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Book 1

CHAPTER 1

“In the kingdom of Game-O-Topia, Princess Felicia rules the plastic throne ...” droned the boy at his side.

Levi Galvis laughed once but didn’t take his eyes off Felicia Torrence, and it was as if the air changed around him. The fluorescent lights dimmed, all except for a glowing circle that surrounded her. It spread, casting diamond-like prisms in the air that swirled across the walls and the ceiling to the pulse of a mid-seventies electric guitar.

“Levi, the Bunny Hop game won’t take coins again.”

The moment left instantly, and he turned, narrator and fellow employee, Joey Randolph at his side. The speaker, Game World’s manager, Rafaela Alvarez, waved him left toward the game in question. Levi took one look and sighed. “Someone’s stuck trash in the slot again. I’ll have to shut it down.”

“Little hellions,” Joey said. “Makes me never want to be a dad.”

Levi wasn’t sure he’d go quite that far, though some of the kids they had to put up with in here made him doubtful. He turned the game off and unplugged it. Laughter from nearby drew his gaze. “That’d be the hellion responsible,” he said, loud enough the kid could hear it. “Keep it up, and he’ll be playing games minus his thumbs.” He gave the kid an angry glare and smacked his hands together. The kid’s eyes spread, and he ran off.

“Oh, good, scare the clientele and bring on a law suit,” Rafaela said in his ear.

He rolled his eyes. “He’s messed with this game twice now. I mean, I appreciate the work, but it’s getting redundant.”

“Did you just use ‘redundant’ in a sentence?” Joey asked.

Levi grinned. “I’m expanding my vocabulary.”

“Ms. Alvarez?” Felicia called from behind the ticket redemption counter. “If you have a minute ...”

Rafaela headed her direction, and Levi’s gaze returned to the girl of his dreams. Silky blonde hair, pants so tight a blade of grass would have had to ask for breathing room.

“Man, I tell you, we’re neither one worthy of her, and I’m not into butt kissing anyway.”

He wasn’t either, but truth was, he didn’t see her that way. Yeah, she was a little snotty, but she worked here, not at some fancy ladies’ shop, which is where he’d expect to see a girl of her caliber. She ought to sell four hundred dollar purses and perfume gifts sets to wealthy fifty-something nabobs, not trade paper tickets for items worth much less than the dollars kids spent to win them.

“Well,” Joey did a deep knee bend and flexed his arms. “I still have that graffiti to scrub off the laser tag room. It’ll take me every bit of the half hour I have left.” He revolved on his sneakered heel. “Wish me luck. The world does not need to know Buffy loves Chip’s ...” He coughed.

Levi shook his head with a laugh, then faced the game. An hour later, the doors to Game World shut tight, Joey long since gone home, he exited the building and aimed for his car. His keys in hand, he mashed the unlock button and started at Felicia’s presence.

“You can fix things,” she said. “Can you look at my car?”

Despite the late hour, she had on shades. She raised one hand, sweeping hair from her cheek, and the moment he’d had earlier returned. Disco lights swirled around her and some slow, pulsing music played in his head.

“Levi?”

Levi blinked away the image. “What’s ... what’s wrong with it?”

“It won’t do anything.” She tossed herself in the driver’s seat of an aged Beamer and turned the keys. “See? Nothing.”

He flexed the fingers of one hand. “It’s a fuse. You can pick one up at the auto parts store fairly inexpensive.”

She made a face and flipped one hand outward, dismissive. “I’ll have my dad send Manuel.” Without pause, she pulled a cell from her clutch purse and dialed. “Daddy, it’s me. My car won’t start and I’m stuck. This kid I work with says it’s a fuse. Can you send Manuel?”

This kid? Levi arched a brow. 

“What do you mean he’s sick? He can’t be sick.” She flipped her hand. “Anyhow, even if he is, I can’t walk home. Can you come get me?” Her brows knit, and she gave a soft snort. “Tell the mayor your sweet little peach is stranded on the side of the road, and I’m sure he’ll let you go ...”

Restraining a laugh, Levi motioned in her face.

She pulled away the phone. “What?”

“I’ll give you a ride.”

She paused, her lips puckering, then returned the phone to her ear. “Never mind. I’ll thumb a ride.” She hung up. “That ought to teach him.”

Levi shook his head, giving a crooked smile, and waved toward his car. “After you.”

The lights of the city flashed across the window glass in streaks of yellow, white, and red. Crisscrossing Felicia’s face, they gave her a modelesque appearance, each shimmer of light a snapshot composed for the cover of some magazine. At least, in his head. She was always so put-together, every outfit perfectly matched, her appearance spotless.

“I appreciate the ride,” she said.

He refocused. He was in the car with Felicia Torrence. He needed to look capable. “Manor Estates, right?” he asked.

Her head turned, and her lips pursed. “Yes, but how did you know that?”

Though he couldn’t see her eyes for the reflection of himself on her sunglasses, he pictured the expression behind them, and, a knot formed in his throat. He skirted the truth. “Why wouldn’t I know about a family as important as the Torrences? Anybody who knows the mayor ...” He let the thought hang.

She stared back, blank, then her lips curved upward. “I’m not sure if I believe you or if you’re a smooth talker. Whatever the case, it’s good of you.” She looked away again.

The minutes passed, nothing but the hum of the tires making any sound. Then, she glanced his way. “I don’t suppose your fix-it expertise also extends to computers?”

“Computers?”

She nodded. “Mine has all these pop-up thingys. If you don’t mind, when we get there, taking a look?”

The fact he’d been invited inside the Torrence’s house shot through him, yet he said nothing. Opportunities like this only came along once in a while. He’d do best to grasp hold of it.

“If you want,” Levi replied. He circled the wheel, making a sharp right-hand turn. “I charge ten dollars an hour though.”

Her chin dipped and her eyes, for the first time, peered over the rim of the shades. Blue, ice blue. “You’re joking?” She inhaled and nodded her head. “You are joking. Levi Galvis is a funny boy.”
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Levi Galvis was cute in a pet-your-dog kind of way. She pictured him sitting at her feet, warming her toes, a bowl of water at his side. The analogy of him with fur struck her funny, but she restrained it. No need to brush him the wrong way and send him scampering off, especially when she really would like him to look at her computer.

“Turn in here,” she said, “and I’ll speak to James.”

James, the guard at the gate of Manor Estates, had a crush on her. Short of begging, he’d tried just about everything to get her attention. Frankly, it was a turn off. She wasn’t opposed to an attachment outside of her social class, but she was opposed to it being with a desperate wanna-be.

Actually, she wanted to be swept off her feet, to have one of those incredible, light-and-sound moments she read about in books, where a boy and a girl couldn’t breathe for thinking of each other. Levi didn’t exactly fit in the mold any more than James, but he was amusing, especially if her toes were cold. And she knew he could fix things. That was his job at Game World, after all.

He paused the car beside the guard shack and rolled the driver’s side window down. James stuck his head in the opening. Spotting her, his usual cocky grin arose. “Hey, Felicia.”

She tried not to snarl.

He glanced at Levi, and it hit her, she could use this to her advantage. Stretching out one hand, she curved it over Levi’s. He looked at her curiously, but didn’t say anything. “Hey, James. I want you to meet my boyfriend, Levi. He’ll be coming over a lot, and I wouldn’t want there to be any problems with him getting in the gate.”

Calling Levi her boyfriend caused him to jump slightly and James’s forehead to bead with sweat.

“I’m just crazy about him,” she said. For effect, she leaned over the console and pecked his cheek. Levi was several shades of red now, which made her want to laugh. Yet still, he didn’t say anything. “That’s Levi Galvis,” Felicia continued, “just so you can remember it. Now be a doll and let us in.”

James reversed, looking like she’d stolen his last coin, and the gate rumbled open. Levi tapped the gas, and they shot through. At the stop sign, he came to a halt. He gaze moved down to their still-joined hands.

Hastily, she removed hers to her lap. “Left,” she said. “The house number’s ten-forty.” 

He trained his eyes on her face for a few more seconds before following her instructions. Pulling into the drive, however, he made no attempt to get out. “What’s in it for me?” he asked.

She pursed her lips. “What’s in what for you?”

He reclined, his arm hooked over the door. “This arrangement. You might be used to ordering others around, but that doesn’t work for me. I drove you home because I’m a nice guy. I said I’d fix your computer, free of charge ...” He paused, “also, because I’m a nice guy. But now that I’m your boyfriend, I get something out of it.”

“For real?” she asked. “I was simply trying to ditch James, who will leave me alone now ... pimply pest.” She shifted her hand to the door handle, tugging on the lever.

However, the loud click of the lock stopped her in place. She frowned.

“I can ruin this for you,” Levi replied. “You just gave me permission to come here anytime I want. Plus, you’re car is back at Game World, and you have no way to get there tomorrow. I suspect ‘Mom and Dad’ didn’t want you working there to start with and aren’t going to volunteer to take you tomorrow any more than they did to pick you up tonight.”

Felicia gave a huff, crossing her arms over her chest. They hadn’t, and they wouldn’t. Her mom had said it was “beneath her,” that she “ruined the family image.” The main reason why she’d taken the job. But over time, she’d found she liked it. She enjoyed watching children be happy. She did have other dreams for herself, but no idea how to go about them, so Game World filled the space for now.

“I thought you were funny,” she grumbled, her good mood fleeing. “Now, I think you’re a jerk.”

His head tilted. “You’ll change your mind. We are going to be spending a lot of time together.”

“Says who?”

“Says me.”

She expelled a grunt and glared at him. To her surprise, he unlocked the doors. She was halfway up the walk when he appeared at her side. 

“I need to see where my ‘girlfriend’ lives,” he said.

Ignoring his remark, she continued up the walk, her arms stiff, her shoes smacking too hard on the pavement, and stewed in her anger. Yet, way down deep inside, Levi Galvis had changed from the dog at her feet to a boy worth looking at.

Question was, did she or did she not want that?
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Being labeled Felicia’s boyfriend simply so she could avoid the guy, James, rankled in Levi’s mind. He had no problem driving her home or fixing her computer. But he wouldn’t let her use him. Making that clear to her had definitely made her mad. He didn’t much care. He did care that she thought no more of him than she had. 

She gave him a look that would have killed anyone else and dug out her keys.

He halted inside long enough to take a look around. It was spacious, the ceiling of the foyer two stories high. However, in his opinion, it was cold. White walls, white ceiling, gray marble tiles. Did the Torrences actually live here or simply visit on occasion?

This thought stuck in his mind, he had to dash up the stairs to catch her. She made a right along a wide landing, then another down a narrow hallway. She stopped in front of a door, once more looking at him over her shades. On impulse, he reached up and removed them. “I like your eyes,” he said.

She seemed surprised he’d compliment her after the tiff they’d just had, but he was only being truthful. His dad always said the best way to a woman’s heart was through an honest compliment. He wasn’t sure if he was trying for Felicia’s heart, but the compliment had been sincere.

She shoved her door inward, kicking at a pile of clothing lumped beside the bed, and dug a laptop from beneath the covers. She waved him to a seat. “Sit wherever.”

He opted to stand, the very idea she’d told him to sit, once more, rubbing him wrong. Lifting the laptop screen, he mashed the power button and glanced around the room. It was messy and girlish – pink drapes, a yellow bedspread, a fuzzy white rug beneath a vanity table stool. Every inch of the surface was covered with some form of perfume or makeup.

“Do you honestly wear all that?” he asked, nodding toward the dresser.

She followed his glance then looked back. “Not all at once. Some of it’s for special occasions.”

“Like what?”

She eyed him, unspeaking. Plucking a small bottle from amongst the sea of others, she extended it his direction. “This is night cream, for when I have circles under my eyes.”

He raised one brow.

She returned the bottle and picked up another. “This is for those nasty little pimples that want to pop up on my chin.”

“Never noticed you with a pimple.”

The fact he’d been looking was written on her face. She smiled, wide. “That’s why.” She returned the bottle and proceeded to collect the clothing in the floor, disappearing in what must be a bedroom-sized closet.

Levi turned his head, taking in an array of posters on the wall. All of them appeared to be fashion models. Well, she was always dressed well. Maybe she was into that. 

He shifted his gaze again toward her computer. A photo of Felicia and two other girls, arms linked, was on the screen. They all had the same rich-girl, glamour look. It crossed his mind to say he had no idea there were more girls like her, but then pop-ups flashed on the screen. 

“Well?” Felicia asked.

He glanced over his shoulder. “Well, it’s infected with something, and it might take me a while to fix it, so would you rather I spend the night here or take it with me?”

The smile she’d had earlier returned. “I’m revising my opinion. You made me angry about James, but you’re entertaining and useful.”

Useful? His senses burning, he shut the lid to the laptop and set it aside. “Has no one ever made you feel anything besides smug?” he asked, crossing his arms. “Like an emotion ... compassion, pity. Do you feel either of those?”

Her cheeks shaded red. “You think I’m shallow?”

“I think take you out of your porcelain world and sit you in the midst of normal life, and you’d fold.”

“You don’t know me,” she returned.

A voice at the door broke into the moment. 

“Oh, good, you’re home ....”

Felicia’s angry expression switched from his face to the woman who’d spoken. She held a faint resemblance to Felicia, once you looked passed the plastic. Her lips too big, her facial skin too tight, her breasts definitely too perky, she’d clearly had a great deal of surgery.

“Dear, who is the boy in your room?”

The boy. Like he was an object and unable to respond on his own. Levi bit his tongue, his anger replaced by surprise at Felicia’s next action. Closing the gap between them, she pressed tight, her fingers tangling in his shirt. 

“This is Levi Galvis,” she said. “We’re in love.”

Laughter pushed upward in his throat. It would take a miracle to make her love anyone but herself and, after how they’d argued, it would definitely not be him. Still, taking her cue, he wrapped one arm around her. For whatever reason, she’d lied, and he had no choice now but to go along with the charade.

“Well, you need to be ‘in love’ somewhere else. I will never come home and find you en flagrante delicto.”

“Mother!”

Felicia’s reprimand of her mother’s frank words had no effect. Mrs. Torres reversed, waving them both into the hall. Taking Felicia’s laptop in one hand, Levi folded their fingers together and led her downstairs. In the foyer, he paused, well aware her mother was watching.

“I have to go,” he said. “Pick you up in the morning?” His voice echoed louder than he expected in the cavernous entrance.

One again, Felicia crept close. “I’ll miss you,” she said.

He paused. He should probably say it back. “I’ll miss you, too.”

A related thought jabbed forefront in his thinking. She’d called him her boyfriend and said they were in love. If they were in love, he wouldn’t simply walk away. She’d expect some form of affection. Kissing her cheek seemed too lame. Her mom wouldn’t believe that. No, he’d have to make it good.

He raised one hand to her face, hoping she understood, and mashed his lips to hers. The heat of her breath rushed into his, her lips parting, and he lost himself in the moment. Deaf to anything but the swish of his pulse, the thud in his chest, he fueled their kiss with the slip of his tongue, and almost snapped at the tiny grunt from the base of her throat.

His fingers sealed to her cheek, he somehow pulled back. “Goodnight,” he said, his voice husky.

She heaved a breath. “I’ll dream of you.”

He turned his back and made his way out with the distinct impression she told the truth.

CHAPTER 2

Felicia couldn’t find her feet, couldn’t feel her hands, couldn’t sense anything but the presence of Levi Galvis and, stunned by both his kiss and her eager response, made no effort to move for what felt like a year. Had he really done that? And had she really liked it?

Liked? Like was such a piddly word. Being truthful, she hadn’t wanted it to end and, now that he was gone, wanted him to come back and repeat it. 

Her mother’s explosive breath finally snapped her from her trance. 

“That was a fine show,” she said. “Who is this boy?”

Annoyance reclaimed her brain. The fact her mom was having an affair right under her dad’s nose burned. The fact she was aware Felicia knew of it, but didn’t have the guts to say anything burned even worse. They danced around each other, her mother jealous if she snatched any happiness and herself angry that her mom didn’t stop cheating on her dad.

Still worse was the fact she didn’t trust the guy. Her mom wasn’t above bringing him home when her dad was away, and more than once, he’d made a move in her direction.

She faced her mom, her stomach twisting. “I told you. His name is Levi, and he’s crazy about me, something you no longer have to doubt.”

Felicia shoved passed her mom, heading for the stairs, but pulled up short at her mother’s harsh grasp.

“Don’t have him in here again.”

Detaching herself roughly, Felicia whirled. Her anger pushed upward. “Why? You have yours in here. Or is that the problem? Your boyfriend wanted to swim with me,” she spat. “Did he tell you that? He begged me to take my top off and go skinny dipping. Diddle the daughter. Diddle the mom.”

Her face red, her mom swung the flat of her hand outward, smacking Felicia’s cheek. One hand over it, Felicia stared at her, horrified, then turned tail and ran. Upstairs, she slammed the door to her room and locked it. She fell down on the bed and willed the tears to come, some ... any ... kind of release. But instead, she felt nothing, only that same, empty nothingness Levi had described too well.

Levi. He wanted her to have compassion, to care about someone else, but she had no place in her life for emotions. They only hurt.
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Poking a finger into the back of his shoe, Levi adjusted the fit and stood, stomping his feet to settle his pants legs. Then, stuffing his keys and wallet in his pockets, he left his room and made the short walk to the kitchen. His mom smiled up at him from her spot on a bar stool, and he bent over and kissed her cheek.

She pressed her palm to his face. “When did you grow up and become affectionate?”

He smiled. “Not sure.”

Rounding her, he opened the refrigerator and pulled out a carton of milk. He poured himself a glass and took a swig.

Her loving gaze caressed his face, and his thoughts switched to Felicia’s behavior with her mom. For all her expensive things, it seemed like she was unhappy. Why else would she lie so easily at the drop of a hat? On the other hand, she’d not been cold at all, like he’d expected, but warm and earnest. In his car after he’d left, he’d wondered at the two extremes.

Draining his glass, he sat it in the sink.

She was far more complicated than he’d thought, and him, in deeper than he cared to admit. He’d said they’d spend time together, but he wasn’t sure now if that was because she needed him or because he wanted to pursue a relationship with her.

“Why the long face?” his mom asked.

Levi smiled, despite his wandering thoughts. “Just was hoping the troublemakers I had to deal with yesterday won’t show up. I mean, they keep me busy. Just the same, I’d rather not repair one game so many times in an afternoon.”

Not giving his mom time to respond, he headed out of the kitchen, patting her shoulder on his way by. 

The drive to Felicia’s place took him twelve minutes if he drove the toll road, twenty if he went through town. He opted to save his cash and follow the longer route. 

He arrived to find Felicia on the stoop.

Not waiting on him to park, she opened the passenger side door and tossed herself in with a huff. “Just get me out of here.”

Eyeing her briefly, Levi shifted back into drive. “You okay?” 

She angled his direction, her lips slightly pursed. “Did you enjoy it?” she asked.

For a moment, he paused, temporarily confused. Their kiss was the biggest thing between them right now, never mind that he didn’t understand her behavior that’d caused it. “Yes. Did you?”

She raised one hand, pink-lacquered fingernails flashing in the sunlight. “Couldn’t forget about it.”

Yesterday, he would have smiled at that comment and puffed out his chest, but today, knew how much effort it’d taken her to say it.

Levi tapped the gas, rolling down the drive.

They were two entirely different people from two entirely different worlds. His now looked way more secure than hers and definitely happier. That made him responsible for his actions. Not that, in any other situation, he wouldn’t be, but no need for him to increase whatever pressure she already had at home by acting conceited.

“I think ... I think we should keep it to ourselves,” she added.

Unsure if he should be offended or not, he decided not to be. They didn’t know each other all that well for her to accept he wouldn’t brag about it, and besides, she was right. Joey or any one of the others would only rag them both.

“Our little secret,” he replied.

He passed the comment off, focusing his gaze on the road, and his mind drifted to other things. Her hand landing on his, therefore, shook him. Her touch was light, her nails tickling his skin. Her gaze, though, was deep. The blue in her eyes darkened to a deep turquoise.

“You sure you’re okay?” He felt obligated to ask.

Something troubling crossed her face before she looked away. “I’m fine. You better concentrate on driving or we’ll be late.”

It was on the tip of his tongue to argue. Then he decided there was no point. Figuring Felicia out wouldn’t happen in twenty-four hours, maybe not twenty-four days either. No need to strain himself.
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She’d sent Levi mixed signals on the ride to work, but not for the reason he probably thought. It was more because she couldn’t reconcile the dead feeling she’d had after arguing with her mom with the eagerness to see him. As the day wore on, trying to not think about him became a bigger issue. Every time he walked past the ticket counter, she was distracted, until at lunch time, Felicia had to escape or explode. He made her feel so conflicted.

She asked herself why on the way out the door and decided, her back against the sun-warmed cement wall, that her greatest issue was he listened. She was used to being ignored – by her mom and her dad. Unless, of course, she misstepped, in which case, they were quick to correct her. Levi, on the other hand, heard everything she said, and, it seemed, most of what she didn’t. He was perceptive.

And stubborn. The stubbornness was a bizarre turn on. From the start, he hadn’t taken her guff, and she’d found she liked it, especially when it came from someone whose life was in control. That was at the heart of it. His life bent where he wanted it, whereas hers was a mess. 

She shut her eyes and wiped her mind of all the clutter, but it intruded anyway.

Her mom had been on the warpath that morning and, truth be told, she was a little afraid to face her alone. Her dad had made himself scarce, she had a feeling, for the day ... if he came home tonight at all. She, herself, had dressed and gone outside to escape. She hadn’t been there very long when Levi showed up, and she’d been incredibly relieved to see him.

Relieved. Why? The answer rose with her next breath. Because she trusted him, and trust was the rarest of objects, fragile and readily broken. How had that happened? How had he earned her trust in just the matter of hours? Because he had.

Her cell phone rang, and her spirits lifted at the name on the display. “I hope you have good news,” she said.

“Do I ever” said the girl on the other end. The girl, Ariel Veich, was one of two she considered her closest friends. She, Ariel, and their friend, Zoia Fisht, ran in similar social circles.

“We’re invited to the event of the season,” Ariel continued.

“No ...” Felicia gasped, her fingers at her throat. “Not the Blaine Vitale fashion ...”

“Extravaganza,” Ariel finished for her. “You, me, Zoia, and our dates, if we have one.”

Dates. She needed a date, which before today would have been a problem, which if she couldn’t convince Levi to go would still be a problem. But he’d look fabulous in a suit. Thought of Levi in a suit made her sweat.

“It’s not a problem. Is it?” Ariel asked, her strident voice bringing Felicia back to reality.

She sniffed. “No, of course, not. When and where?”

“Friday night, eight p.m. at the Water House.”

The Water House was as exclusive as it could get in town and Blaine Vitale the biggest celebrity for miles. Rubbing elbows with him would give her a glimpse of a world she envied. For years, she’d followed the fashion industry, wishing she could spend just five minutes talking to someone as popular as Blaine Vitale. 

“Be there,” Ariel said, signing off.

The metallic squeak of Game World’s front door and the husky shape of Levi raised her gaze. He approached, one hand on his hip, and the image of him dressed to the nines returned. The sweat already formed on her skin shimmered in the sunlight.

“There you are,” he said.

Felicia straightened. “Needed to take a phone call. You own a suit?”

His brow wrinkled. “A suit?”

In her next breath, she wiggled her fingers at him. “Never mind, I’ll buy you one.”

“For what?” 

He gaze became curious then, and she smiled. “Admiration. You are taking me to the biggest party for one hundred miles.”

His gaze widened. “I am?”

“That is ... if you want.” He’d want her to ask. Her need to please him surprised her. 

“I thought you wanted to keep ‘us’ a secret,” he said.

She had said that only this morning, thinking that others looking at them as a couple would be uncomfortable, much less anyone finding out about the kiss. But standing this close, maybe she’d been wrong. He was attractive, six foot, square shoulders, blondish-brown hair ... and there was that stubbornness again.

“I’ve reconsidered,” she replied. “Humor me.”

He held silent briefly, then exhaled. “Okay, but the next date’s my choice.”

The next date. The fact there’d be a next date pleased her immensely and also scared her half to death. 
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Levi opened the door to his car and waited while Felicia climbed in, his mind churning over her invitation as it’d done all afternoon. He didn’t mind going, although, the idea she’d buy him something to wear struck him odd. He’d mostly agreed out of interest in seeing her happy. Clearly, this party was somewhere she wanted to be and, for whatever reason, she wanted him to take her.

But ... the reason she did was his biggest sticking point. Was he back to being useful? Or had something as simple as one kiss changed all that? Felicia was hard to read. She kept herself closed off half the time, as lifeless as a cactus in the rain. Yet, the way she’d looked at him made him think there was a heart inside still, but whether she knew it or not was a mystery.

“Joey’s asked a lot of questions,” he said, pulling into evening traffic. A large four-by-four rumbled past.

Felicia turned her blue-eyed gaze on him. “And?”

Levi shrugged. “And I have a few questions myself.” He curved his fingers tighter around the wheel. “Your mom ...” Her relationship with her mom was at the core of her issues, and on a personal level, the reason they were together. 

“We don’t get along,” she said. Early streetlights melted together to form a yellow haze.

“I noticed. But why did you need to lie about us? Not that I’m being moral, but there is a reason.”

Felicia inhaled, shallow. “She told me to not bring boys inside, not that I ever have ... or that I listen.”

“But ...?”

“But nothing. I do what I like.”

It didn’t seem that way to him. She’d been desperate enough to explain his presence that she’d put on a show. Something had prompted it.

“Anyhow ... It worked to your advantage,” she said.

This remark struck him sour, but, again, Felicia didn’t approach things from the usual angle. She was right, anyhow.

He shook it off. “What’s your dad say about your problems with your mom?” 

Past references to him fixing her car, she had never mentioned her dad, as if he wasn’t there, and that was ... odd. Levi knew he was involved in local politics but not much else.

“Nothing. He says nothing,” Felicia replied, defensive. “Look ...” She gave a huff. “If it bugs you and you want nothing to do with me, then I get it. Consider me asking about Friday a mistake.”

Levi braked for a red light and shifted his gaze to her face. “I didn’t ask for an apology. I don’t care that you lied to her. I don’t really care why, except for how it upsets you. I like you. Even when you want to argue with me, it doesn’t really change that.”

Confidence trembled on her face, and it hit him. As strong as she looked on the outside, inside she was incredibly insecure. 

“Why not?” she asked.

Thoughtful, he held back a response. Why hadn’t that sent him the other direction? He’d been frustrated, but never seriously considered giving up. In fact, if anything, her refusal had made him more determined.

“I’m stubborn I guess,” he said. “Tell me no, and I dig in my heels.”

Some knowledge flashed on her face. Perhaps she’d noticed that already.

“So I couldn’t have made you mad enough to leave?” she asked.

The light changed, and he faced ahead again, tapping the gas. “I doubt it.”

She fell silent then and the remaining distance to her place quickly vanished. James opened the gate without pause, and Levi entered the complex, taking a left. 

They needed more time to work through her issues if ... if she even would. He’d do best to be a friend, give her whatever support she needed, and leave the issue of her parents alone.

He nodded toward his phone. “Put your number in there, and I’ll call you later.”

“You’ll call?” She asked the question, his cell already in her hand. Her nails flashed over the digital keyboard. 

He made no mention of it, but merely nodded. “Or send a text. I’m curious about this ... party Friday.”

The first hint of a smile fashioned on her lips. It was a good look for her, much better than the barrenness she usually wore. He decided, looking at her, he’d do most anything to keep it there. 

“By the time I’m finished dressing you up, I’ll be the envy of every girl in attendance,” she said.

“Oh yeah?” That sounded like a compliment, of sorts. 

He pulled into her driveway and shifted into park, but she made no effort to get out.

Her smile expanded, teasing, and a light lit in her eyes. “Never doubt a girl with a credit card,” she said. “If you look good, then I look good, and we both come away happy.”

Levi suppressed a laugh.

CHAPTER 3

Her mom and dad had been curiously absent when she arrived home from work. So she spent an hour by the pool, vanishing upstairs at the first sound of a car. Ensconced in her room, the voices that followed were definitely her mom and the boyfriend well on their way to another sexual encounter. Unhappy, she’d muffled their noises with music and stared at her phone, willing Levi to call, text ... something.

She was not supposed to be interested in a boy like Levi, but then, her mom had traded in a good man with a solid income for a lowlife at the gym who’d stared at her butt. So, evidently, social class was not high on either one of their agendas. On the other hand, she, herself, would never associate with either a weak-willed man like her father or one willing to trade in moral convention for a romp in the bedroom. There was something to be said for having self-control, a form of willpower no one around her seemed to contain.

Levi, on the other hand, had it in spades. His good looks aside, he entered the room and figured out how it served him, not the other way around. But he did it with deftness, leaving the occupants satisfied he belonged and hadn’t simply barged in.

Her cell phone buzzed at last, and Felicia snatched it from the bedside table 

Hey. You around? he asked.

Yes.

I fixed your computer. Will bring it to you tomorrow.

She’d quite forgotten about her computer in the mix of all her other thoughts. Okay.

Her phone darkened, and she reclined, her head on the pillow, her gaze on the ceiling. Was this what he was doing? Lying somewhere thinking of her? Her phone buzzed again.

Who are the girls in the picture? he asked.

Felicia smiled to herself. Ariel. Zoia. BFs. They are coming Friday.

His reply was a few minutes coming. When are we shopping?

She considered that. When? Tomorrow after work. It’d give her an excuse to see him longer and not be here locked up like this.

A door slammed down the hall, and her frown returned. Tomorrow. We’ll doll you up, she replied.

His text response made her laugh. 

Point me toward the runway.

Levi was many things, some of which she was still unsure of, but also a good sport. She had half a mind to say so, but didn’t, thinking that would take their fledgling friendship too far. She sent something much tamer instead.

Can’t wait.

For what? To take him shopping? Or just to see him again? Both. But which was of greater value?

Pick you up in the a.m.

She texted her reply. Okay.

Felicia rolled over on her side, releasing her phone on the bed. 

To see him. She wanted to take him shopping, wanted to be on his arm Friday, but worse, just wanted to see his face. 

[image: image]

Levi pulled up behind where Felicia’s car was parked in the driveway and made his way to the door. He pressed the doorbell, surprised when it opened to her dad. In his mid-fifties, Mr. Torrence fit the TV stereotype of the wealthy businessman, not in what he wore as much as the thought he and his wife weren’t anything alike. He was balding, his face lined with care, but she’d made every attempt to prevent aging. Unsuccessfully.

“Mr. Torrence, my name’s Levi Galvis. I’m here for Felicia.”

“Ah, the boyfriend.”

That sounded odd in his mind, although he supposed, since her mom was under that impression, then her dad would be, too.

“Please, come in.” 

Mr. Torrence reversed, and Levi entered the spacious foyer once again. Although, it was strange to be invited into a place he’d been cast out of. But maybe, that feeling only went one way.

“Felicia,” her dad called, his head tilted upward. “Levi’s here.”

Levi followed suit, hearing a door open and close, and spotted her figure approaching the top of the stairs. She paused, once in his view, not a hint of a smile on her face, then proceeded to descend as if she had on the best ball gown and this was the prom.

“Hello, love,” she said, upon arriving in front of him. She offered her cheek.

He kissed it, thinking it was expected.

She eyed her dad with the tiniest scowl and spoke, her voice tight. “Levi and I will be out late. I’ll let you tell the tiger.”

He guessed that to be Mrs. Torrence.

“If you’re ready ...” she said, shifting her gaze to him.

Levi revolved in place and opened the door. 

In the car, he waited a moment before moving. “Did you go to the prom?” he asked. Why this thought was stuck in his head he remained unsure.

“Yes, but ended up mostly standing on the wall with the geek crowd,” she said. “Why?”

He eyed her, wondering why. Had she been alone even then? 

Felicia seemed to know his thoughts. 

Her head tilted. “My date had the flu. Ariel’s family took her out of town that weekend, and Zoia ... she hates that kind of thing.”

“We should have gone together then,” Levi said.

Her head tilted. “Would you have taken me ... if we’d known one another?”

“Sure. Why not?”

That seemed to end the conversation, and he shifted into drive, following the circle around onto the main street. His gaze on navigating the road, he didn’t notice her for several minutes. Then her hand crept into his and that changed.
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