into the breakfast bar. 

“What the hell?” I yelled.

“You finally did it, you slut. Droolin’ after him like all the other bitches. Only took you two years, but you finally sucked that prick’s cock.”

My brows furrowed and I shook my head.

“Do not play dumb with me, Cassie. I saw him leave here this morning.”

“Gabe?” I blurted the question.

“‘Gabe?’” he mimicked, setting his voice three octaves higher.

Things went south with Asher not long after I became friends with Gabe. Whether it was the new friendship, or just me finally noticing it, but Asher displayed extreme jealousy if I spent any time with men. Even guys I tutored while doing my job at the time, as Professor Wood’s teaching assistant. Once it became clear Asher had issues, I confronted him, and he denied it. Needless to say, things deteriorated more and I broke up with him not long after. It had been ugly, but I hadn’t seen him since then. 

His words registered fully and my eyes narrowed. “What were you doing here before seven in the morning?” I demanded.

He snorted. “For being so damn book-smart, you’re awfully stupid, Cassandra. I live across the fucking hall.”

What? I shook my head because that was weird. Creepy-weird, since the only guy I ever saw come out of the unit across the hall was a middle-aged man named Stan.

“Stan lives there, not—”

My words were cut off by Asher backhanding me. I staggered to the side. Pain radiated from my cheekbone, but I ignored it. He stopped me from sidling around the breakfast bar when he grabbed my bicep and shoved me toward the couch. His free hand took hold of my other arm, and I screamed for all I was worth.

His right hand let go. He backhanded me again, shutting me up.

“Quiet, you selfish bitch.”

“She’s not a bitch, and the cops are on their way, asshole,” Kaylee said from the front door, her phone to her ear.

And I hadn’t thought this could get any worse.

“Kaylee, go!” I yelled.

She looked at me like I was crazy, but then she raised her other hand, which held a small pistol. 

Asher pushed me toward the couch and moved to charge Kaylee, but the distinct click of a safety stopped him.

“Oh, no, creeper. I knew something wasn’t right about you. Anytime I left, you seemed to be leaving your unit too. And even though I didn’t like your vibe, something seemed familiar, too. I never could put my finger on it, but when a girl grows up in a cop family she learns many things. One, listen to her gut. Two, respect of guns. And three, stay vigilant. So, don’t think I won’t take out your knee.”

“Hard to hit a moving target, bitch,” Asher said, and took a step toward her. 

She fired and Asher jumped. My ears rang like I’d stood next to the speakers at a rock concert. 

Proving she knew a thing or two about firearms, Kaylee hollered, “That was your only warning shot, asswipe. Purposefully missed your big toe. You move again, it’s your knee.”

Moments later, two police officers filled our foyer with their weapons drawn. I could barely hear what was being said, but Kaylee slowly turned and lowered her weapon. I could see she was speaking with a female officer, but the ringing in my ears wasn’t letting up.

By the time the officers had escorted Asher out of the apartment and Kaylee and I had both given our statements to the officers, the microwave clock showed the time as quarter to eight. 

I looked at my roommate. “How is it not even eight o’clock yet? It feels like five hours have gone by.”

Kaylee shot a sympathetic smile my way. “My uncle says, if time flies when you’re having fun, it drips like molasses when bad shit hits the fan. You need to ice your cheek before the bruising gets worse.”

I moved to the kitchen for an ice pack. “When did you start carrying a weapon? And why didn’t you tell me you had a concealed carry permit?”

She chuckled. “This very conversation has something to do with it. Besides, it isn’t something a girl advertises. Even to her roommate.”

I nodded. “That makes sense. Sorry if I’m keeping you from your plans, but I’m really freaking happy you showed up when you did. I didn’t know what he was going to do next.”

She sighed. “Yeah. Glad I walked in when I did. Listen, not to tell you how to live or anything, but when is your lease up? Because, I would not want to live across from that douchebag.”

I groaned. “I just renewed the lease last week.”

“Yeah. I graduate in a month, Cass. I hate to say it, but when my family finds out about this, and my uncle and my dad being cops, they’re gonna find out about this, they’ll be gung-ho for me to move now. I’m sorry if that puts you in a financial bind.”

It didn’t put me in a bind, but I had never told Kaylee about my finances. 

My parents were loaded. Just before my sister was born, Dad developed and patented a type of digital x-ray machine for dentists to use. Selling the patent was the key to his success, though. On top of that, he had read Peter Lynch’s investment books in the early nineties and knew about Warren Buffet before most other Americans knew about the modest-living billionaire. Now, my parents weren’t billionaires, but they were millionaires.

Despite that, they still lived in the house they bought in 1981 –primarily because it was fully paid-for– and hadn’t bought a new car in over a decade. When Dad and I watched sports, he spent half his time shaking his head, and not because of faulty calls by referees, but because of the side-stories showing the flashy homes and cars the players had bought. He thought college athletes should be required to take a basic accounting course so they’d understand how money really works, but there was a reason he didn’t run a university or a sports agency.

From an early age, Dad taught me about money. When I hit high school, he showed me a few of his investments. I had a trust-fund, and they allowed me to use that money for my living expenses. 

Living alone wasn’t my deal, so the rent Kaylee paid me went into a separate brokerage account, and for the past twenty months I’d been investing in earnings options. Trading or selling various puts and calls based on earnings reports, since that was when stocks could be most volatile. 

“It’ll be fine, Kaylee. And, you’re right. I’ll talk to management because one way or the other, Asher isn’t going to be across the fucking breezeway from me if I have anything to say about it.”

She gasped. “Geez! It’s rare you drop an f-bomb, Cass!”

“Kaylee! It’s not everyday I get backhanded by an ex-boyfriend because he saw my friend leave early in the morning and he wrongly assumed I’d slept with that friend. So, if ever there was call to use the f-word, by God, this is it!”

Her face fell. “Oh no! Now I feel like a humongous douche. If I hadn’t brought—”

“Stop! No. You can’t blame yourself. All of it is on Asher. He has a screw loose. I’m surprised I never realized that, and more, I can’t believe I never saw him coming or going.”

Her head tilted. “You know, I saw him almost every time I left here. Thing was, he looked familiar and I couldn’t figure out why.”

“Well, I had just broken up with him when you moved in.”

She nodded and snapped her fingers. “That’s right. And not long after, you took that framed photo of the two of you off the mantle –and that’s where I had seen him. It just didn’t connect.”

I shrugged. “Well, Monday, I’m filing a restraining order.”

She smiled. “I know some people if you need help with that. You sure you don’t want to come with me to Stacey’s? We’re hitting a club. After a night like tonight, you need to let your hair down.”

I shook my head. “No. You have fun, though. Besides, as bad as I look right now, I wouldn’t want to keep you all from getting in the door.”

“Puh-leez! You drop Gabe’s name or text his ass, he’d get you in no problem.”

“Go! I’m gonna take some Advil, and call it a night.”
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Shoved His Way In Here
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Cassie

KAYLEE LOVED FRUITY drinks, which meant we had a wide variety of flavored vodkas, rums, and whiskeys, along with various mixers. I had just poured myself a blue coconut-pineapple slush cocktail when there was a knock at the door. It startled me so badly, I fumbled with getting the blender container back on the base. 

“It could be the police following up, Cassie,” I whispered to myself as I tip-toed to the door.

To my surprise, Gabe stood at the door, but he looked mighty unhappy.

I opened the door to see him dressed for his gig. Dark trousers, black dress shirt with glossy burgundy vertical stripes, and his hair perfectly styled. His eyes hit my face and his lips pressed into a tight line. 

His voice was rough when he spoke. “Can I come in?”

I nodded and stepped out of the way. 

When I closed and locked the door, he stood in my way.

His blue eyes glittered. “Christ. What the fuck happened? Brock said there was police activity over here when he drove in, but I didn’t think it involved you. Still, I had to be sure. Why didn’t you fuckin’ call me, Cassie?”

I closed my eyes because those words... Those words were as poisonous as they were sweet. And that was why I didn’t call him. He wasn’t mine to call when ‘shit hit the fan’ as Kaylee put it. I had wanted to call him because he cared. I knew he would be here, being sweet and protective, but that was where the poison hid. It was poisonous to depend on his sweet, protective side because we were just friends. My wanting more than that had to stay hidden.

His eyes widened since my silence lasted too long.

“Been a little busy since it all went down, G-Rock. Besides, I knew you had to work and—”

“That’s your excuse?”

“I didn’t want—”

He stepped closer, and his scent hit me. It was the men’s Ocean scent from Bath and Body Works. I knew because he’d asked me to grab it for him a few months back when he had heard I was hitting the mall. “Avoid that place like the plague, Cassie, so I’d owe you big time if you’d do that for me,” he had said.

Now he cut me off to say, “I don’t fuckin’ care about what you ‘didn’t want,’ Cassandra. Brock said there was gunfire. A fuckin’ gun goes off in your apartment, you call me.”

I should’ve paid more attention in biology, but then again it wasn’t like adrenaline spikes were critical knowledge for general bio; so whether it was my adrenaline drop-off or just the fact that Gabe rehashed it in a blunt way, tears sprang to my eyes and a sob forced its way out of my throat.

“Shit,” he muttered, and he pulled me to him in what had to be the best hug... ever.

Dammit! This was not where I needed to be.

I took a deep breath and got myself together. “Kaylee came in before anything really bad happened. She has a concealed carry permit, and she’s the one who fired the gun. Guess she’s a great shot because he moved to disarm her and she shot just in front of his toe. Which stopped him dead. She also did this while on the phone with 911.”

“Shit,” he breathed.

He took a hard look at my cheek, then his finger came up and traced the outside of where I suspected a bruise had formed. “Who would do this to you?” His gentle tone left me aching.

I pressed my lips together, but Gabe’s eyes widened again demanding an answer.

I sighed and pulled at his hold, but he shook his head. “Tell me, Cassandra.”

“Seems my ex-boyfriend lives across the breezeway.”

“The fuck?”

I didn’t want to tell him anything else, and hoped that would suffice.

His gruff voice went stern. “Cassie. I asked, the fuck? Why would he hit you?”

I looked to the side as I said, “He saw you leave this morning.”

“Say that again,” he whispered.

I shook my head, before I looked into his aquamarine eyes. “He assumed you and I had finally slept together. And, that’s why he showed up.”

“And you let him in?”

“I didn’t intend for him to come in.”

His patience slipped. “What the hell does that mean? How would he get in if you didn’t want him to?”

“I was a little off my game because not every day does an ex-boyfriend push his way in here by shoving me in the stomach so hard I back into the island.”

Gabe’s arms fell away from me. One hand plunged into his hair, and not for the first time I wondered what product he used because his hair sprung right back into place. His other hand went to his hip. Then I felt his vibe in the room, and it was bad. At the look in his eyes, I was glad there wasn’t anything around he could throw.

“He shoved his way in here? He shoved you to get in here?”

“Gabe,” I said in a soothing voice.

“Explain to me how there’s a fuckin’ bruise the size of a fuckin’ softball on your cheek.”

I shook my head. “Isn’t that obvious? He got physical.”

“Tell me,” he clipped out.

I wanted to ask what was going on here. This made no sense. He behaved as if we were an item, but we weren’t. And since Kaylee wanted to blame herself for this, I could only imagine what Gabe wanted to do.

“Cassandra,” he said behind clenched teeth.

“He backhanded me when I told him the only person who lived across the hall was Stan. Then he did it again when I screamed as he hauled me toward the couch. Kaylee walked in after that.”

“Jesus!” he yelled.

“It’s okay, Gabe.”

His face turned to me so fast I thought I was seeing things. “It’s not fuckin’ okay, Cass. No man treats a woman that way. And for damn sure, no man does it because of some fuckin’ problem he has with me.”

“Gabe,” I started, but he leaned toward me and I shut up.

“You pressin’ charges?”

“Yes, and so is Kaylee. Her uncle, and I believe her father, are both in law enforcement, so I suspect Asher is fucked.”

His head jolted back and he blinked as a strange expression crossed his face.

“I don’t know what’s worse. That you’re droppin’ f-bombs or that you actually dated an asshole named ‘Asher.’”

I shoved lightly at his shoulder. “Don’t be like that. Plenty of other guys named Asher out there, and they don’t manhandle women.”

He looked around, spotted the blender and shook his head.

“Where’s your stuff, Cass? No way in hell you’re stayin’ here tonight.”

“Why not? He’s been arrested.”

“You’re not staying here.”

I crossed my arms on my chest. “I’m not leaving, Gabe. Hell if he’s getting in here again.”

“Yeah. Because you’re staying at my place.”

I looked to the door and back to him. “No. I’m not. He’s not going to hit me, and then make me leave my home. It’ll be fine.”

He leaned toward me again. “You’re comin’ to my place. You sleep in my bed, I’ll sleep on the couch. I won’t be in until after three. You wake up at eight or whatever, I’ll hit my bed then.”

This man had no idea the torture it would be to sleep in his bed. The pain was bad enough seeing him first thing in the morning here. To see him first thing in the morning at his place would be excruciating.

“Cecilia will be home soon. You can hang with her. Brock’s got a night shift. Now, pack a bag. You’re comin’ with me, and you can even bring your slushy with you if you want.”

“She’s an alcoholic, I don’t think—”

“She is, but she won’t care that you’re drinking. Now, let’s go.”

I moved to my room but stopped at the doorway. “Only for tonight, Gabe. I mean it.”

***
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Gabe

THE BRIGHT SUNLIGHT woke me. My neck ached. I shifted on the couch and saw Cecilia reading a piece of paper. 

“What are you doin’?”

“I’m reading the note Cassandra left.”

“Note?”

She nodded. “Says, ‘Thank you for letting me stay here last night. It was very nice of you, but I’ll stay somewhere else tonight. Don’t fight me on it.’”

Dammit. I hadn’t expected her to sneak out. I flung the blanket off my body and stalked to Cecilia.

“What the hell? Why would she do that?”

My brother came out of his room. “Don’t be a dumbass. She’s into you.”

“Nah. We’re friends.”

Cecilia’s chin dipped as though she agreed with me, but her tone said otherwise. “Just because you’re friends doesn’t mean she isn’t attracted to you. I mean, if Brock and I weren’t serious and I had to sleep in his bed while he slept on the couch... That would be cruel punishment.”

My gut began to burn because it made sense. She opened up to me about everything when I asked about her attack, but when I insisted she stay here she argued. Vehemently.

“Especially since he slept with her roommate night before last,” Brock said.

She gasped staring at Brock. “What?” Then she looked to me. “No wonder she looked like she’d rather walk into I-4 traffic than go to your bedroom. And do not bring her to the dinner with your mother! It’s a damn good thing you didn’t go into the military like your brothers. You’d have been recruited by the NSA as a leader in torture or something.”

“Brock hasn’t even decided if the dinner with our mother is happening. And seriously, the NSA? Quit being so dramatic.”

I grabbed my pillow and went to my bedroom. 

Throwing the sheet over my shoulder, I caught a whiff of Cassandra’s perfume. My eyes opened as I thought about her, but then I shoved those thoughts aside. 

I had no problem falling asleep. But when I woke up, my morning wood was the hardest I’d ever had. My dreams of Cassandra had nothing to do with that, not at all. That’s what I told myself, anyway.

***
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“YOU NEED TO GET YOUR shit together. Pronto,” Dad said in my ear.

It wasn’t the first time I’d heard that, and it likely wouldn’t be the last because I still didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life.

“I know, Dad. Believe it or not, I’m gettin’ sick of this school shit.”

“I’d say that’s good, but only if it means you get the lead out and finish.”

“I hear you,” I muttered.

“Well, since you’re hearing me, maybe you’ll also give your mother a fair shake. You haven’t been referring to her as your egg-donor of late, so I’m hoping that’s progress.”

I rolled my eyes. He was right, I had stopped calling her that in front of him or Brock, but I still thought of her that way.

“I’ll keep that in mind, Pop.”

“Good. And not to rub it in, but if you’d been more decisive about your major, you’d be graduating alongside your brother.”

“Yeah, well I don’t wanna make a bad decision now and have to come back in my thirties. Besides, then you’d be on the hook for double the graduation expenses.”

He chuckled. “Nice try, but I’m on the hook for caps and gowns regardless of when you two get those degrees.”

“Fair enough. Speaking of that, I better hit the books, Dad.”

“Figure it out, my boy. I love you.”

“Love you, Dad.”

***
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TWO HOURS LATER, I had notes for an upcoming paper put together when my phone chimed with a text. The screen showed Cassandra’s name. 

Hope you got my note. Staying with a friend tonight. Filing a restraining order, tomorrow. Have a good night.

My teeth clenched and I cracked my neck. I knew not to read into the brevity of the text, but I couldn’t help it. It felt like a pit in my belly because I could swear she was distancing herself from me. After my conversation with Dad, I wanted to call her. It might have been wishful thinking on my part, but I just knew she could get my head straight about what I really wanted to do in life.

Shit.

I caught sight of the time, and decided to break for dinner. Cooking gave me a release I couldn’t find anywhere else. Brock claimed it was because one of Dad’s serious girlfriends who loved to cook had taken me under her wing, but I barely remembered her. Seeing as she, too, ran off without saying goodbye, it wasn’t surprising I forgot about her. I didn’t forget about the pain though.

In the fridge, we had some chicken filet cutlets, and I decided to make mock-Thai peanut chicken. It was an off-the-wall recipe I came across on the Internet, but hell if it didn’t taste just like Thai peanut chicken. I pulled out an unopened jar of salsa and the jumbo-sized jar of peanut butter from the pantry. With oil in the pan, I set the chicken in to sauté, and got a pot of water boiling for the noodles.

Someone knocked at the door and my brows furrowed. Then I tamped down my hope it would be Cassie. That was not a good sign. 

Through the peephole, I saw my brother’s buddy Clint Ramsey, and I opened the door.

“Yo. Come on in. I’m putting dinner together.”

“Where’s your brother? And is his woman here? I didn’t see her vehicle in the lot, but that doesn’t mean much in a complex this large.”

I shook my head. “Nope. I’m alone.”

“Shocking,” he deadpanned, closing the door.

“Fuck off, Ramsey.”

“Way your brother tells it, that’s your forte.”

I sighed and turned the chicken. “Not anymore,” I muttered.

Clint opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of Bud. “I heard you wrong.”

I shook my head. “No. Seems Brock and Vamp were right, but you tell them I said that I’ll deny it. You stickin’ around for grub?”

“Sure, why not? But you didn’t knock someone up did you?”

I shot him a dirty look. “Fuck, no.”

While I loaded a measuring cup with peanut butter, he asked, “Then what’s got you giving up the ladies?”

I sighed. Brock already knew, so I figured it was only a matter of time before he told Clint.

“The last chick I banged was Cassie’s roommate. But since I hadn’t ever been at Cassie’s pad, I had no idea it was her roommate until the next morning.”

The loud thunk of the beer bottle hitting the counter preceded his guffaw.

“Ramsey, this shit ain’t funny.”

“When it’s happenin’ to you, it never is. So why do you care that you banged Cassie’s roommate?”

I stirred the peanut butter, salsa, and some soy sauce into the skillet with the chicken. 

Before I could answer, Clint asked, “Hold the fuck up. Did you just put peanut butter and salsa in there with the chicken? Maybe I’m not eatin’ with your ass.

“Believe me, it sounds weird but hell if it doesn’t taste just like Thai food without havin’ to go out for it.”

While I stirred, I answered his earlier question. “I care because she saw me leaving and she was visibly uncomfortable about it.”

He swallowed his beer. “Yeah. That’d be true no matter who the hell was leaving her roommate in the wee hours of the morning.”

“Seven isn’t exactly ‘the wee hours,’ man.”

His eyes widened. “Since when do you spend the night?”

“I worked until three. The roommate hung until last call, specifically to corner me. We hit her place just before five, and I hit the door at six-fifty-eight.”

“Sucks to be you, then.”

“She says we’re cool and she isn’t upset. Still. It made me think.”

He chuckled. “Good to know somethin’ can wake your ass up. Now, how long until that food’s ready?”
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Rapper’s Delight
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Cassie

SOMEONE KNOCKED ON the door, and I leapt off the couch. The cable-internet was down and had been since early the day before. The cable company had some scheduling mishap and our address hadn’t shown up on the technician’s worksheet. I had complained, and was supposed to be the first customer this morning.

“It’s about time,” I muttered halfway to the door.

I opened the door without checking the peephole, and Gabe stood there. His face had a neutral expression which quickly morphed to banked fury.

“Did you even check the peephole, Daughtry?”

A chill ran down my spine. I loved it when he called me by my last name for some inane reason. The fact that I should have checked the peephole might have had something to do with the chill, also.

“I thought you were the cable guy,” I blurted.

His eyes widened. “Even more reason to pause before flinging your door open, woman.”

“God! I’m sorry. What are you doing here?”

He eyed me up and down and his lips thinned. Which brought his angular jaw to my attention. A jaw he hadn’t shaved today, or the last couple of days, if the dark stubble was any indicator. His eyes seemed to pop with the new beard growing on his face.

Just when I thought Gabe Sullivan couldn’t get any more handsome, he had to go and prove me wrong.

“You were gonna greet the cable guy in your pajamas?”

I looked down at myself and back to him. “No! I’m wearing yoga pants and my workout tank top. I just got back from a seven-thirty yoga class.”

He stared at me long and hard, with a puzzled-yet-pained expression before he shook his head.

“Had breakfast?”

“Um, no. Why?”

“I’m meeting Vamp and his woman for breakfast. Come with me. You said you love to go to the Waffle House and that’s what Rainey’s jonesin’ for, so I thought of you.”

I smiled tentatively. “I do love that place, but the cable guy missed us yesterday. I made quite the fuss, so I—”

“Your roommate home?”

My face fell even though I tried to hide it.

He sighed. “No, Cassie. If she’s home, she can wait for the cable tech. Right?”

I pursed my lips and twisted them to the side. “I guess, but—”

“C’mon. You’ve always said you wanted to meet my oldest brother, Vamp. And I know you’ll dig Rainey. She works for a credit union as a mortgage officer.”

Shit. He really did know me. I was getting my MBA, but I admitted that I was a total geek who loved everything to do with banks and credit unions and stuff. 

“Fine,” I sighed. “Let me change and tell Kaylee she has to wake up.”

***
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I SWUNG UP INTO GABE’S Chevrolet S-10 as he climbed in on the driver’s side.

He motored out of the parking lot, and I asked, “Why did you want me to tag along? Just to round out the numbers, so you’re not a third wheel?”

He chuckled. “No. Rainey’s part of the family, even if she and Vamp haven’t set a wedding date yet. I knew it was your favorite breakfast place even if you don’t let yourself go there often.”

I smiled at him. He could be so damn thoughtful. It always made me wonder what he’d be like if his mother had stuck around during his childhood. 

“So, your brother and his woman just decided to drop by today? Or do they have plans for a theme park?”

After a quick glance at me, he said, “No. We’re having a fancy dinner with my mom tonight. They decided to show up early and Vamp invited me to breakfast.”

“And not Brock?”

“He’s sleeping. Or with Cecilia. Whatever. You talk to the leasing office? Surely you’re not staying across the hall from that dipshit who hit you.”

“It’s been a week, Gabe. He’s still in jail. I’ve got the restraining order, and it’s been served to him. I spoke to management. Unfortunately, they don’t have another unit available for me to move into right now.”

“Cassie, you need to be lookin’ at other complexes then. And if they give you grief about the lease, tell me.”

“Gabe. I will not make the same mistake twice. He’s at my door, the cops will be called. What won’t happen is me opening that door. I appreciate your concern, but I’m not moving unless it’s absolutely necessary. Right now, he hasn’t been able to post bail, so it’s not an issue.”

“Yet,” he muttered.

“Right. But, I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.”

“That restraining order’s just a piece of paper, you know.”

“No way I wouldn’t know, seeing as Kaylee said the very same thing, and her father dropped by to reiterate it.”

Our conversation halted when Gabe pulled into the Waffle House parking lot. 

While Gabe parked, I noticed a stocky man with bright blue eyes stood at the door with a short, dark-haired woman at his side. His leather vest had several patches on the front, but the one which read ‘Vamp’ grabbed my attention. They were a striking couple.

I hopped out of the truck, and Gabe waited for me at the bumper. “You need to stay safe, Cass.”

“I know, Dad.”

He slugged me on the bicep. “Shut up, smartass.”

Ten minutes later we had placed our orders with our waitress, and Rainey gave me an assessing look.

“How are you two friends, anyway?” she asked.

Gabe spoke before I could. “She was the Teaching Assistant in a music appreciation course I took. I asked her to tutor me, she called me on my b.s. and I told her it was the start of a beautiful friendship.”

I shook my head and put my orange juice down. “Inaccurate, mister,” I widened my eyes at Rainey and tilted my head toward Gabe, “First words he said to me were, ‘I’m an asshole.’ Verbatim. I remember because I wanted to ask if he was related to Dennis Leary, but that would’ve been rude.”

Rainey laughed. “How would that have been rude? I mean a guy walks up and immediately says he’s an asshole... that’s rude. And Gabe, why would you do that?”

Gabe shot a disappointed look at me. “Why do you always have to tell the truth, Daughtry?”

I smiled and shrugged.

He sipped some coffee before he said, “Well, I did that because I was being one. Some buddies made a lame bet with me that I couldn’t get her to tutor me and get in her pants.”

Rainey gasped. “Oh my God! Why would you do that? I’ve met your father, he raised you better than that!”

Gabe looked ashamed, so I let him off the hook. “Well, the truth is he never would’ve convinced me he needed tutoring. Pretty sure I told him his paper about ‘Blue Rondo ala Turk’ made him worthy of giving the lecture about rondos instead of Professor Wood.”

His brother Vamp laughed. “No doubt about that. Pop freaking loves Brubeck. So, is that what sparked your friendship? Gabe’s appreciation of West Coast jazz?”

I shrugged. “Not exactly. I had admired his musical knowledge before that, but his honesty about the bet put him in a new light.”

Rainey pointed a finger at Gabe. “You need to thank your lucky stars this girl doesn’t hold that against you, Gabe. Because seriously, that is whacked.”

The server showed up with our plates of food, so Gabe didn’t respond.

Everyone had ordered breakfast food except me. For some reason, when we stepped inside, I had a hankering for lunch food instead of waffles or eggs. 

As I doctored my Texas Chicken Melt, Gabe said, “You’ll have to excuse Cassandra. She’s already been to yoga at seven-damn-thirty this morning, and is clearly ahead of the rest of us schedule-wise.”

I shot a mock dirty look his way. “Shut up, Sullivan. I just didn’t feel like a waffle at this point. Sue me.”

Vamp paused the cutting of his peanut butter waffle to ask, “You carrying a weapon with you to early morning yoga?”

I looked to Gabe, who was cutting his omelet as though he might be graded on it.

“Did you tell them about my troubles?”

Gabe finally looked at me. “Yeah, I did. Told him and my brother’s buddy, Clint. You know Cecilia was attacked a few weeks back. Can’t be too careful, Cassie.”

I turned back to Vamp. “No, I’m not carrying a weapon with me, but he’s still in jail, and I have a—”

“Restraining order, Gabe mentioned it. And just to say, you probably won’t be notified the moment that jackass gets bailed out and leaves jail. A piece of paper isn’t going to do anything for you if he gets aggressive.”

I smiled. “I’m not opening the door to him again.”

“He breaks in, you got problems,” Vamp said.

“I know you’re an outlaw biker and stuff, but Asher isn’t going to break into my apartment.”

“Tell that to Andrea,” Vamp muttered.

Rainey shook her head. “Not to contradict you, babe, but Andrea’s problems stemmed from someone far worse than a stalker.”

“I don’t know who Andrea is, but I don’t have a stalker. He simply needs to move on, and maybe get some anger management counseling or something.”

Vamp’s eyes were a bright shade of blue, but not nearly as vibrant as Gabe’s. Still,  the way he was staring at me made me feel queasy. He looked to Gabe and then to me.

“Did you know he was living in that apartment?”

“No, but apparently Kaylee saw him all the time. I guess our schedules were just different.”

He looked at Gabe. “You check if there’s a Ring camera?”

Gabe’s chin lifted a touch. “No, but I’ll check that when I drop her off.”

“Do that. This shit doesn’t make sense.”

I looked at Rainey. “Are they always like this?”

She shrugged. “They’re protective. It’s annoying, but I’ve found it’s best to roll with it.”

The hardness in Vamp’s voice forced me to look at him. “It’s one thing not to know an ex has turned psycho. It’s another thing to ignore the threat that’s right across from where you live. That would just be stupid, and Gabe’s told me you’re the smartest woman he knows, so don’t get stupid now.”

“All right, all right. Message received.”

***
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Gabe

CASSIE’S DISDAIN FOR Vamp lecturing her during breakfast couldn’t be missed, but on the way home something else seemed to be bothering her.

“You’re awful quiet over there, Cassie.”

“Yeah,” she sighed. “Something... I don’t know. I think that chicken might not have been right, or something.”

“Told you to go with a waffle, Daughtry. It is what they’re known for there,” I muttered.

“Says the guy who got an omelet,” she said, but then exhaled sharply.

“Hey, you gonna make it?” I asked, putting a hand on her forearm.

“Yeah, we’ll be there soon.”

At our complex, she discouraged me from walking her up to her unit, but I wouldn’t hear of it. The entire way up the stairs, she held her abdomen even as she kept telling me she was fine.

While she unlocked her door, I glanced at Asher’s apartment and noticed there was a Ring camera. The problem was I couldn’t tell if it was positioned to catch Cassie’s doorway or not.

I knew a thing or two about Ring cameras since I had one mounted on the doorbell and one above the door jamb. Another consequence of scorning women. 

Turning back to Cassie, I noticed she had gone inside, leaving the door wide open.

“Cassie,” I called, while I closed and locked the door.
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