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      “Now’s not a good time, Walker.” Cara tried to keep her voice steady while she simultaneously attempted an eyeroll for Lissa. Her best friend sat across the restaurant booth from her, calmly eating bites of salad and unaware that Cara was fielding a lunch hour booty call.

      Walker’s voice came through the line clear as day. “You’re missing out. See ya later.”

      That was the end of it. He disconnected and Cara frowned at the phone a bit as she pushed buttons just to feel like maybe she hadn’t gotten both propositioned and hung up on in the same call.

      Lissa interrogated her between forkfuls of field greens. “Who was that?”

      Cara shrugged. “Walker . . . Walker Booth.”

      “What did he want?”

      Cara shrugged off the question, or she tried to. Her friend knew almost everything about her life. Almost. They were eating salads with the dressing served on the side because who needed a thousand calories for lunch? And now wasn’t really the time to announce her relationship with Walker when it wasn’t really a relationship at all.

      Unfortunately, Lissa was smart. Cara liked that about her. Most of the time.

      “So, Walker Booth is your booty call?”

      Balsamic vinegar burned like hell when it went straight down your throat. Sputtering, Cara tried to chug some water. Then prayed her minor medical emergency would divert Lissa from her line of questioning. It didn’t.

      When she was finally breathing normally and Lissa was still staring her down with a look that said ‘choking won’t get you out of this one,’ Cara shrugged again. “I guess.”

      “What do you mean, ‘you guess’?” Lissa raised her voice, “Are you or are you not setting the sheets on fire with Walker Booth?”

      “Shut. Up.” Cara practically hissed it. She didn’t need the entire lunch crowd hearing about her sex life. It wasn’t like Los Angeles was a small town, but people everywhere loved dirty laundry. No one would think twice about being appalled that Cara was having pre-marital sex.

      Lissa looked to be gearing up to get louder, so Cara hunkered down and softly replied, “Sometimes.”

      “When? How many times?” Lissa leaned forward on her elbows, salad forgotten for what must be the best gossip she’d heard in a while. Cara didn’t think it was anywhere near that worthy, and she didn’t really think Lissa needed to know.

      She frowned at her friend and forked a piece of parmesan-crusted chicken that blew the bell curve on the calorie count. “I’m not giving you dates and run-downs!” Then she righteously popped the chicken into her mouth. Cara stayed smug for about all of two seconds before she realized her mistake.

      “So, it’s been going on for a while?” Somehow Lissa managed to pick up her fork and calmly resume eating while Cara couldn’t seem to choke anything down.

      If she’d only told Lissa about it from the start, it wouldn’t have gone down this way. She wouldn’t have been held hostage by the threat of a secret booty call. But she hadn’t told, and here she was. “I guess.”

      “What does that mean?” It appeared Lissa had nothing better to do than wait for Cara to cough up the whole story.

      “It’s just . . . well, it’s not . . . not like we’re . . .” Sooooo, that wasn’t working. Cara tried again. “It’s not a relationship. It’s just sex. When neither of us is seeing someone else.”

      Lissa blinked and started to speak, but finally showed the good grace to use a little discretion. She smiled at the server as he came by to check on them and she told him all was well at the table. Her smile was so serene, Cara would have thought Lissa had tapped into world peace over field greens and blue cheese, but then the laser glare came back at her. “So you made this—what?—contract? And neither one of you will regret it when the other throws you over to see someone else? Or you’ve been at this long enough that at least one of you has seen someone else, broken things off, and then come back to the booty call?”

      At least Cara managed to get a bite in during the disbelief. When she finished chewing, she reluctantly admitted, “The second one.”

      “What?” Lissa sat back to think about that and for the first time Cara felt really guilty about not telling her friend.

      Twice she opened her mouth to say so, and twice it didn’t happen because she just didn’t know how to start. Did she owe Lissa this information? Was she a bad friend? Should she apologize?

      Lissa knew what to say though, and Cara could feel it coming. Before now she’d been getting the friendly banter, but this was becoming the cross-examination that Lissa was known for. Her friend should have put her suit jacket back on and leaned menacingly over the table, just like she did to witnesses in the courtroom.

      Oh, crap.

      “So you’ve been getting laid regularly?”

      “Kindof. Not ‘regularly,’ though.” She was glad that Lissa hadn’t demanded just a yes or no answer.

      “Explain.”

      Well, that sucked, because Lissa hadn’t been getting laid regularly. She’d broken up with a great guy about a year ago because he’d thought they were casual and Lissa definitely wanted more. Though Lissa was petite and beautiful, she didn’t get asked out any more often than the average girl, and when she did, she was really picky about who got a second date.

      Then again, maybe Lissa had a thing going on the side, too. Cara sure hadn’t told anyone about Walker, had she?

      “Walker drove me home after we were all out drinking about eight months ago. Let’s just say I wasn’t making good choices. When he helped me get the key in my lock, I kind of jumped him.”

      Lissa shook her head and sighed, “That actually sounds like a pretty good choice to me. Didn’t he ask you out once?”

      “Yeah, but that was like a year ago.”

      “And you told him ‘no,’ right?”

      Cara nodded and that seemed to end the questioning. They both knew what they were looking for and Walker Booth wasn’t it.

      Cara continued catching her friend up on what she’d been withholding, “So, after that, he ate cereal with me the next morning, then left—almost as if he had just crashed on the couch or something. I thought I might have made up the whole thing, you know, drunk dreams, but he called about a month later and invited me over to his place.”

      Lissa’s mouth dropped open just as the server arrived with their check. Cara reached for the folded printout but Lissa got there first. “Oh no, this one’s on me. This is the best entertainment I’ve had in a long time.”

      Looking down into her purse, Lissa rummaged for her wallet. Though she was organized as hell when it came to her work, everything in her bag except her phone was forever escaping her. But the search didn’t stop her from continuing the cross-ex. “So you just went over like a call-girl?”

      “No!” Cara made sure she looked appalled though she didn’t really have the right. “I told him ‘no’ . . . and then he went into this ‘we know this isn’t going to be anything more, why can’t we just enjoy ourselves?’ version of ‘I’m-alone,-you’re-alone’ and . . .” she shrugged. “And he was right.”

      “Let me get this straight,” Lissa set her credit card on the check and handed the little tray off to their server without breaking rhythm. “He called you for sex, you protested, he explained, and then you went over there like a call girl.”

      “No! Not like that at all. I didn’t charge him.” While Lissa was right to a certain extent, it had been sex—really great sex, actually—neither of them had been seeing anyone, and they both knew the score.

      “This has been going on since then?”

      “No. We quit when I was seeing Richard and again when he was seeing that girl.” Cara didn’t think Walker necessarily would have quit seeing her on the side if she hadn’t insisted, but she was barely comfortable being the in-between-girl. She wouldn’t be a side dish. “And I’m breaking it off again this week.”

      “Why?”

      She smiled. Here was the real news. “Clark Fuller asked me out.”

      “No way.”

      “Oh, yes.” Smiling, Cara scooted out of the booth with less grace than she would have liked before standing and straightening her skirt. “Now, I will leave you with that. I have to get back to work, and so do you.”

      Lissa stood, too, only she made it look as smooth and simple as brushing her hair over her shoulder. “Drinks tonight? Marty’s?”

      Cara shook her head. “Don’t count on me. I have a few contracts promised in the next couple days, so I’ll probably be working late. Then Friday I’ll be out with Clark.”

      Lissa grinned. When Cara smiled back, she felt it down to her toes. Clark Fuller was just what she had been waiting for.
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      “Wow. You look . . . Amazing.” Clark held out a single red rose as she opened the door. At exactly six-thirty.

      A guy who looked like a million bucks and told her she looked fantastic? Yes! “Where are we going?”

      He’d only grinned and taken her to a restaurant upscale enough to need reservations just to get in the door. It was almost enough to make her think he’d gone a little overboard. But not quite.

      The food was fantastic, the conversation always moving, and he offered her zero bad answers.

      “Native Angelo. Born and raised.” “About two years from making partner.” “I own a home, near Coldwater Canyon.” Her heart had fluttered. When at last he walked her up the steps to her townhouse, he leaned in sweetly and laid a small peck on her lips before he asked if he could see her again.

      He could not have hit all the marks on her checklist better if he’d tried. Unfortunately, her heart hadn’t fluttered at his mention of his condo, not at the touch of his hand and she harbored a secret desire to turn him upside down and shake him until some stray hobbies or unusual facts tumbled out of his pockets. It wasn’t going to happen. She wasn’t bold enough and he was too big.

      Still, Cara was more than willing to give him another try. Unlike Lissa, Cara gave a guy a few chances to loosen up and show his true self. No one was that perfect. In a while he’d let loose and she would know more what he was really like. She’d find something to make her heart skip.

      Shrugging out of her silk sweater, Cara poured herself a glass of her favorite white wine and thought about Lissa. Poor Lissa would have found at least thirty faults with Clark tonight. The woman was a pit bull in the courtroom, which made some of her dates afraid of her. It didn’t help that she seemed to attack dating much the same way she went after a hostile witness. If a guy tripped up, Lissa didn’t see him again. Period.

      Though she’d tried, Cara couldn’t convince her friend to change methods. A thirty-four-year-old woman just couldn’t afford to be that picky.

      So Cara unwound after her date without calling her friend. Snuggling into her comfy couch that was striped instead of trendy, she sipped at her wine, knowing it was too fruity to be considered a ‘good’ wine, but it was her favorite. She’d had a very good merlot with dinner, one that Clark had suggested to go with her steak.

      “Good” wines were best for dates, Cara knew. They were too dry to drink too much. So she hadn’t had too much with dinner.

      She should be a catch. She didn’t get drunk or even tipsy on dates. She owned her own condo. She wasn’t living any crazy Hollywood life, but she had one friend who was making a living as an actor. She had a good job. She liked the theater and concerts. So why was she still single?

      A sigh escaped her as she realized where her thoughts had wandered to. Here she’d been feeling sorry for Lissa, but aside from this one date with Clark, Cara was no further along the path than anyone else. So who was she to judge?

      She sank further into the couch, didn’t think twice about the fact that it threatened to swallow her whole, and kicked off her heels. Her hand reached out to set her wineglass on the end table only to find that she left her paperwork there earlier. There was no room left for her glass. So she rested it on the arm of her sofa as her head tipped back.

      Clark was perfect.

      Well, he had to have at least a few flaws, right? And it would be good that he did. No one could live with a perfect spouse. You’d get cranky just because the other person never got cranky.

      She would wait him out. A few more dates, see what happened along the way. She kept feeling she’d forgotten to do something, but couldn’t remember what.

      Oh well, so far so good.
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      “It’s Friday. Even those with jobs are usually off this evening and for the remainder of the weekend.” Walker reminded her over the phone.

      Honestly, most days he couldn’t figure Cara out. Would she come over? Would she not? He tried for a low tone and something a little less like shaming her into it. “I was hoping you’d come.”

      He left it at that. She probably thought he didn’t hear the very low growl she made. Or maybe she didn’t know she was doing it. Cara was like that. He was smiling and waiting for her to say yes, until the silence began to stretch thin. Slowly his smile slid away and the excited tension drained from his muscles. He was about to ask if she was still there when she finally spoke.

      “I’m sorry, Walker. I can’t.”

      He could practically hear her biting at her lip. She hated delivering bad news, and for a moment he wondered why a woman who so disliked saying no had gone into law.

      Walker sighed but didn’t say anything. He ran his fingers through the hair that he should have cut quite a while ago and wouldn’t likely cut for a long time coming, and he waited. When she didn’t say anything he asked, “Can’t or won’t?”

      Her breath came out in a sigh that sounded a tad melodramatic and her laugh was a little forced, “It’s not like I’m tied to something⁠—”

      “That could be fun.”

      “Get your brain out of the gutter, Walker . . . It’s ‘won’t.’ I’m seeing someone.”

      They’d agreed they could date other people; it just took him by surprise that she was actually doing it. He hoped his voice didn’t convey his shock. “Who?”

      “Whom.” His little grammar nerd always corrected him. It was sexy in bed. Not here. Not when she was telling him she was not only not going to see him tonight, but maybe not ever again.

      He tried to let it roll off his back. “Whom art thou seeing, dearest Caroline?”

      “I don’t want to say . . .” Nice.

      He shouldn’t have asked. And her answer made it clear. He thought they had a good thing going. He thought they could talk about anything. But her shutting him down was just a good reason to stop seeing her—even if he didn’t like the tight feeling he was getting in the pit of his stomach.

      He threw the curve ball he’d held onto. It couldn’t be true. Could it? “Because if it’s Clark Fuller, like I heard, then you might want to think twice.”

      “How did you hear that? Where?” Her answer was rapid and shocked and didn’t really answer him. When he didn’t rat out his informant, she tried again, more politely. “Why do you say that?”“Because I hear he’s looking for a wife.”

      “I’ll, uh, keep your warning in mind.” Not the response he was thinking she’d give him.

      Walker made a conscious effort to shut down the stream of questions that were making a white-water of thoughts in his head. He just needed to stay upright and hang up. He should have gotten a beer before calling. Hell, he shouldn’t have called at all.

      But he couldn’t stop his stupid tongue from rolling on. “You’re really dating him? Is it serious?”

      “Yes.” That one word managed to sound flummoxed.

      Maybe he didn’t know her at all. How could he? She’d only been a friend with benefits. He’d thought there was more on the friend front of that but, clearly, he’d been wrong.

      He didn’t know how to end this call and Cara started talking again. Ugh. She sounded like she was back-pedaling and placating him. “I mean, it’s not that serious between us, not yet. But I think it’s best that you and I stop seeing each other. For a bunch of reasons.”

      This time he did sigh. “If that’s what you really want, Cara⁠—”

      “It is. Thanks, Walker. I had fun⁠—”

      He cut her off with another sigh, and he used his free hand to reach up and put pressure on his temples. He didn’t know why he was so stressed by this. He didn’t know what to say to her. Did he treat her like a friend? He’d see her around, they traveled in the same crowd. They’d broken up before and it hadn’t dug at his insides the way her words did this time. He didn’t know why.

      Walker felt his eyes fall shut. No hot, wild sex tonight. None tomorrow either. Not unless he found someone new very fast. The pit in his stomach told him that he wasn’t going to do that. He shouldn’t feel this bad, but he did. Maybe that’s why he said it.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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        * * *

      

      “What kind of warning is that?” Cara was genuinely confused. Walker knew what she wanted, and he knew he wasn’t the guy to give it to her. This wasn’t even their first time around this block. So why?

      This time when his voice came through the line it didn’t melt her heart or anything. It sounded sad and resigned. “Then be good, Cara. And don’t come crying to me when . . . well, later.”

      Looking at the phone like it had become a strange alien being, she hung up still wanting to say more. Come crying to you? When? When I marry Clark Fuller?

      Okay, that was getting way ahead of herself. But honestly . . .

      For a moment she stopped and realized that this time she couldn’t go back to Walker if things with Clark went south.

      But that might be for the best, too. She’d still see him all the time. And that was her fault for falling into bed with a guy from their tight-knit circle. Getting out now was definitely the right thing to do. And maybe without Walker there giving her mind-blowing orgasms, she’d be more motivated to get out and find the next guy.

      By the next afternoon, she still had yet to shake off that conversation with Walker. Lissa was coming over before Cara got ready for her date with Clark that night. In the meantime, Cara still needed a distraction.

      The Saturday section of the paper always had her horoscope.

      Gemini.

      ‘Singles – toady is pivotal on your road to becoming part of a permanent duo.’

      That sounded good. Or not. Did it matter that they had misspelled ‘today’?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ester.”

      Walker could hear Clark suggesting baby names. Everyone in the restaurant could hear him. Clark was one of those men who thought he was larger than life. He wasn’t.

      Fighting to keep his smile in place, Walker looked to the pair across the booth from him. Why did his business meeting have to wind up in the same damn restaurant as Cara and Clark on a damn date? L.A. was huge. He wanted to think the odds of this were terrible. But he’d been the one to suggest this place for his business meet-up. If Cara had, too . . .? Well, Walker already knew that she would roll the chocolate lava cake on her tongue and . . .

      “Both of our fathers passed in the last few years. And it’s their name on the firm.” Melanie said solemnly, though there was a spark in her eyes. Walker couldn’t tell if that was because she was just very excited to get the portraits painted or if it meant she could relegate the old men and their ideas to a painting on the wall and finally do things her own way. He tried not to judge. He was just the painter.

      He should have been paying more attention, so he could show them the right things from his portfolio. Close the deal. Get a retainer check. But he was trying to hear what was happening three tables over. He couldn’t see Cara’s face.

      Still, he was willing to bet three things. First, that Cara didn’t know he was even here. Second, that she was eating the cake with gusto. And third, that she was about to gag at the idea of naming a baby Ester.

      Though he’d forced himself to turn his gaze to his own table, he wasn’t able to block the sound of her voice. “Isn’t that some celebrity’s baby’s name?”

      “I like the sound of it. It’s old-fashioned and it’s not vulgar like so many new baby names are.” Unfortunately, Walker could hear Clark, too. “I think Ester Fuller just rolls off the tongue.”

      Yup, rolls right off and into the crapper, but Walker couldn’t say that out loud. Really, here they were discussing baby names. How serious were they? Were Clark and Cara already officially together? And why did even the thought of “Clark and Cara” make his teeth clench with the absolute adorable-ness of their matchy names?

      Walker opened his mouth and tried desperately to participate in the conversation he was supposed to be a part of. “You can pick the size you want⁠—”

      “We already know,” This time it was Thomas who nodded.

      “Understandable, but if you would do me the favor of measuring the space? I can bring portraits in and hang them, so you get a feel for the aesthetic.”

      “We’re good.” Thomas assured him and Walker only nodded. He only had the other portraits of silly old men and families because his clients hadn’t taken his advice and measured first. If he painted it twice, he’d charge twice.

      “What should we be looking for in the sizing?” Melanie asked, leaning forward. Yes, Walker liked her better.

      He went on to explain the system. Briefly what paints, canvas, and framing he used, and more extensively what the time frame would be and what they could expect. It was time to reach into the portfolio. “Here are a few pieces, along with the original photograph I worked from. So you can see what my skills are.”

      Though he fancied himself to be the kind of artist that would open in a gallery one day, right now these portrait gigs were paying the bills. He could have met with these two at the studio, but it was a mess. And meeting over a nice dinner generally garnered him a better level of clientele. So he considered the high end steak a business expense. Twenty minutes later, Melanie and Thomas paid for dinner and excused themselves. Walker had a retainer check in hand.

      He’d picked up his portfolio and sighed. There was only one decent path out of the restaurant. Of course, it went right past his ex-friend-with-benefits on her date. Might as well bite the bullet. If he ignored Clark, that would be a sign as well. He just wondered how Cara would play this . . . As he headed across the floor, he heard Clark say, “I always liked Ebenezer.”

      Cara hid a choking noise, but not from him. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah. I wouldn’t really name a kid that. Milton ruined it by naming Mr. Scrooge that in ‘A Christmas Carol’.” He went back to picking at the rich chocolate.

      Walker wasn’t close enough yet, she’d see him in a minute . . .

      “I think that was Dickens.” Cara told him.

      “I’m confident it was Milton,” Clark replied as he caught sight of Walker heading his way. His frown looked as though the ghost of Christmas Past had come for him and Cara turned around to look.

      Nope, not a ghost. Walker thought, just your ex-lover.

      Clark stood and greeted him with a smile that made it clear to Walker that Cara hadn’t told her new boyfriend about their past. “Booth!”

      “Fuller.” He did the only thing he could do, and basically ignored Cara. She’d probably appreciate it. So he clasped hands in that tight, stiff way that appeared to be a ritual going back to caveman and territory defense days. “Listen to the lady, Fuller. It was Dickens.”
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        * * *

      

      In her mind, Cara could see the fan blades swinging and the crap flying right toward them. She took in a deep breath, knowing she’d need it in about three . . . two . . .

      Walker’s smooth baritone came exactly when she expected it but not the way she’d expected it. He grinned that bone-melting smile that always made her forget his hair wasn’t cut neat like Clark’s and that he was chasing some pipe dream that wouldn’t get him anywhere. It was a shame he couldn’t bank on that smile.

      Clark scrambled to introduce her, cutting off whatever Walker might have said. “Oh, this is my date, Caroline Larkin.”

      But as Walker turned to her, she felt her heart sink. Reprieve over. Shit going to hit fan . . . Walker opened his mouth to speak . . . now!

      “We’ve met.”

      He gave her a brief nod, then turned all his attention back to Clark. “I’m on my way home. I have to go.”

      He walked away as if he didn’t really know her, without even the slightest acknowledgment that she’d made his eyes roll back into his head more times than either of them could count. She was torn between hating him for so cleanly dismissing her and chasing after him to kiss his feet for not telling Clark about the two of them. Neither was an appropriate response.

      “Caroline? Are you okay?”

      No.

      “I think I ate too much cake.” She didn’t want any more anyway, Walker had ruined it even after Clark’s picking at it couldn’t. She snuck a glance at him as he slid into the front entrance and out of her sight. Now that she wasn’t blinded by his smile, she realized that Walker had pulled his thick hair back tonight, and he wore khakis and a jacket. He also had a huge leather briefcase with him.

      Her musings were interrupted by Clark telling her about Walker. “I’ve known him a while now. He’s a bit . . . odd.”

      Cara just nodded along as though Walker hadn’t just told Clark that they already knew each other. She’d been hoping Clark would take her back to his place tonight, and so she’d tried to hold out and hold up, but the yawn escaped her anyway.

      Clark was already motioning to the server for the check. “You’re getting tired. It’s time for me to get you home.”

      Well, that was a bust. She tried and failed to think of a way to get him to invite her over. She knew how to manipulate a conversation—she was a lawyer, for God’s sakes. An accountant like Clark shouldn’t stand a chance against her verbal wiles.

      As she replayed their conversation, grasping at options, she realized he simply hadn’t given her an opening. Not once in five dates. He hadn’t mentioned anything about his home, nothing about his collections or gardens or even technology that she could say she wanted to see. He hadn’t once mentioned where he lived except in direct answer to a question. And even then, he hadn’t said anything other than the general area.

      Well, then, on to plan B.

      “I was thinking, next time, you might come over to my place. I make a mean chicken parmesan.”

      There.

      Hook.

      Bait.

      Wait.

      “That sounds great.” He smiled, but sadly, it didn’t transform him into a god, not like a smile did to Walker. Clark was just a somewhat-better-than-average-looking guy. He was in good shape, which was a huge bonus, but his dishwater blonde hair looked like maybe he’d had it highlighted, and his blue eyes didn’t have sparks in them.

      That was okay. She could make them spark.
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      “He won’t have sex with me!” Cara wailed it just as she realized she was sitting in the same restaurant that she’d been sitting in when she confessed to having a side thing going with Walker. Luckily, only a few heads turned to look at her funny.

      Jessica and Bree took it all with a practical grain of salt. Probably why they were sitting together on the other side of the booth and leaving her on her own side. Cara was obviously volatile.

      Jessica raised one perfect eyebrow. “Why not?”

      Cara stared at her friend. “Do you think I’d be sitting here whining if I knew why he wouldn’t? I have no clue.”

      “Okay, what have you tried?” Bree joined in. Always the rescuer, Bree could have easily whipped out a pad of paper, settled some wire-rimmed glasses on her nose, and asked how Cara felt about her mother. It wouldn’t have surprised anyone.

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      Cara was more than certain that Jessica had reverted to her police-detective-on-the-case tone. The kind that took no shit, but wanted you to know she was your friend. Kindof. The woman knew how to do research and get people to confess to all kinds of things. Though she was more than willing to put herself in Jessica’s hands, sadly, Cara had nothing to confess. She just wished she did.

      “I have done the . . .” she knew her eyes went upward when she was searching her brain, but she had to think. “The low blouse thing, with the leaning over. I’ve done the hand-on-arm⁠—”

      “That’s not anywhere near enough. Hand-on-arm is just an opening salvo, Cara.”

      She glared at Bree. Maybe she was getting mad so quickly because she was sexually frustrated. “I know, that’s why I was saying I did it, then led to hand-on-thigh, breasts pressed to arm . . . and D—all of the above, at the same time.”

      “Then what happened?” Jessica now looked very confused.

      “Nothing! Nothing at all!” Cara shook her head. “Aren’t those the universal come-hither signs? Don’t men berate each other if they miss a clear pass like that? Is he in a locker room somewhere with his friends telling him what a dipshit he is because I was all over him and he missed it?”

      “No honey, he’s not.” Bree put a soft hand on Cara’s arm, and at Cara’s how-do-you-know look, continued. “Clark doesn’t hang out in locker rooms.”

      “Oh, yeah. You’re right.” Clark would golf. He’d work out on his own equipment at home, but he wouldn’t be at the gym telling his friends about her. “So what do I do?”

      “You did ‘dress slit up the side’?”

      Cara nodded.

      “Hmmmm. You did the ‘oh there’s slow music, we can slow dance close’ thing?”

      Cara nodded again. “And I tried to turn things a little dirty.”

      Jessica looked surprised again. “That didn’t work? What did he do?”

      This was mortifying, but how else would she break the brick wall that was Clark? “He stepped back and held me in a dance frame.”

      “Arms stiff, ‘this is my space, this is yours’ . . . A la Dirty Dancing?” Jessica’s expression said she thought that was impossible. And yet, it wasn’t.

      “Exactly. Totally not the ‘dirty’ I was looking for. What do I do?”

      Jessica looked suddenly very, very sad. “Honey, you may have to face some things here.”

      “No. Uh-uh. It’s not that.”

      “It may be.”

      “Jess! No. I’d know.”

      “Lots of people don’t.” Jess leaned forward and stared. In Jessica’s book it was probably meant to be a comforting gesture, but Cara didn’t feel comforted. “Say it.”

      “I won’t. He’s not gay.”

      Both her friends looked at her the way she might if she had a mental patient on the stand who didn’t know he was crazy. Jess shrugged. “Remember how I wouldn’t accept that Ryan was gay?”

      “But that was you being overly wishful. Ryan was so flaming people were roasting marshmallows off him.”

      “He was not.” Jessica retorted too quickly and Cara felt bad. Jessica had wanted Ryan to be the one. And he was . . . just not for anyone of their gender. Derek, his current love, seemed to think the sun rose and set on him.

      “Help me out here, you two,” Cara practically begged. “I’m seeing Clark tonight. What can I do that says to him ‘I want to sleep with you?’ in no uncertain terms?”

      “Um.” Bree looked at Jessica before they both looked at Cara. This could not be good. “You might actually consider what you just said.”

      “You mean that I should just come out and say it?”

      “Maybe so.” Jessica held her hands up as though Cara were some sort of menacing spirit that needed to be held off. “Hear me out. If you come out and say it, he can only say two things. ‘Okay’ in which case, you get laid. Or ‘no’ in which case you know that you need to be fishing in another pond.”

      “So I’m supposed to come out and say that I want to have sex with him, to his face, and you’re using euphemisms like ‘fishing in another pond’?”

      “What? Have you never just told a man that you want to have sex before? Come on, you’re in your thirties.”

      Cara sighed. “Thank you very much for reminding me just how old I am. And yes, I have said it flat out to a man before that I wanted him. But it was Walker!”

      “Oh.” Jessica and Bree both broke into wide smiles. “So, I guess it went well that time?”

      Holy shit. Either she’d just had her first hot flash, which would just make her cry and be at least ten years too early or the memory alone of the night Walker had goaded her into talking him into it was turning her on.

      Damn Clark.

      He shouldn’t be turning her down. They were perfect together, and they could be perfectly naked together, too, right? “Tell me what to wear.”
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      “Why don’t you just call Walker?” Lissa looked at her over a set of chopsticks burdened with Pad Thai noodles as though she hadn’t just become a complete heretic. Cara had been leaning heavily on her friends this week. She needed them for support.

      “Why on earth would I do that?”

      Lissa’s noodles disappeared in what should have been a graphic display of severe food carnage, given their quantity. Instead Lissa ate them dainty as you please, while Cara tried desperately to get enough noodles on her own chopsticks to simply constitute a bite.

      “Look, you clearly need sex⁠—”

      Cara dropped her noodles and let her shoulders sag. “Please don’t broadcast that.”

      “I’m saying: you need it, and you know where to get it.” Another bite disappeared as though Lissa were using a forklift rather than two slippery sticks.

      Cara sighed. She enjoyed being around Lissa, but sometimes her friend was just too cutthroat. Maybe Cara should have called Bree, or Jessica, or Zoe. Zoe would never have suggested she cheat on her new boyfriend. “I can’t do that to Clark and I can’t call Walker anyway.”

      Lissa frowned at her. “Your noodles are getting cold and why can’t you do what? If you haven’t done it, then you haven’t had the conversation about keeping it exclusive.”

      Cara shrugged and tried again with the chopsticks. This time she managed a respectable three noodles before she gave up. Signaling the one server making rounds in the small room, she asked for a fork. “I’ve had the conversation in my head. Besides, not only did I tell Walker that we were through because I was seeing Clark, he warned me that Clark was looking for a wife.”

      “Really?” This time it was Lissa who put down her chopsticks.

      Cara continued. “So, I can’t go back to Walker and confess that I’m not getting any—oh God! He’ll think I am getting some but Clark isn’t good enough in bed! Oh! And if Clark ever found out that the ‘wife’ he was shopping for couldn’t wait for him . . . well, I can’t imagine it would bode well for becoming the wife!”

      Lissa sighed at her and started eating again. “Then it sounds like you’ll just have to keep your legs together for a while longer.”

      “God, you make me sound like a total slut, Lissa,” Cara tried to laugh.

      “Nah, just a healthy woman. I am beginning to wonder if you shouldn’t parade him in front of Ryan and Derek and see if he passes.”

      “There’s no way—” Cara stopped herself as the thought passed.

      “What?”

      “I was going to say there’s no way a man with Clark’s reputation could be anything other than heterosexual, but I guess that’s the point isn’t it? He’s all bark and no bite at this point.” She pouted and rested her chin in her hand. “And I want some bite.”

      “Don’t we all?” Lissa leaned back and pushed her plate away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Walker stood in the studio, the floor suddenly cold beneath his feet as he stepped back. He hadn’t noticed the time or the drop in temperature. Every once in a while, LA liked to remind people that it could do cold. Luckily, it just didn’t like to do it.

      The corner of his lip pulled up and he reached over to grab the beer he’d set on the counter. He’d built the set-up out of a piece of laminate surface he’d gotten on discount, and some basic shelving. He was no carpenter, but it serviced. Underneath the counter, shelves held his turpentine and linseed oil. A bin held scraps of old, soft, cotton t-shirts, many with paint stains even before he’d retired them to the bin.

      This painting looked good. The beer was no longer cold, but as he stepped back again—for a longer view—the chill in the concrete of the floor bit the soles of his bare feet.

      Turning, he looked out the pretty nine-paneled glass pane in the old, handmade wooden door. The house had charm even if its owner didn’t. He tipped the beer at his own thought, before taking a sip.

      Damn, he’d forgotten it was flat.

      Time to leave the painting for the night. He had work that was paying, and he’d have to get to that. He’d carved out this time before the last layer of oil paints had fully dried. To be fair, Walker didn’t quite know what this painting was going to be. But he’d found more time to work on it these last few weeks. He didn’t consciously connect the dots to having spare time after Cara had left him for Clark, but he didn’t deny it either.

      The painting had come to him in a dream, and then it had changed as it started becoming reality. Now, it was swirls and whorls of color. This one in reds with hints of purple and gold. In the middle, a woman lay across the canvas, hands out wide, her bare legs tilted to one side. The colors swirled around her, hinting at nudity but revealing nothing.

      And her face? Well, he hadn’t gotten that far with it. He knew where the painting wanted to aim, but he’d steer it differently. Cara wasn’t in the picture anymore. He wouldn’t paint her.

      He walked back into the house and poured the beer down the sink. As he opened a new one, he reminded himself that he wouldn’t make it look like her.
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