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CHAPTER 1


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      I stood at the sink in my hotel room, gripping the counter so hard, my fingers were growing numb. I shook my head in disbelief, willing away my tears. What the hell had Rory done?

      First, he’d nearly locked lips with some skank right in the middle of the lobby. Then, he got into a pissing match with a potential endorser. It wasn’t like Matt Davis from Sonora Water was putting the moves on me. Or was he? He had been pretty close all evening. Even if it were true, Rory still had no right to act like a jackass.

      And as if all that weren’t bad enough, he’d ended the evening with the mother of all offenses. He’d basically announced to Axel Pretorius, fellow skateboarder and a potential client, that he and I were dating. Mr. Stedwick, the senior partner at my law firm, was drooling for me to take on Axel as another client.

      Why didn’t Rory understand, I needed new clients if I was going to be successful in this career and keep my firm happy? Or rather, keep Mr. Stedwick happy. He was heavily invested in my stepfather’s real estate business. Paul’s potential financial risks always weighed heavily on my mind. And if Mr. Stedwick pulled out, it could ruin Paul, which would ruin me.

      I closed my eyes and shook my head as Rory’s career-ending words replayed in my mind.

      She’ll be pretty tied up for a while.

      If Axel had half a brain—and I was pretty sure he did—he’d figure out Rory and I were involved in more than just a professional relationship.

      How dare Rory! How dare he jeopardize not only my professional, but my personal reputation as well. And for what? For some male testosterone showdown? Some pissing match? Screw that.

      The only thing I could do now was go to bed and pray I’d get at least a few hours of sleep.

      I unzipped my skirt and let it fall to the floor before tugging off my halter top. Reaching for my toothbrush, I squeezed on a liberal amount of paste and shoved it into my mouth, scrubbing hard. Maybe I could wash this disgusting taste of bitterness and betrayal from my mouth. Doubtful.

      I laughed as I stared at my reflection in the mirror. Standing in nothing but a pair of Hello Kitty panties Rory had sent me at the office, I looked like the harlot I was becoming. I’d foolishly thought I’d surprise Rory tonight when he undressed me. Looked like the joke was on me.

      Well, I definitely wasn’t going to sleep in them, that was for damn sure.

      I stormed out of the bathroom, toothbrush still in my mouth, and marched toward the closet. I would find the most unattractive pair of underwear I owned, which wouldn’t be difficult. I rummaged around the case until I finally found a pair of the ugliest Granny panties I owned. Holding them up, I smiled in triumphant and turned toward the bathroom.

      Suddenly movement from the corner of the room caught my eye. Someone was in the room, sitting on my bed.

      My skin prickled and I fought down the panic attack threatening to consume me.

      I screamed, but my mouth was still full of toothpaste. Only a garbled moan squeaked through the room. Then I remembered I was only wearing my underwear. Shit!

      I dropped my toothbrush and clutched my chest to cover myself.

      “No,” I screamed, toothpaste flying from my mouth.

      The man on the bed moved toward me.

      “No, no, no…please,” I begged, squeezing my eyes closed and curling into a tight ball.

      Strong arms encircled me.

      I beat and kicked, fighting to break free.

      “Hindley,” a deep voice said in my ear. “It’s me, Rory. You’re okay. It’s just me.”

      Rory? My eyes flew open and I stared into Rory’s familiar blue eyes.

      His expression was one of utter devastation. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I broke free from his hold and stood up. My eyes darted around the room like a trapped animal. “What are you doing here?” Foaming bubbles spewed from my mouth and dripped down my chin. Dammit.

      “What did you say?” He bit back a smile.

      I glared at him before returning to the bathroom to rinse my mouth. I was in no mood for his crap, not tonight. I rinsed out the toothpaste and wiped my mouth with the hand towel, staring at my reflection in the mirror.

      Keep strong, girl. You can do this.

      Feeling braver and more in control, I dropped the towel in the sink, vowing to give him a no-holds-barred piece of my mind. How dare he sneak into my hotel room and scare the shit out of me.

      I turned off the light and rounded the corner. Quickly snatching up a T-shirt off the floor, I tugged it over my head. Feeling stronger now that my breasts were covered, I marched around the bed to confront him but all my ire left as my stomach clenched and my mouth went dry.

      Rory leaned against the headboard, hands behind his head, naked from the waist up. The pose showcased every glorious muscle in his upper body. His full lips were tipped up on the corner in a playful smirk.

      I swallowed hard, trying to remember why I’d been mad at him. God, why did he affect me so much? I lost all coherent thought when Rory Gregor was near, and half naked.

      “Sorry I scared you,” he said softly.

      His face looked anything but repentant. In fact, I was pretty sure I saw a glimmer of amusement in those beautiful blue eyes.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, bolstering my resolve. “You need to leave, Rory. I can’t have people seeing you come out of my hotel room late at night.”

      He didn’t move a muscle.

      I stood back on my heels, shifting my weight as I narrowed my gaze. “How the hell did you get in here anyway?”

      “Magic door.” He winked.

      I studied him, trying to figure out what game he was playing, but it was pointless. “I don’t know what the hell you’re up to, but you need to leave.”

      He remained motionless.

      “Now, Rory,” I yelled, pointing to the door.

      He pushed off the bed, his muscled body moving with grace, a predatory gleam in his eye.

      Desire pooled low in my abdomen. Shit. This wasn’t good.

      He moved past me, his shoulder grazing mine, and I bit back a moan. His proximity and delicious scent had my resolve weakening.

      Against my better judgment, I followed his movement, turning to see where he’d gone.

      He leaned against the wall, pointing to a door. “We have adjoining rooms,” he said, his voice low and seductive.

      How the hell had I not noticed a door next to my dresser?

      “Did you know that, Hindley?”

      I shook my head, unable to speak at the sight of his naked chest so close to me.

      He took a step toward me. “I requested it, specifically so I could come,” he paused and delivered a wicked smile, “and go, as I pleased.”

      Everything south of my navel burned with desire.

      “With you,” he added in a rough tone.

      I held my breath, hoping maybe if I didn’t inhale his scent, he wouldn’t affect me. Screwing my eyes shut tight, visions of his sexy body swirled in my head, making things worse. I was finding it nearly impossible to stay mad at the devilish man.

      “I really am sorry, Hindley,” he whispered, his breath caressing my face.

      I opened my eyes and found him standing only inches away, his hand hovering at my neck. The pad of his thumb brushed my cheek and I exhaled, unaware I’d been holding my breath.

      It had been pointless to will him away from my thoughts. There was nowhere I could run, no place safe to hide from the pull Rory Gregor had on me.

      “What are you sorry for?” I whispered.

      “For embarrassing you.” His lips grazed my jaw.

      Holy hell.

      “For being jealous.” His mouth clamped down on my earlobe.

      I fought my body’s urge to moan and cursed silently as the reminder of my resolve slipped away.

      “For coming into your room unannounced.” Rory’s mouth trailed down my neck, licking and kissing, his touch heating my skin.

      A moan escaped and I bit down on my lip to silence myself, but still tilted my neck to give him easier access.

      “For being a total jackass.” He trailed kisses down to my collarbone, his body pressed against mine, moving us toward the bed.

      The bed. Oh, no.

      “Stop,” I yelled, pushing him away.

      His hands dropped to my wrists, his eyes guarded, but barely fazed by my command. He searched my eyes, as if begging me to accept his apology.

      I fought the urge to offer my forgiveness so easily.

      As if understanding my resistance, his hands slid up my arms and over my shoulders.

      Goose bumps prickled across my skin and I fought back a shiver.

      He wrapped his fingers around my neck, his thumbs gently caressing my jaw. His eyes were darker tonight, less blue with a hint more brown, but no less mesmerizing. I couldn’t break free from their hypnotic spell.

      “I really am sorry, Hindley,” he said, all trace of sexual innuendo and desire was gone. “I don’t know what happened tonight.” His eyes searched mine and I could feel myself spiraling.

      I held my breath, that hypnotic pull tugging at me again. The man had to be a magician.

      “You could have jeopardized everything, Rory,” I whispered. “Everything I’ve been working so hard for. For you.”

      He sank onto the bed, his head lowered, looking hopeless, helpless, lost. “I knew this would happen,” he said, releasing a heavy sigh.

      “What would happen?”

      He stared up at me, heartache and disappointment etched in his eyes. “I knew I’d fuck this up. I don’t deserve you, Hindley.”

      My remorse quickly faded to annoyance at his continued insistence that I was better than him.

      Tell him.

      No.

      I pushed my own thoughts to the back of my mind. “Why do you do that?”

      “Do what?” he asked.

      I sat down beside him, tucking my hands under my thighs to avoid the desire to touch him. “Put yourself down. Or rather, hold me up higher than yourself, as if I’m better than you.”

      “I think you deserve someone who can give you everything. Someone like Dipshit.”

      I bit back a smirk. “You mean Matt?” Rory was jealous, and the insecure girl inside me was…happy.

      “Whatever,” he scoffed.

      “Look, Rory, you and I are just…” What were we? We weren’t dating. We weren’t even seeing each other, outside of the bedroom and boardroom. I slowly stood, staring down at him.

      He tilted his head back, staring up at me.

      “Hey, if you don’t want to do this,” I motioned a finger between us, “that’s fine. But don’t sit there and act like⁠—”

      He bounded up, capturing me in his arms. His hand tugged my hair, tilting my face up as his lips crushed mine.

      It was a mistake to continue sleeping with Rory Gregor, logically I knew that, but I’d never felt more alive with anyone than I did with this man.

      Pushing down all the reasons I shouldn’t be with him, I opened my mouth and allowed him access to more of me than was safe.

      His kiss grew greedy, needy, and I felt hot and desired. I met his kiss with a frenzy I’d never experienced.

      Suddenly, he pulled away with a groan and threw me onto the bed.

      “Well, well, well…” He smirked, his smoldering eyes staring at my mid-section. “Who do we have here?”

      My gaze followed his and I realized he was staring at my panties. My Hello Kitty panties. Oh, crap. I scrambled back toward the headboard, tugging at the T-shirt to cover myself.

      He grabbed both of my ankles and yanked me down the bed. His eyes gleamed with mischief, and something I’d never seen in another man’s eyes…desire.

      I was suddenly chilled and glanced down at my body, horrified to find my shirt had ridden up over my breasts. I was fully exposed to his predatory gaze. Grabbing my shirt, I tugged at it to cover myself.

      Before I could move, Rory was on me, pinning my wrists next to my head. “Oh, no, you don’t, Miss Hagen. I want to look at these all night.”

      Part of me wanted to fight. I shouldn’t like this aggressive behavior from a man. But the majority of me loved his sexual prowess, and I couldn’t hide my expectant smile.

      His bare chest rubbed against mine as his tongue slid over the shell of my ear. Moving slowly, he trailed kisses down my neck to my collarbone, then…lower.

      I squirmed and bucked, mostly because his tongue working over my breasts sent sparks of pleasure clawing up my spine.

      “Stay still,” he growled against my skin.

      I moaned and tried to steady my body.

      Rory raised his head, his blue eyes piercing me. His lips curled into a victorious grin. “Does Hindley like my tongue?”

      I tilted my head, donning the most innocent face I could muster, but my body betrayed me, bucking against his heavy frame.

      The glimmer in his eyes said it all. He could feel how much I wanted him.

      His mouth returned to its savage assault down south. “Well. Hello. Kitty.” He laughed, his words vibrating against my sensitive skin as he kissed every inch of my underwear—the underwear he’d bought me.

      “Oh, God,” I moaned, my head falling onto the mattress. I closed my eyes, absorbing the sensations of his mouth wandering against my skin. “Rory, you can’t do this,” I panted.

      He raised his head, his brows furrowed as he studied me with boyish curiosity.

      “I mean, I’m upset,” I said, already missing his mouth. “We need to talk about what happened.”

      “We’ll talk.” He winked. “Later.” Smiling like the devil he was, he lowered his head.

      Yes, our conversation was over. For now. But we would talk.
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        * * *

      

      “So you wanted to discuss something?” Rory lay next to me, his head propped on his hand as he leaned on his elbow, staring down at me.

      God, he was gorgeous.

      “Ummm,” was all I could muster. This man was lethal in bed. I couldn’t help but smile like an idiot who’d just been thoroughly worked over.

      Slowly I rolled away from him, trying to pull my wits about me. I glanced around the room and chuckled at the discarded condom wrapper next to the bed—along with my T-shirt and a shredded pair of Hello Kitty underwear. “You owe me some new panties.” I snorted.

      His arm wrapped around my waist and he tugged me close to his chest, nuzzling my hair.

      Being cradled in Rory’s arms felt better than it should have. He obliterated all my thoughts when he was near. I couldn’t remember why I’d been upset.

      “I think I can arrange a pair of new panties, Miss Hagen,” he said, kissing my neck. “I definitely don’t want you going panty-less. Unless it’s with me.” The warm heat of his breath brushed against my skin and I shivered.

      “Stop,” I laughed, “that tickles.”

      “God, I love that sound,” he moaned.

      “What sound?”

      “Your laughter.” He pressed kisses along my shoulders.

      Desire pulsed through my body and I swallowed hard. How could I want him again so soon?

      “I’m ready whenever you are, Miss Hagen.” He ground his hips into my backside as if answering my silent question.

      Our easy connection both excited and scared me. How was it possible to feel safe in the arms of a man, this man?

      I rolled over in his arms, staring at the hollow of his throat. My finger caressed his skin as I contemplated what I wanted to say.

      “Hey.” He reached under my chin, raising my face. “What’s going on in there?” He tapped my temple. “Come back to me. I miss you.” He placed a soft kiss against my lips.

      Rory was so attuned to me. It was as simple as that. We were drawn to each other, for reasons I had yet to identify. Instinctively I knew we belonged together, even if it was only for a little while.

      “Hey,” he admonished. “Stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Over-thinking this.”

      “Over-thinking what?”

      “Us,” he said.

      “You’re the one who got heavy earlier.”

      “I know, I’m sorry.”

      “Do you really think I want Matt?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “He sure as hell wants you.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Wait, did Matt want me? He had been awfully touchy feely tonight.

      “He’s perfect for you,” Rory said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “He’s sophisticated, probably went to Harvard or Yale or some other Ivy League bullshit school. He reeks of old school money. And I sure as shit can guarantee you he knows which fork to use at dinner.”

      Worry wormed its way into my sated heart. I was losing Rory. I hated hearing him think so little of himself.

      I pushed up so we were eye-to-eye, knowing firmness was the only way to handle his insecurities.

      “Look at me,” I said in a firm, deep voice.

      His eyes lifted and he stared up at me.

      “Stop this bullshit, Rory Gregor. Now,” I growled. “If I wanted someone like Matt, I would be with someone like Matt.”

      His eyes widened and I knew I had his attention.

      “I hate fancy parties and debutant bullshit,” I said. “You know that. I went to a crap-ass college and an even crappier-ass law school. I prefer hamburgers to five-course meals, so I couldn’t give a rat’s ass if there are forks on the table or not. I’m with you, Rory Gregor.” I poked his chest to punctuate my point.

      He pushed me back onto the mattress as his body hovered over me, his lips finding their seemingly permanent home on mine.

      I wrapped my arms around his lean torso, running my fingers up and down his back as our tongues and teeth collided and our bodies intertwined with passionate abandon.

      He needed me.

      I needed him.

      And once again, I was lost in Rory Gregor, consumed by everything about my Skater Boy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      I stretched out in the passenger seat of the car, my hands raised high over my head as I reached for the sky. Tipping my head back, I lifted my face toward the sun. The rays beaming down invigorated me. Normally, I wasn’t a big fan of convertibles, but I had to admit, this was exhilarating. Living in the moment was a foreign concept, but with Rory I had no choice—and I loved it.

      I grabbed the sunglasses resting on top of my head and pulled them over my eyes. I turned to stare at the driver, drinking in every delicious feature of the man staring back at me.

      Rory looked so damn cool, leaning back in his seat, one arm draped casually over the steering wheel as if he owned the entire west coast of California. He gave me an all-knowing grin before returning his attention back to the road.

      “You didn’t have to rent a car to drive us back to your house,” I said above the noise of the wind whipping through the car. I turned my attention to the long road ahead of us. “We could have taken your motorcycle.”

      “I didn’t have a spare helmet.”

      I could feel his predatory gaze assessing me, devouring me. Goose bumps raced over my skin amid the heat of the bright afternoon sun.

      “Besides, if we had taken my motorcycle,” he said, “I couldn’t have enjoyed this view.”

      I shifted my gaze to the cliffs jutting from the Pacific Coast Highway. I had to agree, the scenery along the route was breathtaking. The waves ebbed and flowed, crashing into the jagged rocks below.

      “It is breathtaking,” I sighed.

      “I agree,” he said, gently stroking my bare leg.

      I turned, staring down at his large fingers pressed against my fair skin. Slowly my gaze travelled along the curves of his muscular body until they met his.

      His arresting blue eyes pierced straight through me. His plump lips turned up in a seductive smile that took my breath away. “Very beautiful,” he said.

      My face flushed crimson when I realized he wasn’t talking about the coastline.

      “Gorgeous,” he said, smiling.

      I turned to face the coastline, trying to hide my awkwardness. If he only knew.

      “Hey.” He squeezed my leg.

      I didn’t turn, I couldn’t look at him, not until I got my emotions under check. I wasn’t beautiful. I was ugly, I was scarred, I was defective. Sooner or later, Rory would find out. I just hoped it was later.

      He slipped his fingers around my wrist and pulled my arm across the console, forcing me to face him.

      I sat in silence, wanting to pull away but afraid. Not of him but of losing this moment with him.

      He used his thumb to pry open my fingers, pressing my palm to his sensual lips. He pulled my hand back and laid it against his chest before glancing over at me and smiling wide. “Beautiful,” he said.

      Heat bloomed between my legs and my heart leaped in my chest.

      “You hungry?” he asked.

      Not for food, I thought.

      His face lit up and a single eyebrow arched in amusement.

      How could I hide anything from this man?

      “I know you, Hindley.”

      It was a simple answer to a question I hadn’t even asked and yet he’d heard it.

      I leaned back and closed my eyes, reveling in the knowledge that I’d grown closer to Rory in two weeks than I had to anyone I’d ever known before, except Dana.

      He doesn’t know everything, a small voice whispered in my ear.

      I trusted him though, more and more with each passing day. I reassured myself that no matter what my past held, Rory wouldn’t judge me like others had. He gave me confidence and courage, two things that were lacking in my life.

      “I didn’t bring my motorcycle because Jack loves to ride my Harley,” Rory said, interrupting my thoughts. “Kara made him sell his years ago. He’ll bring it back to my house today or tomorrow, then fly back to Denver.”

      “What made you end up in California?” I asked. “Didn’t you grow up in Colorado?”

      “California has better weather for year-round skating. And it’s got tons of boardwalks and empty pools.” He laughed.

      And beautiful women, I wanted to say.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his brows furrowed.

      “Nothing.”

      “Hindley.”

      “Let’s just say you’re not the only one who doubts whether or not you’re good enough.”

      “For what?”

      I remained silent, working to keep my tears at bay as I remembered all the beautiful women screaming Rory’s name at the competition over the weekend. He could have any one of them, and I feared one wrong move on my part might send him running for his flock of female groupies.

      The car slowed and Rory turned into a scenic overlook. I was thankful for the distraction.

      “Want to take a look?” he asked.

      “Sure.” I didn’t look at him. I didn’t want him to see me like this, so defeated and self-deprecating.

      He walked around the car just as I opened my door and took it from me, extending his hand to help me out.

      “Thank you.”

      He nodded once as if sensing I didn’t want to talk. Instead, he intertwined our fingers and gently guided me toward the railing.

      There was a steep drop off in front of us with jagged cliffs below. I stopped dead in my tracks, almost yanking my hand from his.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, looking back at me.

      “This is close enough.”

      “Okay.”

      He didn’t question why I didn’t want to get closer.

      We stood at a comfortable distance from the railing.

      That’s what Rory did for me. He let me be…me, no questions, no judgments, no anything.

      Quietly, he stepped behind me, wrapping his long, lean arms around my waist and drawing me back against his chest in a warm embrace.

      Instinctively, I leaned against him, feeling safe and secure. I drew in deep breaths of the ocean air, feeling lighter than I had in a very long time.

      His huge hands splayed across my abdomen, interlacing our fingers, as he rested his chin on my shoulder and sighed into my neck. “This is why I moved to California.”

      I studied the scenic overlook. It was captivating and magical. I could see why he’d moved.

      “Breathtaking,” he whispered in my ear above the crashing waves below. “Breathtaking, just like you.” Gently he brushed his soft, full lips against my ear. “And all mine, right?”

      “What, the ocean?”

      He laughed, his breath brushing against the sensitive skin of my neck.

      My anxiety began to disappear into the ocean breeze. I melted into his embrace, somewhat secure in his confession that I was the only person he wanted to be with. For now.

      I was no fool and held no illusions. What we had would never last.

      Rory had never been in a long-lasting relationship. It had only been sex for him. Why should I think ours would be different?

      I couldn’t fight the overwhelming feelings of fear as I realized how much I wanted him. The power he had to completely destroy me nearly crushed me like the breaking waves below.

      I knew in time he would grow tired of me, of my damaged soul, a tortured girl unable to give him everything he needed.

      I swallowed down the tears, pushing back the dark memories threatening to drown me. I could never survive that kind of pain again. It was too late though. I was already drowning in his beautiful blue waters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      “Home sweet home,” Rory announced as he pushed the front door to his home open. Standing to the side, he waved a hand in front of him, ushering me inside.

      His home was nestled in the hills of Laguna Beach, a gorgeous coastal town.

      As I stepped inside, my mouth nearly fell open. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered spectacular views of the Pacific Ocean. I walked through the entryway and stepped down a few stairs into the large sunken living room.

      The first thing I noticed was that everything in the massive room was white—the walls, the leather sofa, even the side tables—except for a deep eggplant colored blanket resting on the back of the large sofa. Even the artwork on the walls was limited to a few black and white photos.

      His home was modern, yet retro, filled with natural wood and stainless-steel accents, giving it a minimalist feel. Surprisingly, the style seemed to fit Rory’s personality.

      Rory stepped up behind me. “It’s an amazing view, huh?”

      “Amazing doesn’t do it justice,” I answered with awe.

      “Come on, I’ll take you up to your room.”

      “Okay.”

      He bounded up the stairs and I followed.

      On the second floor was a loft area that overlooked the main living space below. The room was filled with a couch and several chairs, the colors brighter, and well worn. This was definitely the place where most of the living was done.

      Scattered along the white walls were shelves containing all Rory’s trophies and medals, along with framed magazine covers, and various photos of competitions he’d been in.

      I stood and stared at each item on display, amazed and astounded at all the awards and accolades he’d received. This guy was big time, and I was finally beginning to understand just how much trust he was placing in me.

      “Wow, Rory.” I ran my fingers over the glass encasement of one of his gold medals, marked with the iconic ‘X’ of the X Games. I glanced over at him. “This is unbelievable. You’re so accomplished, and famous.”

      “I guess.” He shrugged. “Come on.”

      His humbleness didn’t surprise me. He wasn’t one to boast of his accolades like many athletes I’d met.

      Rory carried our bags down a long hallway and I followed. Stopping in front of one door, he pushed it open with his foot, and nodded for me to enter.

      The room was stark white, like the rest of downstairs, except for a bedspread littered with flower appliques of varying sizes and shades of purple. I was starting to see a pattern here, and for a man of extreme sports, decorating with flowers and bright colors was completely unexpected, but beautiful none-the-less.

      The far wall was a solid glass, overlooking the ocean, with a sliding door that led out to a large deck. I couldn’t help but imagine the view from the bed.

      Trying to clear my thoughts, I turned and studied the rest of the room. Black and white photos of oddly shaped objects covered the walls. I stepped closer and realized each photo was actually a different part of a skateboard, artfully taken at close range.

      I laughed quietly at the irony. Rory ate, drank, and literally slept skateboarding.

      “This is my room,” he said.

      “Really?” I laughed.

      “Yes, why?”

      “I don’t know, it just doesn’t look like something you’d design. Except the skateboard photos.”

      “What does it look like?” he asked, a bite of defensiveness in his voice.

      I ran my fingers over the purple flower appliques. “Actually, it looks more, feminine.”

      A wave of nausea hit me hard in the gut at the sudden realization that other women had been in this room.

      Oh, shit. Had a woman helped him decorate, an old girlfriend? Had she lived with him, had she shared this utopian space?

      “I did most of it,” he said, “but I had help.”

      “Of course, you did,” I whispered to myself, swallowing down the lump in my throat. Rory Gregor was a player. Why was I surprised.

      “Kara helped,” he said.

      “Who’s Kara?” I asked, trying to bite back my jealousy.

      “Leif’s mom. Jack’s wife. My surrogate mother, Kara Jennings. You remember her, right?”

      My shoulders slumped in relief. “Oh, yes, Kara, I remember.”

      “What?” He stepped closer, a playful laugh in his tone. “Did you think I had an ex-girlfriend helping me decorate?”

      Well, yeah, the idea had run through my mind but I wasn’t going to admit that fact.

      He wrapped his arms around my shoulders and brushed his lips over my neck. “No girlfriends, Hindley.”

      I shivered as his warm breath tickled my skin.

      “Although I’ve had a few crazy ex-girlfriends.” He chuckled.

      I rolled my eyes. “So I’ve read.” I didn’t like to think about Rory being with other women. It filled me with uncertainty and insecurity.

      “Hey,” he whispered, turning me around to face him. “Don’t tell me you’re jealous?”

      “Not jealous. Just…” Just what? I couldn’t explain it even to myself. Rory wasn’t mine to covet.

      “We already agreed that you’re mine, right?” he asked, raising his brows.

      I nodded.

      “If it makes you feel better, I’m jealous too,” he said, smirking.

      I laughed at the absurdity. “Of who? I don’t have any crazy, stalker ex-boyfriends.”

      “The list is too long to even start.”

      “Please.” I shrugged off his hold but he held me firmly in his grip. “Name one.”

      “Well, let’s see. There was the entire pro skating league this weekend.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, please, Hindley. Every guy on the tour, and half the men in the grand stands, were staring at your ass during the entire competition.”

      I smiled at his revelation but still didn’t believe him.

      “It’s true,” he said, turning me to face him. “I damn near got disqualified.”

      “How?”

      “I was about to beat the shit out of every asshole ogling you.”

      I smiled, knowing it wasn’t good to feed this jealous beast, but loving it just the same.

      He gripped my shoulders, massaging them. “And the worst part of the whole damn thing was, I couldn’t even tell them to stop, tell them you were mine.”

      My smile grew wider.

      “I couldn’t swing my arm over your shoulder and pull you close to me, show them you were already being taken care of, in every way possible.” His eyes narrowed as his hands moved up to my neck. “It was pure hell.”

      “Really?” I bit my lip to keep from giggling.

      “Yes, really,” he growled. “I was in a shitty mood the entire tournament.”

      “Was that why Jack was so mad last night?”

      “Yeah, mostly.”

      “Do I want to know the rest of why?”

      “He knows we’re together.”

      I jumped back from his hold. “Rory! How could you?”

      He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I didn’t tell him. Kara did.”

      “How does she know?”

      “Kara and I are…kindred spirits. She knew from my actions that I’d found someone special. She had no idea you were my attorney. Well, not until I told her.”

      I didn’t know whether to be pissed or flattered. “When?” I asked.

      Rory’s eyes met mine. “When what?”

      “When did you tell Kara?”

      “I didn’t tell her, Hindley. I didn’t have to, she just…knew.”

      “Okay, when did she know?”

      His head dropped and he stared down at his feet. “That night after I hurt you.”

      Hurt me?

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      He slowly lifted his head, his blue eyes darker, his fists clenched by his sides.

      Oh, no, he was talking about the night I hit my hand—the night I thought he was rejecting me.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said softly, “that night.”

      He walked to the window, staring out at the ocean.

      I hated that he still carried around the guilt of that night.

      I stepped up behind him and wrapped my arms around his waist, pressing my body into his. I placed kisses along his back, trying to take away his pain. Flattening my palms against his rock-hard abs, I moved them in slow, soothing circles, willing away the ache of his dark thoughts.

      I felt him draw in a deep breath before turning to face me. His hands slid up my arms and over my shoulders until he cradled my face. I gave thanks that his eyes were lighter now, full of hope and promise. The darkness had passed. For now.

      “Trust me?” he said in a low voice that had my insides melting.

      His wicked smile should have worried me, but it didn’t. I drew in a deep breath and nodded.

      “Good girl,” he whispered, planting a chaste kiss on my forehead. He scooted past me toward his chest of drawers.

      I watched as he pulled out what looked like straps from a drawer. Each had metal clip hooks, like carabiners that rock climbers used.

      From another drawer, he lifted a thin string of pink rubbery rope. He worked skillfully; he attached the two pieces together then walked toward the bed and laid them on the floor. Yanking the comforter from the mattress in one fell swoop, he laid it gracefully on the floor. Then he removed all the pillows and top sheet, leaving the mattress bare except for the fitted linen.

      Oh, God. What was he about to do?

      Rory crawled across the bed like a mountain lion, carrying the straps with him. His body was sleek and toned, every part of him gorgeous. I hugged myself knowing he was all mine.

      He braced himself with one hand, then stuck the other between the headboard and mattress, reaching underneath for something. The sound of metal snapping against metal echoed through the room.

      Oh. My. God.

      He sat back on his heels and yanked on the strap, ensuring it was secure before moving across the bed and repeating the process with the other strap.

      Then it hit me like a ton of bricks. He’s a dominant. And I was about to be Fifty Shades of Grayed.

      A myriad of emotions raced through my head. I practiced my deep breathing exercises, trying to stave off a full-blown anxiety attack. How did I feel about being a submissive? Would I run if he tried to tie me up? What if he hit me?

      Rory sat in the middle of the bed, his luscious lips curled in a devilish grin. “Come here, Hindley.”

      I barely heard him above the thunderous beating of my heart.

      He held out his hand, and like Eve, I was drawn to him on some metaphysical level.

      I wanted to be brave. For Rory. For me. I just had to be sure of one thing.

      “You’re not going to hit me, are you?” I asked.

      He remained silent.

      “I don’t want you to hit me,” I whispered.

      “I don’t hit women, Hindley,” he said as if offended.

      “Do you,” God, I didn’t know the lingo, “do you spank them?”

      “Why?” He raised a brow. “Do you want me to spank you?” His eyes twinkled with laughter.

      And just like that, my Skater Boy was back.

      “Not particularly,” I said.

      “I might spank you, but not as punishment. This isn’t Fifty Shades of Grey shit. I’m not gonna tie you up and shove plugs up your ass. I’m not into that.” He smirked. “Unless you want me to.”

      My body stiffened and my eyes bulged like I’d been shocked with a taser. Shove shit up my ass?

      Uh, no. That would be a big, fat, fucking hell no.

      “Then I’ll never do it,” he said, seemingly hearing my silent answer.

      Feeling reassured, I propped my knee up on the bed and took his proffered hand. I drew in a labored breath, my heart beating in staccato as I shivered with anticipation, and fear. My expression must have shown my apprehension because he brought the straps close so I could touch them.

      “These are silicone restraints.” He let me hold one of the pink, rubbery ropes in my hand.

      It was soft and pliable. I noticed there was a slit in the end.

      “This is where you place your wrists or your ankles.” He opened the slip, revealing a space barely big enough to wrap around an appendage.

      Ah, restraints.

      “They don’t pull and bite like metal handcuffs.”

      Metal cuffs? Oh, hell, what was I getting into?

      My heart raced and my breath caught in my throat, and yet I still didn’t say no. I could tell he was gauging my reaction. When I offered no further resistance, he continued.

      “The restraints are attached to these straps, which are tethered to a rail underneath my bed.” He yanked on the restraints and I heard the metal rattle underneath us.

      Holy, shit. This was a bondage bed. My mouth fell open and I jerked back.

      “Wait,” he said, slipping a hand around my waist to hold me close. He placed a soft kiss against my open mouth. I moaned, and he smiled against my lips. Pulling back, he studied me, his eyes half-lidded. “You don’t have to do any of this, Hindley. Only if you want to.”

      My mind was racing. What if I freaked out after he tied me up? What if I didn’t like this?

      What if you do?

      I knew all about this kind of play from Regan’s store, and I pretty much knew how it all worked…in theory. But to actually use all this bondage equipment was a whole new ball game.

      “Is this what you do?” I asked, motioning to the straps. “Bondage? BDSM?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Do you need it? You know, to get off?”

      “I don’t need it, Hindley. It’s just a kink I have. Some people like it, some people don’t.”

      “Are you a dominant?”

      He chuckled. “You girls and your erotic novels, I swear.”

      I remained perfectly still, eyes wide.

      “No, I’m not a Dominant in the term of the BDSM world, if that’s what you mean. I do like to dominate, but only to a level you’re comfortable with.”

      I swallowed hard, my eyes darting around the room. That was good, I guess.

      “Ask me anything,” he said.

      “How long have you been doing this?” I reached out to touch the pink rope. “Tying people up and stuff?”

      He shifted back and somehow, I knew I’d offended him.

      “First of all, this is consensual. If you don’t want to do it, or you’re uncomfortable, we won’t do it. I don’t need it. Second of all, this type of play involves trust. If you don’t trust me, if I don’t trust you, then it’s pointless.”

      “Why are you getting upset? I’m trying to understand. I never said I didn’t like it. I need to make sure I can do this. For you.”

      “This isn’t for me, Hindley.” He reached out and stroked my face with the back of his hand. “It’s for you. I love that you trust me, and I want to show you how much I trust you too. With everything.” His heated gaze traveled the length of me and my body trembled with desire.

      “So,” I cleared my throat, “you’ve done all this before?” I nodded to the straps. “I mean, your bed is pretty much designed for it, right?”

      He laughed, but stopped when he saw I was offended.

      “I’m not laughing at you, Hindley, I’m laughing at myself. To answer your question, yes, I’ve done this before.”

      “Oh.” I worked to hold back the pang of jealousy threatening to bubble over.

      “I don’t do it a lot.”

      “But you have all the stuff.”

      He shrugged. “I’m adventurous, I guess you’d say.”

      “Okay.” Was that supposed to make me feel better? How many people, I wanted to ask. The question was on the tip of my tongue, but I knew I didn’t want to hear the answer.

      “But I don’t do it very often because I don’t trust many people.”

      “I don’t understand. You said this type of play is about trust. How could you have done this with other women if they didn’t trust you?”

      “I’ve done it to other women, Hindley. But I’ve never had it done to me.”

      I shook my head, completely confused. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying these are for me.” He yanked on the restraints.

      My heart stopped. “Wait, you want me to tie you up?”

      He nodded, his eyes darting between mine. “Only if you want to.”

      “So, you’ve never been tied up with anyone before me?”

      He shook his head. “Nope.”

      I realized in that moment that Rory Gregor was truly mine…and I was his. Surrendering his body to me, giving up control, was his way of showing me.

      I’d been able to decipher from his cryptic stories that he’d come from a background of mistrust and abuse. To lay on a bed, completely vulnerable and at my mercy, was huge for him. I got that, big time.

      I flung myself into his arms, toppling him over as I covered his mouth with mine. His hands gripped my backside as we tore at one another’s clothes.

      When we were finally undressed, I sat up, gasping for air with a gleam in my eye. He trusted me enough to be vulnerable with me. It was time for me to do the same.

      I dragged my hand along his tattoo on his ribs, tracing the outline of the skateboard.

      He fell back onto the bed. “You love my tattoo, don’t you?”

      “Um hum.” I traced a line up his torso, past his shoulder then back down his arm to his wrist. “Are you sure?” I gave him one last chance.

      His half smile was my undoing.

      I reached out to the rubbery strap and stretched the slit wide as I gently slipped his hand through. “Okay?”

      His eyes flashed with a spark of uncertainty, but his face held a trusting smile.

      I took my cue and crawled over his body to restrain the other hand, surprised at my nimbleness.

      “Wow, you’re very good at this.” He smirked. “Are you sure you haven’t done it before?”

      His playfulness was infectious and I wanted to join in.

      I tilted my head and raised a brow. “Maybe.”

      His face went slack with shock.

      I giggled sheepishly, leaning down and placing a chaste kiss on his lips. “Only you, Rory Gregor. Only you,” I whispered.

      Metal clanked underneath the bed, vibrating the mattress, and I looked up.

      Rory was reaching for me but couldn’t thanks to the restraints.

      I studied his beautiful face, intoxicated by his smoldering gaze. “Trying to touch me, are you?”

      He waggled his brows. “You are quite the vixen, aren’t you, Miss Hagen?”

      “Why yes, Mr. Gregor, I am,” I said in my best southern drawl.

      We both laughed and my anxieties eased.

      “Is it okay? Is it too tight?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Nope. I’m fine. So, what do you plan on doing now, Miss Hagen?”

      “Oh, you only wish you knew, Mr. Gregor.” I straddled his hips, not surprised to find his erection pushing against my backside. “Ready so soon?” I laughed.

      He bucked up against me. “I’m always ready for you, Hindley.”

      His voice was a low growl and I thought I might orgasm right there on top of him, without even touching him.

      “That’s right,” he continued. “I don’t even need to touch you to make you come.”

      Oh, God, how could he read my mind so easily? I swallowed hard and donned my best Dominatrix persona.

      “Well, Mr. Gregor, let’s see if I can do the same.” I rolled off his body and sat next to him, leaning my head down to his chest. I placed my lips as close to his neck as I could without touching and blew a warm breath against his dark skin.

      He lifted his head trying to bring his lips to mine.

      I pulled away quickly. “Uhnt, uhnt, uhnt,” I admonished, shaking my head. “No touching, Mr. Gregor, or I’ll stop. And trust me, you don’t want me to stop.”

      His eyes went wide, mouth open. I’d shocked him, and myself.

      I was in control, I was in charge, and the feeling was intoxicating. No one could tell me anything. No one could tell me what to do, how to act, or what to say. It was liberating, and addicting.

      I reached to the floor and picked up my bra. Wrapping the material around my hand, I held it out so he could see what it was.

      His gaze went from the bra to me and a shiver ran up my spine when his blue eyes flickered with desire.

      Pushing down my nervousness, I slowly stroked his skin with the lace.

      He moaned, the sound vibrating against my skin. Rory had been right. I didn’t need his touch to get me off.

      I leaned over him, careful not to touch him as my breasts grazed tantalizingly close to his mouth. I stared at his face and I watched with great satisfaction when he closed his lids and licked his dry lips. The chains rattled from below.

      “Christ, Hindley.”

      Feeling empowered, I dragged my bra down his chest, slowly moving the material back and forth over his skin.

      He squeezed his eyes closed as he clenched his jaw. Every muscle in his body tensed as he pulled against the restraints.

      Fearing he may explode, I stopped and sat back on my heels.

      He frowned and opened his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “Are you okay?”

      He glanced down at his erection. “You’re killing me.”

      My gaze followed his and a small smile tugged on my lips.

      “Proud of yourself, are you, Miss Hagen?”

      I turned to face him, leaning down, my lips a breath away from his. “Yes, Mr. Gregor,” I whispered, “I’m quite proud of myself.” I cut my eyes to his ever-growing erection. “Looks like I can make you come without touching you too.”

      His chest heaved and his breaths came out in staggered pants as I licked his bottom lip. He raised his head, trying to deepen the kiss but I moved my tongue down his whisker-covered jaw, sucking on his neck as I moved lower.

      “Fuck, Hindley.” The chains rattled underneath us and I laughed. “This isn’t funny.”

      I tossed my hair behind my shoulder and stared up at him. “I think it’s very funny, Mr. Gregor. Now lie back and enjoy or I’ll stop.”

      He groaned but dropped his head to the mattress.

      My tongue moved lower to his tattoo, and I traced the outline of “SK8R BOY” as my fingers wrapped around his stiff erection.

      “Oh, God,” he moaned again, pressing his hips up into my grasp.

      I smiled, feeling like a wanton sex goddess, ruler of my seductive domain.

      “Hindley,” he whimpered.

      “Yes, Rory,” I answered, kissing his rock-hard abs and moving lower.

      “Please.”

      I laughed against his skin. He was begging me, like I always did him.

      The rattling of the clips against the metal railings grew thunderous. If I didn’t give him what he wanted soon, he was going to break the whole damn bed apart trying to get to me.

      The thought infused me with more confidence and power than I’d ever felt before. I could do this to him—I could do this for him.

      In this moment I was more alive than I’d ever felt, and for once, in control of my own destiny. It may not last for long, but the feeling was so addicting I couldn’t stop. And Rory had given me this chance. I wanted to give him everything.

      Slowly I lowered my mouth over him, my tongue swirling around the head. The soft silky feel of him in my mouth was addicting.

      He cried out and bucked against me, nearly causing me to gag.

      Feeling empowered by his moans of pleasure, I licked and sucked, moving mouth mercilessly. His hips jerked, pressing into me and I matched his movements with the same fervor.

      The sounds of the clattering chains below us spurred me on and I took in even more of him. My own arousal grew as I brought him closer to the edge.

      “Fuck!” His voice thundered in my ears, driving me on. “Fuck, Hindley!”

      With his last exclamation, he released inside me but I didn’t let him go. My mouth continued to work him through his final throws of pleasure.

      “Please, Hindley,” he begged. “Please stop. It’s too much.”

      I smiled, finally pulling away, surprised I could make him come undone.

      I was his.

      He was mine.

      And for the first time in a long time, I truly felt alive.
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      I watched in silence as Hindley’s chest rose and fell as she slept. A pang of guilt hit my own chest.

      It was almost three in the morning. I’d kept her up half the night, ravishing her body. I knew I needed to let her sleep but my constant erection had other ideas.

      We were driving to San Diego in the morning to meet Matt, the Dipshit. The thought had my teeth clenching, and my dick softening. Why the hell was I so territorial with this woman?

      I stared down at her golden blonde hair scattered across my pillow. Her beautiful face laid nestled against my chest, one arm and leg wrapped around my body as if I were her lifeline. I smiled and sighed deeply, realizing she was mine. In my world filled with constant chaos, this felt right, she felt right.

      It was beyond me how anyone could have ever told this amazing creature she was lousy in bed. What a dumb fuck. Hindley was the centerfold of Sex on Wheels magazine.

      She hadn’t batted an eye when I pulled out the restraints. Hell, she’d actually looked honored when I asked her to pin me down. I had even shocked myself.

      I’d brought out the restraints to use on her, but somewhere in the process of hooking them up, I realized she needed reassurance from me. Giving up control of my body seemed like the best way to show her. And my God, had she taken advantage of my submission.

      Fuck me, but this girl could suck a mean dick. I’d never felt such ecstasy in all my life.

      Everything was different with Hindley. From every sexual adventure we had, to our walk on the beach earlier this evening, to just sitting and talking with her on the back deck, there was nothing I didn’t love about being with Hindley Hagen.

      Love?

      Whoa. No, no, no.

      Okay, so maybe not love but there was definitely something deeper with Hindley.

      My insecurities were fading. Hindley’s trust in me was something I never knew I needed in order to feel good about myself. But still, something tugged in my chest, reminding me I had a past that could ruin us both. That dark voice in my head reminded me she deserved better.

      Hindley stirred underneath me. As much as I wanted to sink deep inside her again, I remained still, allowing her to reposition.

      “Hey,” she whispered in a groggy voice, her sleepy gaze meeting mine. “What are you doing awake?”

      I twirled a piece of her hair around my finger. “I could ask you the same question.”

      Her hands rubbed against my chest and moved lower.

      I grabbed her wrist. “Hindley.”

      “Why?” she pouted.

      I bit back a laugh. She looked heartbroken…and cute as hell.

      “Because you have an early meeting tomorrow, well, today I guess. You need to sleep.”

      “Please.” She batted her eyes, breaking her hand free from my hold.

      I couldn’t resist. I pulled her body onto mine and sucked on that pouting lip.

      She deepened the kiss, her hands raking through my hair.

      I tried to pull back but she wouldn’t let me. This girl was freakishly strong. “Hindley,” I said as her lips pressed against mine.

      “Hmmm,” she moaned.

      That was all it took, hearing her voice, feeling the vibration against my lips. I flipped her over so she was underneath me, and lost myself in her all over again.
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        * * *

      

      Hindley jumped out of bed, her naked little ass walking confidently over to her suitcase.

      “What are you doing?” I pushed up on the pillows, drinking in every delectable curve of her body.

      She turned around, holding some type of book. Shrugging one shoulder, she batted her eyes.

      She was up to no good. But staring at her naked body—she was so fucking hot—it didn’t matter what she was doing. She could have been slaughtering a litter of kittens for all I cared.

      “Here,” she said, jumping back on the bed beside me and holding out the book.

      Oh, shit.

      A book.

      My heart raced with fear, but her excitement was infectious, and I couldn’t help but take it from her outstretched hand.

      She still sat gloriously naked, and I was having a hard time concentrating on anything other than her perky boobs and delicious mound, which had both been in my mouth only moments ago.

      My dick throbbed with an aching need.

      Down, boy. This was obviously important to Hindley. My needs could wait.

      “What is this?” I asked, studying the book.

      She pointed to the word on the cover. “Can you read the title?”

      I knew the letters. J-O-U-R-N-A-L, but I didn’t know what it spelled. Embarrassed to admit it, I quickly shook my head in shame.

      “Hey,” she said, slipping a finger beneath my chin and raising my head.

      I stared down at the mattress between us.

      “Rory,” she said quietly.

      Slowly, I lifted my gaze.

      “I’m just asking you a question, to find out where to start, with your reading, I mean. I want to help you, but I have to know what words you know and what words you don’t. I’m not judging. I’ll never judge you, Rory. You know that.”

      She sounded sincere, but I was having a hard time believing her words.

      “Rory.”

      “Hmm.”

      “You trusted me enough to tie you up and have my way with you, didn’t you?”

      I lifted my head.

      She was smiling, holding back her laughter, I could tell. Unable to stop herself, she burst into laughter and I couldn’t help but join her.

      I stroked her cheek. “That has to be one of the sweetest sounds I’ve ever heard.”

      She leaned her face into my touch.

      My heart ached for some unknown reason. Who the hell was I kidding? I knew the reason. Hell, I could even spell it. L-O-V-E. I just didn’t want to say it out loud.

      “This is a journal,” she said. “You know, to write down your thoughts and ideas, your hopes and dreams.”

      “Um, Hindley, I don’t know how to read.”

      “I know.” She shrugged as if the fact were nothing.

      “So that means I don’t know how to write either.”

      “I know.”

      “No offense, but what the hell am I going to do with a journal?”

      “You’re going to write in it.” She smiled with such a look of confidence that I almost believed I could write in this damn thing.

      Did I even want to? Probably not. I’d found it was always best to keep my thoughts to myself.

      “You’ve survived in a world of words through pictures, right?” she asked.

      I studied her, my brows furrowed. Where was she going with this?

      “You told me you can tell a can of dog food from a can of soup because of the pictures, right?”

      I nodded, still not understanding what she was talking about.

      “Then that’s how you’ll learn to read.”

      Feelings of inadequacy washed over me as the abusive words of my childhood echoed through my mind.

      She placed a hand on my leg. “Rory, stop.”

      I flinched.

      “You can’t put yourself down when we’re doing this, do you understand?”

      “I don’t think I can do this, Hindley.” I placed the journal to the side, and stared anywhere but at her.

      She opened the journal to the first page. “Here.” She pushed the journal back toward me. “What does that say?” She pointed to the page.

      There were typed and handwritten words.

      I stared at the page, unable to read them, I was a fucking idiot.

      “Rory,” she pushed me.

      “I don’t know, Hindley. I can’t fuckin’ read it,” I half shouted. “Are you happy? Is that what you wanted to hear me say again? I. Can’t. Fucking. Read! Is that clear enough?”

      I shoved at the covers, trying to quiet the memories assaulting me, the taunting words of every person who’d called me an idiot, a moron, a half-wit, a dumb-fuck, or worse.

      Hindley’s arms wrapped around my shoulders and she pulled me back toward the bed with her super-human strength. “Stop,” she whispered in my ear. “Just stop it, right now. You’re none of those things, all right.”

      How did she know where my mind was going?

      The same way I could hear her thoughts. We were connected on a level neither of us understood.

      Maybe she could help me.

      She extended her arms from behind me and held the journal open in front of me while her chin rested on my shoulder. “Try to read this,” she said. “If you can’t, it’s fine. I need to know where to start. Eventually, you’ll get there. We’ll get there.”

      We’ll get there?

      What the hell did that mean?

      My illiteracy had been a battle I’d fought on my own for so long that the idea of someone else wanting to help was as confusing as my illiteracy itself.

      Knowing Hindley would never relent, I grasped the journal from her hands and held it in my lap. I studied the words, surprised that I knew some of them.

      “It says, ‘To,’” I said.

      “Yes,” she said triumphantly, squeezing my shoulder.

      I studied the rest of the words. “Does that say, My Skater Boy?” I asked in disbelief.

      “That’s right.”

      She sounded so excited, it pushed me to go on. “To my Skater Boy,” I continued. “From.”

      “Um hum,” she whispered in my ear.

      I knew the second word, ‘girl’, but I wasn’t sure what the word before it was.

      “Just read what you can, Rory. It doesn’t matter if it’s right or wrong. And if you can’t, tell me and we’ll work on it. Together.” She kissed my cheek softly.

      Together. She’d said it before.

      I felt infused with a confidence I’d never known before. Hindley believed in me, and that was enough.

      “I know that says ‘girl’,” I said, pointing to the second word.

      “Good, yes. It’s girl.”

      I sat quietly, studying the text.

      Hindley came to sit beside me on the bed. “Have you ever heard of context clues?” she asked, staring up at me. There was no judgment, only compassion.

      I sagged in relief, surprised at how fearful I’d been of her judgment. “No,” I said.

      “Good.”

      “Good? How is that good?”

      “It’s good because you’re not judging yourself.” She smiled. “You’re telling me the truth. You’re trusting me to not judge you, and that’s where we start.”

      I let her words sink in. I had to trust her if I wanted her to help me learn to read. I had to stop thinking she would desert me if she knew how stupid I was.

      “Stop, Rory,” she said softly, admonishing me again.

      “Stop what?”

      “I can see when you go to the dark side, when you start doubting yourself, thinking that I’m better than you, or that you’re beneath me. It’s not true. But until you realize that, there won’t be much room for success.”

      I squeezed the back of my neck. “Look, Hindley, I’ve tried this before. So many people have tried to help me read, but it’s never happened.”

      “I’m not going to teach you to read, Rory,” she said confidently.

      My brows puckered in confusion as I stared at her. She was so matter-of-fact about this idea of helping me.

      “You already can read,” she said. “All we’re going to do is build your vocabulary through different means.”

      “What, through flash cards?” I snorted.

      “Maybe,” she said with defiance. “If that’s what it takes.”

      She was serious.

      But I couldn’t take her seriously. Not when she was sitting next to me, completely nude.

      “I’d love to believe you, Hindley, but honestly, I can’t hear a word you’re saying. All I can think about is how hot you look sitting here butt-naked, and how much I want to throw you down and fuck you into seventh heaven.”

      She burst out laughing so hard, I thought she was going to fall off the bed. “Okay, I think I understand that.” She pushed off the bed.

      She tried to walk away but I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back. Turning her to face me, I pressed my lips to her stomach then lifted my head to stare up at her beautiful face.

      She was smiling, the glow from the moon outside illuminating her body, casting her in a magical light. She was a goddess. My goddess.

      “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are, Hindley?”

      She dug her fingers in my hair, massaging my temples with her thumbs. “With you, I feel beautiful.”

      I hated that she didn’t believe in her own beauty, but I understood her doubts. With her, I felt smart, whether it was true or not.

      Without another word, she pushed away and disappeared into my closet. Before I could follow her, she reappeared in the doorway, wearing one of my ratty skateboard T-shirts. The hem hung down to her mid-thigh.

      My dick twitched. Naked, micro-mini skirt, shorts, jeans, or one of my raggedy old T-shirts, Hindley Hagen looked delicious in everything she wore—but even better wearing nothing at all.

      “I don’t think covering up with one of my old T-shirts will help me much, Hindley.” I smiled. “You look even hotter now.”

      She smiled proudly as if unused to being complimented for her sexiness.

      How could she not see how gorgeous she was?

      “May I also suggest you put on some shorts, Mr. Gregor?” She nodded toward my mid-section. “You’re very distracting as well. Your dick should be catalogued as a weapon of mass destruction.”

      I bellowed with laughter. She was becoming so bold, and I loved it.

      She smirked and stepped closer. “I’m not sure I can sit next to you naked in all your glory without wanting to fall to my knees to show my appreciation to the maker of the universe for your physical beauty.”

      Oh, fuck yeah.

      Ever since I’d discovered those sassy blue toenails that first night I’d undressed her comatose body, I’d known Hindley Hagen had a kinky side. Today she’d proved it.

      I jumped off the bed and grabbed her ass, knowing she was gloriously naked under my shirt. I lifted her off the floor and wrapped her legs around my waist.

      My mouth crashed down on hers and desire coiled tight in my body, threatening to explode. Backing her up, I pinned her against the wall with more vigor than I’d intended.

      “Ouch,” she grimaced, rubbing the back of her head.

      “Sorry,” I whispered against her neck as I rubbed against her, my dick working its way inside.

      “You don’t have a condom on, Rory.”

      I could barely make out her words, my body was throbbing so hard with need.

      Condom. Condom. Condom.

      “Oh, shit,” I muttered. “Condom.”

      She slid down the wall as I released her.

      “Hang on.” I rushed back to the bedside table, pulling out a packet and ripping it open. Rolling it on as quickly as possible with my fumbling hands, I turned to recapture the woman who drove me crazy with need.

      My heart caught in my throat when I saw her leaning against the wall.

      She stared at me, her brown eyes dark with desire as she slowly dragged my T-shirt up and off her body, revealing pure perfection underneath.

      She flung the shirt to the side and extended her arms, jutting out one hip in the most alluring pose I’d ever seen. I wanted her more than my next breath.

      “Goddamn, Hindley, what you do to me. You’re so fucking—” There were no words to describe how beautiful she was, inside and out.

      “I’m so what, Rory?” she purred.

      I rushed to her, scooped her up in my arms, and wrapped her naked legs around me again.

      “So fucking delicious I can never get enough of you. I’m addicted.” I slammed into her, driving her body into the wall, my desire forced higher by her guttural moans. Our hips moved in unison, lighting up every nerve ending. We were one, made to fit together. Perfectly.

      “Oh my God, Rory,” she murmured in my ear.

      My dick thrust harder with each cry. This woman drove me to climax faster than anyone I’d ever known.

      Part of me was disappointed that I couldn’t make this experience last longer, for both of us. But I was shallow, a selfish dick to the core. I wanted my release, and with Hindley Hagen it was nearly impossible to stop myself anytime I was inside her.

      “Hindley, come on, baby.”

      “I’m there,” she whimpered. “Oh, God, Rory, please.”

      With one last thrust, our bodies tensed and trembled with release. I clutched her closer as she finally stilled against me.

      I’d never experienced joy like this before.

      Being buried deep inside Hindley and sharing the ultimate peak in physical connection was unbelievable.

      For the first time in my life my world was perfect. I was exactly where I’d always dreamt of being—in the arms of someone I trusted with my life, and my heart.

      Hindley calmed me, body, mind, and soul, and I knew in that moment that I would never let her go.
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      Sensing we would get nowhere in bed, Hindley pulled her shirt back on. Once I’d found a pair of lounge pants to cover me properly, as she’d put it, she dragged me downstairs to the living room

      “You’re a tactile learner,” she said, sitting on the couch. “Do you know what that means?”

      “No.” I sat beside her, surprised I wasn’t embarrassed to admit my ignorance.

      “Thank you for being honest and for not judging yourself.” She leaned over and kissed my cheek.

      “Don’t start, Miss Hagen. Just because we’re not in bed doesn’t mean I won’t ravish you like the vixen you are.”

      “Okay, sorry.” She smirked. “I just can’t resist you sometimes.”

      “Believe me, the feeling is very mutual.”

      “So, anyway.” She pushed away from me, crossing her legs and squaring her shoulders. This was teacher Hindley. “A tactile learner means you need to incorporate every sense you have in order to learn new skills. Take skating, for instance. You didn’t learn to skate by looking in books, did you?”

      I shook my head, thinking back.

      “So how did you learn?”

      “I don’t know, it came naturally, I guess.”

      “Exactly.” She shoved a finger in the air as if she’d discovered a new planet. “That’s the way reading is for me. It comes naturally for me. For you, it doesn’t, so we have to use everything at our disposal to help you.”

      “So skating doesn’t come natural to you?” I teased.

      “Um, no. I’m a natural klutz.”

      “Have you ever skated?”

      “No,” she answered flatly. “And I don’t plan to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m a major spaz, and it would take a much bigger commitment on your part to see me flat on my ass.”

      “Are you forgetting how we met?” I cocked a brow.

      She smirked and ducked her head. “This is different.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you’d run for the hills if you saw how uncoordinated I was. A sexual relationship would not be strong enough to hold you after you saw me fall on my face.”

      I laughed then realized what she was saying. “Commitment? What do you mean, like marriage?” I couldn’t help but tease her. “So, you’re saying I’d have to marry you before I could teach you how to skate?”

      Her face flushed bright red.

      Oh, God, had I really just said marry?

      Shit, I had. And my body didn’t respond with its usual distaste for the word.

      “Anyway,” she said, “this isn’t about me and skating. It’s about you.”

      “What if I want it to be about you?” I asked, sliding my fingers toward her.

      She slapped my hand.

      I pulled away and laughed.

      “So anyway,” she settled into the sofa, “back to tactile. You know sounds of the letters right, and some words?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know how to sound out words?”

      “Yes.” I narrowed my gaze. Where was she headed?

      She glanced up at me. “Well, that only works some of the time. Most words in the English language are what we call sight words. That means you basically have to memorize them because there’s no way you could sound them out using the rules. Say, for instance, the word aerial. Something you’re very good at.”

      She smiled, seeming almost prouder of me than I was of myself.

      My chest swelled with pride. “You like my aerials, Drunk Girl?”

      “Rory, your skating is extraordinary.”

      Extraordinary.

      I let the word roll around in my head. Hindley was impressed with my skating. She thought I was extra-ordinary.

      “Extraordinary isn’t a sight word. It’s actually two words combined into a bigger one, the word extra and the word ordinary. Once you learn each word, you can put them together into bigger words called compound words.”

      I heard her talking, but I wasn’t concentrating. I was too absorbed in the idea that she thought I was extraordinary. I could give a fuck less about how to spell it.

      “Are you really that surprised?” she asked.

      “At what?”

      “That I would be impressed by your skating?”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know, I guess it’s just—” I thought about her question.

      “You think I’m so educated and refined that there was nothing you could do to impress me?” she asked with a bit of bite in her voice.

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t have to. She had pinpointed exactly why I was shocked.

      “Whatever, Rory.” She shook her head. Ignoring me, she pulled out a blue spiral notebook and flipped through the pages. “In this book, I’ve labeled each page with a letter of the alphabet, starting with ‘A.’”

      I stared at the folder, a cold sweat breaking out across my forehead. It looked a lot like school supplies.

      Apparently not noticing my nervousness, Hindley continued.

      “For each letter in this book, I want you to write down all the words you can read. Anytime you’re out and about and you recognize a word, write it down. Or add it to your phone then put it in this spiral once you get back home. This will become your bible, a way to help you put together words you already know in order to create and learn bigger words. Are you with me so far?”

      I swallowed hard, unsure of how to explain my problem without looking like a total imbecile. “Look, Hindley, sometimes what you see and what I see, they’re different.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she said with no hesitancy or need for explanation. “As long as you know what the word is, that’s all that matters.”

      I sat back on the couch, unsure of what to make of this vixen.

      “I’ll help show you the correct way to write the letters,” she continued, “if that truly is part of your problem with dyslexia. But for now, I just need you to record all the words you do know as they pop into your head. Write them down exactly as you see them, misspellings and all. This spiral will help build your confidence. I’m pretty sure you know a lot more words than you think, and can read more than you know.”

      “What about the journal?”

      “That’s where the tactile learning comes in.” She ignored the journal and instead flipped to the middle of the blue spiral notebook and wrote something down.

      “What’s that?” I asked, trying to peer over her shoulder.

      “This will become your sight word list. As we go, we’ll find words along the way that I’ll put on this list. You’ll need to memorize them.”

      “I have a bad memory.”

      “Actually, you have a brilliant memory.”

      Brilliant? No one had ever called me brilliant, not even for skating.

      “It’s true.” She smiled. “Look at the way you work through your skateboard routines.”

      “That’s easy.” I shrugged. “It comes naturally to me.”

      “Not to most people though. The way you combine your moves and tricks into one amazing run is incredible to watch.”

      I sat back, allowing her words to sink in. I didn’t feel amazing. I felt stupid and awkward. Especially now, revealing all my secrets.

      “Rory, reading is just like skating. You take letters and create words. You take words and create sentences. You take sentences and create stories.”

      Was it truly that simple? No one had ever explained it to me that way before.

      She scooted closer. “If you can mold your skating skills into a beautiful and technical routine, then I know you can do that with anything, including letters and words and sentences. You are brilliant, Rory, in many things.” She smirked.

      “Oh, yes. Yes, I am, Miss Hagen.” I grinned.

      “Stop it or we’ll never get through this.” She giggled.

      “Hindley, it’s late. We have to leave in like three hours to get you to San Diego in time for your meeting.”

      “I can sleep on the way home,” she said. “This is important.”

      “What is? Me reading?”

      “You, feeling confident in yourself. In all things, Rory. It’s the only way…”

      “Only way, what?”

      She sat still, her eyes unmoving for several seconds. “So anyway, your journal is for your eyes only.”

      She was a master at moving the topic away from herself.

      “If you want to share it with me you can,” she said, “but know that I will never look inside it unless you want me to. You can be honest and real in this book, okay?”

      I nodded, not sure I would be.

      “You’ve made a lifetime out of memorizing photos, drawings, and pictures to help you comprehend and remember things, right?”

      I didn’t understand her way of thinking, and the familiar pain of anxiety and fear burned in my chest as I knotted my fingers.






OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-2_extreme_devotion.jpg
KAY MANIS







