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        To my beautiful daughter, Kimberly.

        With four small words, you changed the course of my life forever.

        “Just write it, Mom.”

        Thanks for always believing in me.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      I fumbled with the straps on my high heels as I tried to catch up with the other girls. Given my history, you’d think I’d be able to slap on these stripper shoes in record time, But no, of course tonight I was all thumbs.

      “All right, ladies, let’s make our way over to the center pole,” a woman said.

      I glanced up and watched the other girls follow the lady. I couldn’t help but wonder, not for the first time—who in the hell had a bachelorette party at a pole dancing studio?

      My dimwitted stepsister, Geneva Barton, that’s who.

      She’d probably read that pole dancing parties were the latest trend in Brides magazine. Right under the article about how to reach multiple orgasms with your fiancé in three easy steps. Like that really happens without batteries.

      Fastening the last hook on my shoes, I yanked on the straps. A shoe slipping off mid-performance was dangerous. I didn’t need that kind of attention tonight.

      “Is everyone here?” the instructor asked.

      I stood and glanced around the group.

      Geneva glared at me, arms crossed over her ample breasts that were probably fake. “Come on, Hindley. Everyone’s waiting on you.”

      “I knew she’d ruin this for you,” her friend, Wendy, said. The girl had the voice of a hyena and the brains of one too.

      I clenched my teeth to keep from saying anything I might regret. It was no secret that I didn’t want to be here any more than Geneva did. But my mother said we were family, and when Geneva’s father begged me to come, I couldn’t say no.

      My stepfather was the only reason I was here tonight, and right now, Paul Barton was slowly working his way up my shit list.

      I reminded myself that none of these girls knew about my past. I couldn’t look as confident as I actually was in this setting. To these shallow twits, I was still Geneva’s nerdy stepsister from high school. Forget that I had a bachelor’s and law degree hanging above my desk at work.

      Well, tonight, I would personify that geeky older sister even if it killed me. I gave my ponytail one last tug to tighten the holder as I trudged across the hardwood floor.

      “Uh,” Geneva groaned, rolling her eyes, “finally. Can we start now?”

      “Be my guest.” I motioned to the instructor.

      “Hi, ladies.” The instructor smiled. “Welcome to Miss Understood Dance Studio.”

      I snorted. Miss Understood? The name was fitting, especially for me.

      “My name is Sadie Sunnydale.” The chick swung her long, scarlet-colored hair over one shoulder like she was Cher.

      “Wow,” Wendy sighed, “what a name.”

      Sadie laughed. “It’s my stripper name.”

      “You’re a stripper?” Geneva gasped.

      Sadie’s face puckered like she’d bitten into a lemon. “Oh, no, honey.” She shook her head. “I’m a real dancer.”

      Real dancer? What the hell did that mean? Like a stripper wasn’t?

      “Oh, thank God,” Geneva sighed as if her credit card hadn’t been declined.

      What judgmental assholes.

      “You’ll each come up with your own stripper name,” Sadie said.

      Geneva waggled her brows. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun.”

      “Wait.” Sadie held up a red-tipped finger, stopping the girls. “There’s a special way you come up with your name.”

      “How?” Wendy asked, practically bouncing on her toes.

      Everyone leaned forward and stared at Sadie like they were watching a freaking Nicholas Sparks’ movie.

      “First,” Sadie said, “we’ll begin by selecting the name of your very first pet.”

      A low buzz filled the small room as the girls discussed pet names and other irrelevant nonsense.

      I thought back over the years to the only two pets I’d ever had.

      Harold was a hamster I had when I was five. My mom left him in the garage over Christmas break and he ended up as a New Year’s Eve popsicle. I didn’t think Harold, or the story, made a good stripper name.

      Thinking of my second pet brought tears to my eyes. He was a stray dog I’d found a few months after Harold died. I’d named him Rocky, since I loved that movie, and because his front paws were black and looked like boxing gloves.

      Two weeks after I found him, the landlord knocked on our door and told my mom if she wanted to keep the dog, she’d have to fork over another five hundred bucks for a pet deposit. The ride to the animal shelter was the longest of my life. There was no way my stripper name would be Rocky.

      Sadie’s soft voice cut through my thoughts. “Your last name will be the name of the street you grew up on.”

      This assignment was growing more difficult by the minute. Having moved way too many times as a child, I decided that wouldn’t help me. Instead, I chose the name my friends from law school had given me. It was perfect for me, and made me laugh every time I thought of it.

      “Does everyone have their name yet?” Sadie asked. “There’s a prize for the best one.”

      The girls shrieked with excitement. I covered my ears to drown out the noise. The prize was probably a two-headed purple dildo. Wait, maybe I should get serious about this name thing after all.

      “Now,” Sadie continued, “what I want you to do is take hold of the pole like this.” She reached up and grabbed the pole high above her head. “Then kick your leg up and let it fall naturally as you swing around, like this.”

      I watched as Sadie kicked her right leg high in the air then let it fall, curling her foot behind her as she made a beautiful swan circle around the pole.

      “My name is Sadie Sunnydale,” she practically purred, her voice smooth and sexy as her body came to a gentle stop.

      The girls jumped and clapped like spastic cheerleaders, their high-pitched squeals deafening.

      I was going to kill my stepfather.

      Each girl took their turn. I wasn’t surprised that their stripper names were just as atrocious as their kick turns on the pole.

      I’d said I would keep it low key tonight, but I couldn’t help myself. Growing up, there was nothing I did better than Geneva Barton. This was one thing I knew I could beat her at. The fact that I had no student loans after three years of law school proved just how good I was.

      “All right, let’s see what you got,” Sadie said, motioning toward me.

      I rubbed my hands on my pants out of habit before blowing gently on my palms.

      “Ooo,” Wendy said.

      I hadn’t even started and I already had their attention. Good.

      Grabbing the pole with one hand, I kicked my leg straight up in the air, completing a perfect aerial split. After holding the pose for several seconds, I let my leg fall, the momentum effortlessly swinging my body around the pole two full revolutions. I finally came to a stop, my back arched with one leg on the floor and the other wrapped around the pole.

      “Hello, everyone,” I said in the sexiest stripper voice I could muster. “I’m Krystal Shanda-Leer.” The entire studio was silent except for one lone giggle. Mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      “No way, no how, Paul,” I yelled into my phone. I stood by my car, watching the other girls walk out of the studio. Glancing up at the marquee, I laughed to myself.

      Miss Understood. No truer words.

      “Please, Hin, for me, your old man,” he said.

      “No, not even for you, Paul.” I loved my stepfather, but this time he’d gone too far.

      “But, she’s your sister.”

      I laughed. “Not technically,” I reminded him.

      “Come on, Hin. She needs you.”

      “She’s never needed me, Paul, and you know it.”

      “Well, I need you,” he said.

      Oh, hell. Those three words, ‘I need you,’ gutted me.

      Paul Barton didn’t beg. He didn’t have to. He had money, power, all the accolades life could offer—including my mother’s love. And yet, here he was, begging me for my help. He needed me. How could I refuse him?

      I couldn’t.

      “You’re not playing fair, old man.” I shook my head, holding back my amusement. “Why do you do this to me?”

      “Because I know you love me. And you’ll do anything for me, right?”

      “Ugh.” He was right. There was almost nothing I wouldn’t do for my stepfather, even babysit his stupid daughter tonight. “Sometimes I hate you, you know that, right?”

      “I know.” He laughed, his baritone voice vibrating through the phone. “But most of the time you love your old man, don’t you?”

      I nodded in silent answer.

      “And most of the time, I love you too,” Paul said. “Well, actually, that’s a lie.”

      My stomach tightened as old fears of abandonment flooded my mind.

      “I love you all the time, Hinny Bin.”

      Hinny Bin. Uggh. I blew out a heavy sigh and smiled.

      Hinny Bin was Paul’s nickname for me. It was a term of endearment I’d hated at first. But the more I’d grown to love Paul, the more I accepted it. Although I would kick most people in the ass if they tried to use it.

      My stepfather was an amazing man. He’d met my mother, Caroline, when I was in eighth grade and his daughter, Geneva, in seventh. She and I went to different schools, mine public and Geneva’s private.

      Our families were polar opposites, literally from opposite sides of the tracks. Paul was a rich, successful real estate broker who’d fallen head-over-heels in love with my mother the moment he’d laid eyes on her.

      He’d been showing us a five-bedroom mansion he had for sale. My mother and I both knew she couldn’t even afford the property taxes, but that wasn’t going to stop my mother. Their meeting had been a set-up from the start. Paul had walked right into my mother’s trap. Not that I would ever admit that to him.

      My mom and I had been on our own since I was born. She’d become pregnant in high school and had always told me she didn’t know who my father was. She said it could have been any number of guys, but I knew that wasn’t the truth. My mom wasn’t slutty. She knew exactly who my father was. She just wasn’t going to admit that my birth father bailed on her when he found out she was pregnant.

      Her parents tried to talk her into having an abortion, even threatening to cut her off financially if she kept me. But my mom refused to succumb to their pressures, fully believing that once I was born, they’d change their minds.

      She was wrong.

      To my mom’s surprise, and mine now that I was a grown woman, my grandparents had stuck by their threat and kicked us both out of the house when I was only two months old. They said they were too old to raise another child. Their mindset baffled me. What kind of people do that to their only daughter and granddaughter?

      Assholes, that’s who.

      Wherever we went, men flocked to my mother like flies on honey. With emerald green eyes, long blonde hair, and an ass you could still bounce quarters off of, it was easy to see why. She was gorgeous. Women around the world paid thousands of dollars to look as beautiful as Caroline Hagen-Barton did naturally.

      My mom knew how gorgeous she was, not in a conceited way. She often used her looks to get us through tough times. Caroline was resourceful to say the least.

      Once, some guy hired her as a nurse at an old folks’ home, even though she’d never finished high school. The manager was an old dude, just a few years shy of residing at the place himself. As most men, he’d fallen in love with my mom the instant he saw her. I couldn’t blame him. There wasn’t a man alive immune to my mother’s good looks and southern charm.

      I envied my mom. What I had to work years for came easily to her. Men were putty in her hands. Most guys in my life had done nothing but use me for their own gain. When they realized how hopeless and damaged I was, they quickly cast me aside.

      The minute I met Paul, I knew he was different, in a good way. They’d had a whirlwind romance and married soon after they’d met. Since then, Paul had made it his life’s mission to give my mother everything she ever wanted. Even if what she wanted wasn’t good for her. And Paul was equally as devoted to me.

      As easily as their relationship had bloomed, Paul’s daughter and mine had not. I never liked to say I hated people. I always wanted to think there was room for everyone to redeem themselves. But Geneva Barton was the exception.

      I hated my stepsister. And the feeling was mutual. There was nothing redeeming about her. I’d given up hope years ago, settling into the knowledge we’d never be friends.

      Geneva was beautiful, like my mother, and their relationship grew effortlessly from the beginning. It was always hard for my mom to relate to me, given the fact I wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous like she was. I was actually relieved when my mom found Geneva. She finally had someone to impart her golden nuggets of beauty and fashion wisdom.

      Geneva had tons of friends, went to the best schools, had the trendiest clothes, and dated more boys than you could shake a stick at. One of the things that irked me the most about her was that Geneva was actually very smart. I would never admit that to her, or anyone else. Unfortunately, she’d never developed her intellect. Instead, she’d chosen to skate by on her good looks and sex appeal rather than apply herself.

      The only reason I could think why Geneva hated me was because of my close relationship with her father. Paul Barton had pulled me out of a dark place and protected me, even when the law couldn’t. He’d motivated me over the years, pushing me past my own limits. He’d even encouraged me to go to law school when my college grades had been sub-par.

      Any good thing I accomplished in life, I always attributed to Paul. Yet I still kept him at arm’s length, preparing myself for the day when he would inevitably leave me and my mom. Twelve years later, I was still waiting for that day.

      Paul relied on me, asking my opinion on all kinds of issues. From the most mundane, like what tie to wear, to the more serious, like what piece of real estate to invest in next. Paul wanted to know what I thought. He truly valued my opinion, sometimes relying on it too much. I think Geneva resented that most of all.

      Everyone who met Paul agreed he treated me as if I were his daughter by birth. I think that was another motivating factor for Geneva’s hatred of me. There wasn’t anything Paul wouldn’t do for me. Looking back over the years, I had to admit that Paul was probably closer to me than to his own daughter, and something told me she knew it too.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this for you,” I groaned. “You know I hate clubbing.”

      “But tomorrow is her wedding, Hin,” Paul said, “and I’ve shelled out a small fortune for it. Money I don’t have right now, just to make her and your mother happy.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I don’t want her to show up at her own wedding hungover from her bachelorette party. It would kill your mother.”

      I felt bad, I truly did. Paul’s company had taken a big hit when the real estate market tanked several years ago. That was one of the reasons I’d decided to put myself through law school, even though he assured me he could help. I was blown away by Geneva’s selfishness. She knew Paul’s financial situation was still rocky, and yet she’d asked for this big-ass wedding.

      My mom and Geneva had been blissfully unaware of the financial pressure Paul had been under the last few years. Either that, or they’d chosen to ignore it. Asking for such an elaborate and costly wedding during Paul’s financial struggles only proved how much of a selfish bitch Geneva was. And I was disappointed with my mother’s demands on Paul as well.

      “I know, Paul,” I said, sighing. “I’m sorry you’re spending so much money on this stupid wedding.”

      The entire event was pointless anyway. Hell, the ink on the marriage license probably wouldn’t even be dry before Geneva filed divorce papers.

      “Don’t be sorry,” he said. “It’s my fault. I just can’t seem to say no to my girls.”

      “Well, I don’t have a problem telling Geneva no.”

      “I know, Hindley. You’re much stronger and smarter than I am. You’re often my only voice of reason. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat. I don’t know what I’d do without you either, I wanted to say, but the words got stuck in my throat.

      Even though Paul was asking me to do something he knew I hated, his words weren’t being offered up as bribery. Paul was nothing if not honest. He was a man of integrity and truth, admired by everyone who knew him.

      I thanked God every day that my mother had fallen in love with his photo in that real estate magazine twelve years ago. Without Paul Barton, my life would have been tragically different. He had saved me from myself.

      Everything good in my life I owed to him.

      I switched the phone to my other ear and released a disgruntled sigh. “Fine. What exactly do you want me to do?”

      “Just go out to the clubs with them,” he said. “Make sure Geneva doesn’t drink too much or get in to trouble.”

      I stifled a laugh. Trouble pretty much followed Geneva Barton. She was a bitch, especially when she was drunk. “She’ll never listen to me, Paul. Hell, she doesn’t even want me there.”

      “She listens to you, Hindley, more than you know.”

      Paul may have thought his words were true, but I knew differently. Geneva couldn’t care less what I thought. She considered me a complete idiot on most of life’s subjects.

      “Fine.” I blew out an exasperated sigh. “But only for you, because I don’t want you and Mom embarrassed tomorrow.”

      “Oh, thank you, Hinny Bin.”

      I could hear the smile in his voice and it brought one to my lips as well. Pleasing Paul had always made me happy.

      Balancing the phone between my ear and shoulder, I dug around in my trunk. “Crap.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t have any clubbing clothes,” I said.

      “Do you want my credit card?” Paul would have given me the world if I’d asked for it. Unlike his daughter, I never did.

      “No, there’s no time,” I groaned. “The outrageously expensive Hummer limo you rented for this blessed event just drove up. I’ll have to wear my yoga pants and sports top. Seriously, Paul, what were you thinking? A Hummer?”

      “I love you, Hindley.”

      “Whatever. You so owe me, Paul Barton.”

      I ended the call and slammed down the trunk, shoving my phone in the inside pocket of my pants. I glanced at the limo parked a few feet away.

      I couldn’t believe Geneva had talked Paul into renting her a ridiculously over-priced limo to cart her and her dumbass friends around tonight. She was such a selfish bitch. At least she wouldn’t be driving drunk though.

      I leaned down and checked myself in the side mirror of my car. Stray hairs sprung free from my ponytail and my eyes were rimmed with smudged mascara. I looked like a hot mess, but there was nothing I could do about it now. Even dressed in my best clothes, I still paled in comparison to Geneva Barton.

      I rubbed my finger under my eyes, wiping away the running makeup. I smoothed back my hair, as if that would magically make me presentable. Geneva would revel in my haggardness. Only one thing was for certain. This night was going to suck balls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      We were at our third bar of the night. Despite what I’d told Paul, I was not keeping a watchful eye on Geneva. In fact, I myself was quite good and liquored up. I usually didn’t drink, at all. But being around Geneva’s friends had driven me to the edge of sanity.

      “Do another one,” Wendy shouted above the blaring music. She shoved a shot glass full of tequila into my hand.

      If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn they were all trying to get me completely smashed. I didn’t care though. I was grateful. I’d do just about anything to drown out their constant jabbering about wedding crap.

      Geneva had been planning this event for over a year, which was twice as long as she’d known her fiancé when he proposed. They’d met at one of my mother’s numerous charity events.

      Geneva’s fiancé, Stanley Winston III, or ‘Third’ as I affectionately referred to him, came from money. That’s all Geneva needed to hear when they were introduced eighteen months ago. In the last year since Third had proposed, Geneva had spent more time planning the wedding with her friends than she actually did with poor Third.

      Third was a decent looking guy, but nothing compared to the hunks Geneva usually dated. Her engagement to such a normal looking guy had surprised everyone, me included.

      Geneva was more in love with Stan’s money than with him. The reality of her shallowness didn’t surprise me. I felt sorry for Third most of all. I mean, he had his moments of dorkiness, but for the most part, he was a decent guy.

      Third, like most men, deserved a woman who adored him. Geneva Barton was not that woman. I’d tried to tell everyone, even Stan himself, but no one would listen. Instead, everyone buried their heads in the sand and pretended like Cinderella had met her Prince Charming. Who was I to question Walt Disney?

      I slammed the shot glass down on the bar. “Give me another one!” I yelled, disgusted with the fact that I was actually going along with this charade of a wedding.

      The bartender leaned over the bar, shouting in my ear. “I’m afraid you’ve had enough for this hour.”

      “What the hell? You’re cutting me off?” I yelled. “This is bullshit.”

      Could they do that?

      Geneva grabbed my arm and hauled me away from the bar. “Calm down, Hindley. You’re making a scene.”

      “I thought you wanted me drunk.”

      Geneva glanced over her shoulder. “I do, but not belligerent.”

      She’d just admitted what I’d suspected all along. Geneva Barton wanted me plastered but I had no idea why. And right now, I couldn’t care less. I just wanted another drink.

      “Screw you, Geneva,” I yelled, yanking out of her hold. “I’ll say whatever the hell I want to say.”

      Well, at least those were the words I tried to get out of my mouth. I had no idea what I sounded like to others.

      “Let’s dance,” Mirabelle shouted. She hooked her arm through mine and dragged me toward the dance floor.

      I peered back over my shoulder as I clutched Mirabelle’s arm, afraid I might topple over.

      Geneva marched behind us. Her mass of friends followed like trained soldiers.

      I turned my head again and my stomach lurched. Quick movements were not a good idea at this stage in my drinking. I was already three sheets to the wind. I stopped and balanced on Mirabelle’s shoulder to gain my equilibrium.

      Geneva pulled on my free arm. “Come on. The dancing will make you feel better.” The smile on her face was in direct opposition to her words. She had no intentions of trying to make me feel better, but I was too drunk to stop her.

      Our group of girls commandeered the dance floor, parting the other dancers like Moses did the Red Sea. The vibrations of the music beat through my body as I twirled around on the dance floor, hands in the air. I stared up, mesmerized by the flashing, multi-colored lights. I had to admit, I was having fun.

      I’d never done most of the things kids my age did—drinking, dancing, partying, having random sex with random guys—all the things that Geneva did. Instead, I’d been too busy preparing for the future. Unlike me, Geneva had made the most of every single day, filling her senses to excess, at her father’s expense.

      I was jealous of Geneva’s carefree attitude. Tonight, I made up my mind. I wasn’t going to give two shits about anything, least of all Geneva Barton. I surrendered my body to the music, thankful I had one night to be young.

      After what felt like hours on the dance floor, a slow song came on. I couldn’t have been more thankful for the break.

      My legs were already weak from the bachelorette pole dancing party. And jumping up and down like a spastic dog for the last thirty minutes on the dance floor hadn’t helped any. Not to mention what the constant gyration had done to the alcohol in my stomach. Sweat rolled down my back and my body swayed as the room started to spin. I needed water, or a toilet.

      I reached out to grab Geneva’s hand but someone’s arm wrapped around my waist and pulled me back.

      “Geneva,” I called out.

      Geneva glanced over her shoulder, a devious smirk spreading across her beautiful face. “Have fun,” she said, wiggling her fingers good-bye.

      I knew she was being sarcastic. She didn’t care whether I had fun or not.

      Screw her. I hadn’t felt the embrace of a man in a long time. I was too drunk to fight him anyway. That should have been my first sign to pull away. I never let myself lose control—ever—and for good reason.

      I slowly turned and glanced up at the guy standing before me. He looked to be my age, maybe a little younger. He wore khaki slacks and a starched polo shirt. It was a weird outfit for a club, I thought in my hazy fog.

      His eyes roamed over my body and I felt dirty. When his gaze finally met mine, I was surprised to see them dark with desire. I looked a mess, still dressed in my yoga pants and tank top. And I could only imagine what my face looked like, makeup smeared half off.

      The man loomed over me, his eyes half-lidded. He was attractive, in a Gap commercial kind of way. But then he smiled, and something in my gut tightened. Not in a good way.

      He leaned down, his fingers wrapping around my neck. “Come here often?” he whispered in my ear.

      It was painfully obvious he was trying to be seductive, but his high-pitched voice came across as creepy and whiney. Only a guy with a voice like Johnny Cash could deliver such a cheesy line and have a girl swoon.

      I rolled my eyes and that was my undoing. Whatever I’d been holding down in my stomach decided it wanted out. Now. I pushed past Gap Boy and ran straight for the bathroom, barely making it to the first stall before I vomited.

      “Eww,” a girl shrieked behind me. “That’s disgusting.”

      I’d heard of people praying to the Porcelain Throne but had never quite understood the religious connotation. Until now. Real or imaginary, I was thanking this god of the toilet that my hair was already pulled back in a ponytail. I fell onto the floor, pledging my eternal allegiance to this unseen deity if he’d make this wretched heaving stop.

      Suddenly, a hand was on my back.

      “Are you all right, sweetheart?” someone asked with a deep southern drawl.

      I nodded, not really sure if it was the truth.

      “Here, doll.” She handed me a wet paper towel

      I leaned back on my rear and wiped my lips with the towel. My stomach rumbled and I prepared for round two.

      “Let me help you up, sweetie.” She extended a small hand.

      I grasped her hand as she hoisted me off the dingy bathroom floor.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, leaning my head against her shoulder.

      “You need some fresh air, hun,” she said in a soothing voice. “Come on.”

      I followed her through the crowd but slowed when I saw Geneva sitting at the bar.

      She was sandwiched between two gorgeous men, both of whom were either strippers, male models, or both. She batted her eyes, flirting even harder than usual. One of the guy’s hands squeezed her bare thigh. His fingers worked their way higher, with no protest from Geneva.

      “I’m going outside,” I yelled to her above the music.

      “Don’t forget. Eleven o’clock tomorrow. At the restaurant. For my bridal luncheon.” She punched out each phrase.

      I nodded, not sure I’d remember her warning tomorrow.

      “Don’t be late, Hindley, or I’ll kill you.”

      That, I would remember.

      My mystery goddess laughed. “Wow, she’s a sweetheart.”

      “You have no idea,” I groaned.

      We staggered to the exit of the club and my goddess pushed the door open. A gust of cool air hit my face and my stomach lurched again.

      “Breathe, girl,” she said gently.

      I drew in a deep breath through my nose and exhaled from my mouth. I had to admit, I felt a tiny bit better.

      She slowly released me.

      I balanced on wobbly legs like a newborn deer, reaching out for her.

      “You okay now, hun?”

      I rubbed my head, my fingers pressing into my temple. “I think so.”

      “I’ve got her.” A voice rumbled from behind me as long arms snaked around my waist.

      I recognized the voice and froze. Gap Boy. From the dance floor.

      My goddess looked from me to Gap Boy. “Is he with you?”

      I remained silent, unable to form words.

      “Yeah, she’s with me,” he said.

      “Are you sure you’re gonna be all right, sweetheart?” The woman asked.

      Her eyes beseeched me for an answer, but I couldn’t give her one. I was frozen with fear. I didn’t even know where the hell I was, let alone who this guy was that was man-handling me.

      She mistook my silence for affirmation. “Stay outside until you feel better, okay, sweetie?” She caressed my back.

      I instantly felt the tension melt away.

      “Take care of her,” she told Gap Boy.

      I stood in silence, watching as she slowly walked back inside the club. The echo of the door clicking closed behind her was a sobering reminder that I hadn’t kept my promise to Paul to keep an eye on Geneva.

      A sick feeling washed over me as I realized Geneva’s safety was the least of my concerns.

      Gap Boy stared down at me, his eyes darkening.

      My body stiffened when I felt his hands roam freely over my body. A familiar pang of unease spread over me as I was gripped with fear. Suddenly, I realized, it wasn’t Geneva I should be worried about, it was me.
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      I stood outside the noisy club, leaning against the brick building. The music inside was giving me a headache.

      Why the hell had I let my best friend, Leif Jennings, talk me into going out tonight? I needed to rest. I had a competition next weekend and I couldn’t afford any setbacks.

      I stared down at the cigarette in my hand and laughed. Smoking definitely wasn’t good for my health. But it beat the hell out of drinking and drugging.

      Suddenly, the club door swung open, hitting the brick wall with a bang.

      Two chicks stumbled out. One woman had her arm wrapped around the other. She was obviously trying to balance her friend, who was pissing drunk.

      I laughed. How many times had I been that wasted?

      They stumbled toward the curb. “You okay, hun?” The smaller girl asked her friend.

      The taller woman rubbed her head, mumbling something incoherent. God, she was toast.

      I studied the drunk girl more closely. She wasn’t dressed for the party scene, no mini-skirt and sky-high heels. Instead, this chick was wearing yoga pants, a fitted T-shirt, and tennis shoes.

      I rolled my eyes.

      Her outfit reeked of Pilates, or some other bullshit workout those rich white girls did. Her glazed over eyes and nearly comatose body made it painfully evident she didn’t know how to handle her liquor.

      I flicked my cigarette into the street and pushed off the wall. I needed to get back inside and say good-bye. I stopped when I heard another voice.

      “I’ve got her.” A male voice I hadn’t heard earlier echoed behind me.

      Curious, I glanced back over my shoulder.

      Some tall, lanky dude had Drunk Girl wrapped in his arms. He clutched her to his body like she was a gold medal at the X Games. Where the fuck had this guy come from?

      Drunk Girl stiffened in his arms. Their conversation was muted but her body language said it all. Drunk Girl was definitely not okay with this guy.

      The hairs on my neck stood on end. Should I stay? Shit. Without another thought, my mind made the decision for me. I could hang out a while longer and smoke another cigarette, just in case.

      I stood silently and studied Drunk Girl again. There was absolutely nothing special about her, at least not from where I was standing. Frat Boy sure as shit thought so, though. My jaw clenched and I found myself almost jealous of the way he was groping her.

      The smaller woman studied Frat Boy with narrowed eyes. She must not know him. She leaned in to Drunk Girl and spoke but Drunk Girl only stood there, saying nothing. With one final nod, the woman turned and left the two standing on the sidewalk.

      What the fuck? Why was she leaving her friend with this douche if she didn’t know him?

      The woman breezed by me, nodding her head toward the couple. “I gotta get back inside before my boyfriend starts freaking out. Keep an eye on him, will you? I don’t trust him.”

      “You don’t know her?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know either one of them. Keep an eye on them, okay?”

      Before I could ask any questions, like why the fuck should I care, the chick disappeared into the club.

      Well, shit. Now I was stuck.

      The little wench had involved me in a situation I had no desire to be a part of. If this scene went to shit, I’d be responsible. I didn’t need that kind of publicity. Not now. Why hadn’t I just stayed inside with all the other guys? Or better yet, stayed home. It seemed that tonight, cigarette smoking had become more hazardous to my health than I’d realized.

      Stuffing my hands in my front pockets as a sign to Frat Boy that I didn’t want any trouble, I slowly strolled toward them.

      “You two know each other?” I asked.

      He yanked Drunk Girl closer to him, his hands possessively running up and down her body.

      My temper flared and I had no justifiable reason why.

      Frat Boy leaned his head to one side and narrowed his eyes, glaring at me. “What’s it to you?”

      I cocked my head, my brows raised in disbelief at this asshole’s comeback. I glared, warning him not to piss me off. I was a pretty big guy, well over six feet. There was no doubt in either one of our minds that I could, and would kick his ass if necessary.

      I shrugged as if mildly interested. “It’s not.”

      “Then why don’t you mind your own business?”

      Oh, fuck no. I moved to take a step forward, clenching my fists but thought better of it. Instead, I drew in a deep breath and counted backward from three like I’d learned. I needed to calm the fuck down before I punched this ass hat square in the face.

      I glanced down at Drunk Girl whose head was lulling to the side. “Looks like she’s pretty wasted, man.”

      His face lit up like the chick was a Christmas present delivered by Santa himself. “I know, right?”

      My guard went up, my brain ringing with alarm bells. Was this dick face seriously going to take Drunk Girl home and fuck her comatose body?

      “What’s her name?” I asked, knowing I shouldn’t get involved but unable to stop myself. Someone had to protect this girl.

      “Fuck if I know.” He laughed in amusement. “Drunk-as-a-Skunk is what I’m calling her tonight.”

      My fists flexed and my eyes burned with anger. I readied my feet, preparing to punch this fuckface square in the jaw. Before I could make a move, Drunk Girl startled to life.

      “What the hell did you just call me?” she shouted. Drunk Girl twisted in his arms, pushing him away with such force, I was amazed the douche bag didn’t fall on his ass.

      I turned to the sound of brakes hissing to a stop next to me. A bright yellow car pulled up close to the curb.

      A balding man leaned over the passenger seat and yelled out the window, “Somebody call a cab?”

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Frat Boy said into Drunk Girl’s ear. “Why don’t we get in the cab and I’ll take you home?”

      Oh, hell no. I wasn’t going to let that happen.

      Drunk Girl rolled her eyes and suddenly her face washed ashen. Sweat beaded on her brows as she bent over, grasping her thighs for balance.

      Oh, shit. She was going to hurl. I tried to jump back but it was too late.

      Her body lurched, her head heaving forward as she puked all over the sidewalk. Vomit splattered over all of us.

      “Shit,” Frat Boy wailed. “You got vomit all over my new loafers, you stupid bitch.”

      Lunging toward Frat Boy, I tightened my fists, preparing to light his ass on fire. Instead, I nearly tripped over Drunk Girl. Gazing down, I noticed she’d fallen down onto the sidewalk on all fours, dry heaving. The scene was disgusting and heartbreaking all at the same time. I couldn’t help but pity her.

      As much as I wanted to walk away, as much as my mind screamed to leave this chick alone, it just wasn’t in my nature. Fuck.

      I glanced behind me when I heard the club door clank shut. Frat Boy was nowhere in sight. Well, fuck me. Here I was, all alone with this vomiting, pathetic creature. That’s it. I was giving up cigarettes for good.

      I knelt down beside Drunk Girl. “Do you live around here?” I asked, tucking a wayward strand of blonde hair behind her ear.

      She shook her head.

      “Did you drive here?” I asked, sounding more patient than I felt.

      She shook her head again.

      “Are your friends inside? Maybe we could go back and get them.”

      “I don’t have any friends inside.” Her words were a whisper, but I caught the desperate, distraught tone in her declaration.

      “You came to a club all alone with no car?” I asked, my words scolding like a mother’s. “What’s wrong with you? Why would you do that?”

      “Spare me a lecture, asshole.” She sat back on her heels and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I’m sick as a dog here, as if you can’t tell. I just want to go home.”

      Asshole? Seriously? I was the only asshole out here helping her.

      I drew in a calming breath, again, debating what to do. Most of me wanted to walk away, but honestly, I was worried for Drunk Girl. What if this cab driver assaulted her while she was passed out? I’d grown up in the mean streets of Five Points in Denver. I knew what could happen to vulnerable chicks like Drunk Girl.

      Nope. I couldn’t take that chance. Not with her.

      “Get up.” I yanked Drunk Girl to her feet and walked her to the cab, opening the back door. “Get in.”

      She fought against me and I almost let her go.

      “Get in,” I repeated, ducking her head and shoving her inside. The last thing she should be doing tonight was roaming the streets of downtown Austin, drunk and alone.

      “But wait,” she said. “I don’t have any money.” Her huge brown eyes stared up at me like a lost puppy.

      Fuck.

      “Scoot over, I’ll pay. You can thank me later.” I pushed her across the seat and tucked my long legs inside the cramped space.

      “Where to?” the driver asked.

      I turned to Drunk Girl. “So where do you live?”

      Tears filled her chocolate brown eyes.

      Oh, hell.

      “Why?” she asked. “So you can take me home and screw me like Gap Boy?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Her eyes slammed shut, one lone tear rolling down her cheek as she fell face first into my lap. She was passed out cold.

      “Great, just great,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Do you smoke?” I asked the cabbie.

      “Yeah, but you can’t light up in here.” He pointed to a huge no smoking sign on the plexiglass.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, reaching into my jeans. I pulled out my pack of cigarettes and tossed them into the front seat. “I never plan to smoke again. Ever.”
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      “What’s the address, son?” The driver asked.

      I gazed up and saw the him staring at me in the rearview mirror, brows raised.

      “Um, give me a minute.”

      “One minute and I start the meter.”

      I shook Drunk Girl but she was unresponsive, out for the count. “Shit.”

      “Does she have a phone?” the driver asked.

      “What?”

      “Maybe you can find her address on her phone.”

      I dug around Drunk Girl’s shoulder but didn’t find a purse.

      “Sometimes chicks stuff phones in their bra,” he said.

      I glanced up.

      “No, seriously,” the driver nodded, “chicks do that all the time. That’s where my girlfriend stashes hers when she doesn’t have pockets.”

      “I’ll look for pockets first, thanks.” I pushed Drunk Girl off my lap and examined her clothes. “She has on stretch pants.”

      The driver twisted over the front seat. “Look on the inside of her waistband. Sometimes they put a secret pocket inside workout pants.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      “I’ve got a girlfriend, a mom, and six sisters.” He laughed. “I know a lot about women.”

      I stared at his yellowed teeth and the over grown man-bushes he called eyebrows, pretty sure he didn’t know everything about women. I had no choice but to trust him on this one though.

      I slid my palm around Drunk Girl’s waistband but felt nothing. Shit. I slowly moved my hand to her back and I sucked in a breath when my fingers grazed her bare skin. Heat raced up my arm and everything below my belt jerked to life. I cursed myself for being such a pig.

      Just as I was about to pull away, I felt a bump in her waistband. I slid my fingers inside, careful not to touch anything else for fear I may combust.

      “I found her phone,” I yelled, holding it up in the air. “Now what?”

      “What cell service does she use?”

      “How the hell should I know that?”

      “Go into her settings and find out who her network provider is.” The driver rattled off instructions as if people did this shit all the time.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “Here, give it to me.” He reached over the seat, grabbing the phone. He scrolled through the screens and within a matter of minutes, produced her address.

      What the fuck?

      “How the hell did you do that?” I asked, dumbfounded, and more than a little worried.

      “Sisters.” He snorted, handing me the phone back.

      “I don’t even want to know, do I?”

      He put the car in drive, shaking his head as he glanced over his shoulder. “Nope, probably not.”

      After a short drive, the cab rolled to a stop in front of a small house. The driver put the car in park, turning to look at me.

      “We’re here,” he said. “Now what, Ace? How are you going to get inside?”

      Shit. I hadn’t thought that far ahead.

      “Hey.” I shook Drunk Girl’s shoulders.

      “Hmmm,” she moaned.

      Oh, thank God, she was alive.

      “We’re at your house. Where’s your key?”

      “What key?” she mumbled.

      “The key to your house.”

      “Where’s my car?”

      “I have no idea.” I bit back my frustration. “Look, we need to get you inside your house. You can worry about your car later.”

      She bolted up like I’d hit her with a taser, her eyes darting from the driver to me. “It’s not locked,” she said. Her eyes slammed shut and she fell into my lap, again, passed out cold.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked to no one in particular.

      The driver shrugged his shoulders.

      “What? Your sisters never got drunk?” I asked.

      “We’re Catholic. We stay drunk twenty-four seven.” The driver laughed. “Why don’t you look under the mat for a key? People do that shit all the time.”

      I knew that fact better than most.

      “Or try the door,” he said. “Maybe she really didn’t lock it.”

      “No way. What woman doesn’t lock her door?”

      “Maybe she’s dumber than she looks.”

      I gazed down and studied Drunk Girl more closely this time now that she was nearer.

      Long, pale lashes fanned over her smooth skin. Her rosy lips stood in stark contrast to the pale skin of her flawless complexion. From this vantage point she didn’t look dumb, not to me. Even though she’d done a stupid thing by getting trashed and putting herself in harm’s way tonight, something told me she wasn’t dumb, not like me anyway. Naive yes, but dumb? No.

      I opened the car door and pushed it open. “Keep an eye on her. I’ll be right back.”

      “Meter’s still running, Ace.”

      I shut the door and jogged to the front of her house. Shit. There were two front doors. This was a duplex. How the hell was I supposed to know which one was hers? For all I knew, this might not even be her house.

      I glanced at my watch. It was a quarter to midnight, way too late for visitors. The cab still sat idling next to the curb. As much as I wanted to walk away, my innate need to protect people propelled me forward.

      Lights glowed from the duplex on the right so I stepped up onto the porch. I reminded myself that Texas was an open carry state. People probably shot first and asked questions later. I knocked cautiously on the door and took a huge step back.

      Within seconds, the door swung open. A red-headed woman stood in the doorway, one hand on the knob and the other on her small hip. She looked young, maybe in her early twenties.

      I glanced over her shoulder. A huge muscled man sat on the couch, glaring up at me as he nursed a beer.

      Why the hell had he let his girlfriend answer the door? I could have been anyone, a serial rapist, for all he knew. These people obviously hadn’t grown up in the same neighborhood I had.

      Red cocked her head to the side. “Can I help you, sweetie?”

      “Umm, I’m sorry to bother you so late.”

      Her gaze travelled the length of me.

      Instead of desire, my body heated with embarrassment. What the hell was that about? Garnering a woman’s attention was normally something I enjoyed, but not from this chick. Not with her muscle-headed boyfriend sitting ten feet away.

      One side of Red’s mouth crooked in a wicked smile. “Oh, no bother, sweetheart.” Her eyes traveled down to her chest.

      My gaze followed. Shit. Her boobs were practically busting out of her tiny halter top. My head snapped up, eyes trained on her face. The last thing I needed was a fight with her boneheaded boyfriend.

      “I was wondering if you know the person who lives next door?”

      “Who? Hindley?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Why? What’s going on?” Red stepped out onto the porch and scanned up and down the street. “Look, we paid our balance off last week. We’ve been on time for the last three months. I don’t want no trouble.”

      “What?”

      “You’re not here collecting?”

      “Collecting what?” I asked, shaking my head. Did she think I was a bounty hunter? I’d been accused of a lot of things.

      “No?” she said.

      “No, I’m not collecting anything. I found this woman drunk and passed out at a club downtown.” I pointed toward the cab. “I’m just trying to bring her home. Her phone says this is her address.”

      “She in the cab?” Red nodded toward the curb.

      “Yes.”

      She laughed. “I can guarantee you, if you’ve got a passed-out chick in that car, it sure as shit ain’t Hindley.”

      Hindley? Was that Drunk Girl?

      “Well, if you don’t mind,” I stepped off the porch, “would you mind taking a look at her? I just want to make sure she gets home safe.”

      She stared me up and down, crossing her arms under her ample breasts. “Well, aren’t you Prince Charming.”

      I averted my gaze. Again. Shit, “Uh, anyway, would you be willing to help me?”

      “Why not?” She turned toward gorilla man. “I’ll be back in a minute, hun.”

      He grunted, the only indicator he gave a shit.

      Red walked beside me toward the cab, popping her bubble gum. The sound irritated me, and whatever male lust I might have felt earlier completely dissolved.

      I swung open the back door to the cab and lifted Drunk Girl’s upper body so Red could get a good look.

      “Holy shit,” she exclaimed, “that is Hindley. I can’t believe it. That chick never gets hammered. Where did you say you found her?”

      “At a club downtown.”

      “Hindley was out clubbin’? Who knew she had it in her?” Red smiled with a look of adoration and surprise.

      “She doesn’t normally act like this?” I asked.

      “Hell no. She’s the most straight-laced, uptight chick I know. I wonder what happened to make her tie one on like this.”

      Drunk Girl’s words from outside the club earlier rang through my mind.

      I don’t have any friends inside.

      Had she been telling the truth? Obviously, she didn’t have any friends that gave a shit about her.

      “Do you have a spare key to her place?” I asked.

      “Hindley never locks her door.”

      I cut my eyes to Red. “Are you serious?”

      “As a heart attack.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “Beats the hell out of me.”

      “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” I muttered.

      “I know, right? She locks it when she’s home though.”

      “Well, I guess that’s something.” I shook my head in disbelief. The cabbie may have been right. Drunk Girl was dumber than she looked.

      Reaching into the cab, I tugged Drunk Girl toward me. Her shirt rode up, revealing a patch of smooth, ivory skin. I pulled down the material but not before my fingers grazed against her bare abdomen. A sharp pain of desire shot straight to my mid-section.

      God, I was a dick.

      Unable to carry the dead weight of her body, I bent low and swept her over my shoulder in a fireman’s hold. God, her legs were long and toned, but I tried to forget that part. I wrapped my arms around her hips, securing her to my shoulder. I took a few blessed moments to admire her tight, round ass. An ass just begging to be spanked. Maybe there was something to Pilates classes after all.

      I turned to Red, forcing the images of Drunk Girl rolling around naked in my bed from my head. “Will you get the door for me?”

      “Sure.” Red ran ahead of us.

      I held my breath. Surely⁠—

      “Here you go,” Red said, pushing the door open.

      Son of a bitch. I couldn’t believe this chick really left her fucking door unlocked. What the hell? She really did need a good spanking.

      I walked into the small living room and dropped Drunk Girl onto the first piece of furniture I could find—an oversized chair next to a nice leather couch. Studying the woman now spread out before me, I shook my head. How could she not be more concerned for her own safety?

      I looked over at Red. “Will you keep an eye on her for a minute while I go pay the cab?”

      “Just for a second. Robby doesn’t like me hanging out with Hindley. He says she fills my head with too many dumb ideas.”

      “Who’s Hindley?”

      Red threw her thumb over her shoulder and motioned toward Drunk Girl. “You really don’t know her?”

      “Nope.”

      “That’s funny.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “If you knew Hindley, you’d know why.”

      I dug out my wallet and jogged outside toward the cab, wondering what Red’s comment meant? Obviously Drunk Girl’s behavior tonight was out of character for her. What could have made her go to such extremes tonight?

      I leaned through the passenger window and handed the driver a hundred. “Thanks for all your help, man.”

      He held up the one-hundred-dollar bill and smiled broadly, revealing missing teeth. “Anytime, my friend. Anytime. Good luck with her.”

      “Thanks,” I nodded, “I think I’ll need it.”

      “You’re doing the right thing. If one of my sisters had gotten this drunk, I’d be glad a man like you found her.” He rummaged through the glove box and pulled out a card, holding it out the window. “Hey, here’s my number. When you’re ready to go home tomorrow, give me a call. I’ll drop you off anywhere you want. No charge.”

      “Tomorrow?” I laughed. “What makes you think I’m spending the night with her?”

      “You’re not quite the bad ass you think you are, Ace. I know a good guy when I see one.”

      “Good guy?” I laughed to myself. This dude obviously didn’t recognize me. I was anything but good. “Not sure about that.”

      “We’ll see, Casanova. Call me tomorrow when you’re ready to go home.”

      I glanced down at Raul’s card, debating which was worse—being a bad ass or a good guy. Neither seemed an appropriate title for me. Not anymore.

      I walked back to the duplex, twirling Raul’s card in my hand. Why the hell did I give two-shits about this girl anyway? Unable to come up with an answer, I stepped through Drunk Girl’s front door.

      Red had switched on a lamp, illuminating the living area.

      I watched as her next-door neighbor wiped Drunk Girl’s face with a wet rag. When she was finished, Red reached up and gently tugged her ponytail loose. Golden blonde hair tumbled across Drunk Girl’s shoulders as her head lulled back onto the chair. Her smooth, ivory skin glowed in the light from the lamp beside her.

      I sucked in a breath and bit back a grown, captivated by her natural beauty. I’d been wrong about this one. She was remarkable.

      Red glanced up at me. “I think she’s out cold. She looks awful. You staying?”

      Shit, was I? I hadn’t planned on any of this.

      The shrill ring of my phone interrupted the silent debate in my mind.

      “Hey, listen, I gotta go,” Red said, stepping over Drunk Girl’s long legs as she bolted toward the door.

      “Wait. What did you say her name was?”

      “Hindley,” she said. “H-I-N-D-L-E-Y. Hindley Hagen.”

      What the hell kind of name was that?

      “I know, right?” Red laughed, answering my silent question “Apparently, it’s a character from some famous book. I don’t read much.”

      “Me neither.” I laughed wryly.

      “Knock if ya need anything.” Red nodded toward her side of the duplex. “Night, Lover Boy.” She blew a kiss and waggled her fingers before quietly closing the front door.

      And just like that, I was alone with Drunk Girl. Again.

      Fuck. What the hell did I do now?

      I stared at my phone. A missed call from Leif. He’d be worried if I didn’t call back soon but I had no idea what to tell him.

      Leif and his buddies would give me shit for leaving. Especially when they found out I wasn’t even going to get laid.

      I stared down at my damsel in distress.

      Drunk Girl’s body was sprawled across the huge chair, arms and legs dangling over the side. She didn’t look very ladylike but she had a gracefulness about her even in her current state. I couldn’t imagine letting anyone think I’d taken advantage of her. Especially if her drunken stupor truly was out of character for her.

      Without thinking more, I quickly dialed Leif’s number.

      “Dude, where the hell are you?” Leif shouted above the blaring music pulsating in the background. “This place is crawling with hotties.”

      I had no choice. Raul had already threatened my reputation as a bad ass. I would have to sacrifice Drunk Girl. My man-card was on the line.

      “This better be good, asshole,” I said. “I’ve got a hot chick underneath me.” Technically, it wasn’t a lie. Drunk Girl was in the chair below me.

      “I don’t know how you do it, man.” Leif chuckled. “Girls will do just about anything for you.”

      “What can I say? Chicks dig pro athletes.” I winced at my shitty response. It was official. I was a complete jackass.

      Leif laughed hysterically.

      I hit the END button and groaned. Add ‘lying sack of shit’ to my growing list of offenses.

      I turned my attention to Drunk Girl, my eyes roaming over her body. Obviously, I wasn’t a total asshole like some people thought. I’d at least gotten her home safe. I had a few redeeming qualities, even if most people never saw them, or wrote about them.

      Drunk Girl’s body shifted and she fell to one side, her head flopping over the arm of the chair. She remained unconscious. If she stayed in that position all night, she wouldn’t be able to walk for a week.

      I scooped her up in my arms and walked down the hall. I pushed open the first door I came to, thankful it had a small bed in the center of the room. Standing above the mattress, I dropped Drunk Girl onto the white comforter with a thud.

      Her lifeless body collapsed into a messy heap of limbs and hair, feet hanging off the side. That’s when I noticed her shoes and pants were spattered with vomit.

      Ah, shit. I couldn’t let her sleep in her own puke. I was going to have to undress her.

      Untying her shoes, I pulled them off, along with her socks. I laughed out loud when I saw her bright blue toenails. From what Red had told me earlier, Hindley seemed to be an uptight girl. Blue toenail polish was not a color choice for most neurotic, self-controlled women I knew.

      Hindley had a playful side. The thought brought a genuine smile to my face as I thought about the possibilities.

      There may be hope for you yet, Drunk Girl.
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      I rolled over with a groan, rubbing my throbbing head. My stomach lurched with the movement and I swallowed back the urge to puke. Prying my eyes open, I glanced around the room, unable to focus on anything. Where the hell was I?

      A loud bang echoed through the room. It sounded like a door crashing into the wall.

      “What the fuck is going on in here?” Someone yelled.

      Oh, shit. I recognized that voice. Dana Di Grazio. My best friend, most days.

      I wrapped my arms over my head for protection.

      “Holy hell,” she yelled, “you got laid.”

      I bolted upright. “What the hell are you talking about?” The room spun and I reached out to balance myself, jumping when I felt a hard, warm body next to me.

      Startling images flashed through my mind—pole dancing, tequila shots, Gap Boy, vomiting—lots of vomiting. This wasn’t a dream.

      “I’m talking about that hottie next to you,” Dana said.

      My eyes focused on my pint-sized friend and I stared at her in disbelief.

      “Look,” she said, pointing to the other side of my bed.

      Oh, shit, she wasn’t kidding.

      I slowly turned and gasped when I saw a man’s body laying mere inches away from me. I wrapped the covers around my body, scurrying to the opposite side of my small bed, nearly falling off.

      “Holy hell.” Dana laughed. “You finally screwed some random dude from a bar.”

      “I did not,” I said, mortified by her accusation.

      Dana raced toward the bed, her hands grasping the comforter. “Do y’all have any clothes on under there?”

      “Dana, stop!” I clutched the blanket tighter. Slowly lifting the covers, I peered underneath, afraid of what I might find. I’d never had a one-night stand before, and I didn’t want to start now.

      I blew out a sigh of relief and silently thanked God when I saw I was still wearing a tank top and undies.

      Unconvinced, Dana grabbed the blanket and gave it one quick yank, jerking it from my grasp. Suddenly mystery man and I lay completely exposed.

      “Dana!” I screamed.

      Her lips curled into a devilish smile, revealing two trademark dimples on either side of her face. Her blue eyes shimmered with mischief. “Damn, girl. You held out for a fine one didn’t you. I’m completely jealous, you skank.”

      “Dana, please give me the blanket.”

      She shook her head. “Uh, uh. I want to look at this hottie all day.”

      I glanced at the man next to me, making a quick sweep of his body. He was also wearing underwear, thank God. Maybe we hadn’t had sex after all. Or maybe he just didn’t like sleeping in the nude. Shit.

      I continued to stare, unable to avert my gaze. His long, muscular body glowed like a bronzed god in the soft morning light. His skin stood in stark contrast to my pale white legs. He looked peaceful, like an innocent angel. Something about the small smirk he wore, even during sleep, warned me he was probably trouble though.

      The throbbing in my head suddenly moved to other parts of my body. Trying to ignore the tingle spreading from my center, I continued my perusal of this mystery man lying next to me.

      His light brown hair was cut short and streaked with gold. He laid on his stomach, one arm clutching a throw pillow like it was a life preserver. My heart ached with an overwhelming need to keep him safe.

      Where the hell had that come from? I didn’t even know this guy’s name. Or did I?

      His face looked familiar but for some reason I couldn’t place it. Probably because I was still half drunk. Upon further inspection I could tell he really was handsome. His face could definitely grace the cover of any magazine. Dana was right, the guy was super-hot. Whatever we had or hadn’t done last night, at least I’d picked a gorgeous man to share my bed.

      I’d never had a one-night stand before so I didn’t know whether to be ashamed or proud. It wasn’t like I was a virgin or anything. According to Dana, I hadn’t had nearly as many sexual conquests as a twenty-five-year-old should. I couldn’t help it. I wasn’t into cheap, meaningless sex. When I was intimate with a man, I wanted to at least know his name.

      I laughed to myself at the absurdity. I had no idea what this guy’s name was.

      Suddenly the nameless man rolled over with a soft moan.

      Oh, God, what if he was hard?

      I jumped back, afraid he might touch me, secretly wishing he would.

      He raised his arms over his head, stretching his lean body as he sprawled out on to his back.

      Oh, my. Even more muscles appeared…everywhere. Holy crap, this guy was ripped.

      I pushed further away as he scooted closer to me but it was impossible in my tiny bed.

      The mystery man yawned loudly, displaying perfectly white teeth, before finally settling into the bed like he’d slept here for years.

      “Holy shit,” Dana said, “he looks even hotter on his back. And look at that massive ink on his side. That’s awesome.”

      I leaned over and studied the man’s torso, holding my breath.

      The tattoo started at the top of his ribs on the right side and wrapped around to his back, down his hip, disappearing into his underwear. The artwork was a picture of a man skateboarding in some kind of park. The skater was in mid-air, skateboard glued to his feet. The bottom of the board ran diagonally across mystery man’s ribs with the words ‘SK8R BOY’ painted on it.

      Skater Boy.

      For some strange reason, I could tell the name fit him.

      I didn’t have any tattoos of my own but I had to admit, this picture was true artistry.

      “That ink is bad ass.” Dana would know, her body was littered with more tattoos than most. Many weren’t visible unless she was fully undressed, but that never stopped her from showing them off.

      “And look at his chest.” She drooled over sleeping beauty. “You could serve a five-course meal on those rock-hard abs.” She flattened her hand, about to rub his bare chest.

      I reached over and swatted her hand. “Stop it.”

      “Stop what?” a deep voice rumbled below us.

      Oh, God. It was Skater Boy. And he’d totally busted me checking out his body.

      My gaze swept up his broad chest until our eyes met. His were stunning, a mesmerizing mix of copper and blue that I’d never seen before.

      My mystery man interlocked his fingers beneath his head and smiled like he owned the place.

      Oh, swoon. Sexual awareness warmed every part of my body and I shivered. I’d never felt this way before just from a man’s gaze.

      His pose showcased new muscles and I bit back a moan.

      Another wave of desire swept through my body like fire. I quietly beat myself up for not remembering being intimate with him the night before.

      “Good morning, Drunk Girl,” he said, his voice rough, and sexy as hell. “Enjoying the view?”

      My face reddened, mortified he’d caught me staring at his naked body.

      “Very much,” Dana answered, her dimples deepening.

      “Dana,” I said, narrowing my eyes.

      Dana and Skater Boy stared at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      They both remained silent.

      Suddenly I was hyper aware of my own nakedness. And the fact I was wearing white cotton granny-panties. Why couldn’t I be wearing something sexy? Because I don’t have anything sexy, I thought.

      I bolted out of the bed and grabbed the blanket from Dana’s hand, wrapping the comforter around me.

      Skater Boy propped up on one arm, obviously comfortable in his own skin—and in my bed. He could be a centerfold of any lady’s magazine. His blue eyes held my gaze. I was trapped, truly captivated.

      “Damn, dude, you’re fine.” Dana’s voice broke the silence.

      I turned to face my best friend, not surprised to find her molesting the guy with her eyes.

      An unfamiliar pang of jealousy swept through my body. What the hell? It wasn’t like this guy was mine. I didn’t want him to be mine. Did I?

      This man’s entire being screamed trouble. He was a player. Anyone could tell by the casual way he laid in my bed, wearing a smirk and skimpy underwear.

      I turned to find Skater Boy staring at me, completely unfazed by Dana’s comment. His eyes roamed up and down my body as his lips curled into a devious grin.

      Heat crawled up my spine and I swallowed hard. “Did we, um…” I pointed my finger between us.

      “What? You don’t remember the best night of your life?” He winked.

      Oh, crap.

      “Well,” he shifted in the bed, waggling his brows, “that’s what you said it was for you. Honestly, it was for me too.” He smiled as if he woke up in a stranger’s bed every day. Maybe he did.

      My face flushed red. We had done the dirty deed, and I’d been too drunk to remember. I was ashamed of my blatant disregard for my own well-being. I, of all people, knew better.

      “You screamed out my name in ecstasy, begging for more.” He chuckled.

      “Fuck yeah, she did,” Dana cheered in approval.

      Tears burned my eyes as sordid memories flashed through my mind. My heart thundered in my ears as I gasped for breath. Fear consumed me and I felt myself being pulled under. I needed to get out of here before I collapsed in a total panic attack.

      “Hey, hey, wait. Don’t get upset.” The man grasped my arm, holding me down. “I’m just kidding. We didn’t do anything. I swear.”

      I wanted to believe him, but something in his devilish smile told me to be wary. This man was trouble.

      He kept one hand wrapped around my wrist as he crossed his heart with the other. “I promise. You were drunk as a skunk and passed out the entire night. I brought you home and put you to bed. I tried to sleep on that shitty couch of yours in there, but it killed my back. I can’t afford any injuries right now so I decided to sleep in your bed.”

      I raised a brow.

      “On top of the covers,” he added.

      Slowly, my heartbeat slowed and my breathing evened out.

      “But, apparently, somewhere during the night, you let me under the blanket.” Skater Boy smiled.

      Heat crept up in my cheeks.

      “That was your fault.” He pointed at me and chuckled.

      The vibrations of his laughter hit me square between the legs. I crossed my ankles, trying not to squirm.

      “That’s it,” he said, holding up his hand in the air. “I swear, that’s all that happened.”

      His blue eyes searched mine, and something told me he was telling the truth. He was trying to make me feel better, and strangely enough it was working.

      “Well, shit,” Dana said, plopping down on the bed.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’re not the slut I thought you were born to be. So much for random sex. But…,” she held up a finger, waggling her brows, “there’s always tonight, right?”

      I laughed in spite of myself. The humor died quickly when I remembered Geneva’s warning from last night. “Oh, no. Tonight,” I said. “What time is it?”

      “It’s ten-forty,” Dana said. “Why?”

      “Crap.” I flew up from the bed. “I have Geneva’s bridal luncheon in twenty minutes. She’s going to kill me if I’m late.”

      “Who gives a shit about that bitch?” Dana said.

      “Lord knows I don’t,” I said, “but I promised Paul I’d keep an eye on her last night. I can’t even remember what I did last night, let alone what Geneva did.”

      Skater Boy scowled at me. “Who’s Paul?”

      “Paul’s her dad,” Dana said.

      “Stepdad,” I corrected, staring at Skater Boy. “Paul’s my stepfather.”

      Dana rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Hindley.” She leaned closer to Skater Boy. “As far as you’re concerned, he’s her dad and he’ll cut your dick off if he finds out about this little event.” She waved her hand around the room. “Know what I mean, Skater Boy?”

      I shook my head. It was futile to argue with Dana. Instead I walked to my closet, pushing back the doors. I searched for anything remotely appropriate to wear. “You coming?” I called over my shoulder.

      “Who me?” Skater Boy asked.

      I turned and watched with disappointment as he tugged on his jeans. “No, not you.” I laughed. “Dana, are you coming?” When she didn’t answer, I glanced over at her.

      Dana’s gaze was glued to Skater Boy, her eyes roaming over his body like he was a steak dinner. “It really should be a crime to cover up that body,” she sighed, shaking her head and falling back on the bed.

      She was right, but I couldn’t say so, not out loud. “Dana!” I yelled.

      “What?” She sat back up.

      “Focus.”

      Her blue eyes met mine. “Oh, yeah, right. Boring ass bridal buffet with rich bitches? Uh, hell no.”

      I searched my room for clothes. “Well, I have to go. Where are my keys?” I stopped mid-motion, staring up at Skater Boy. “Oh my God. Please tell me I didn’t drive drunk last night, did I?”

      “No, we took a cab,” he said.

      Random memories of last night flashed through my mind. “We took that ridiculous Hummer to the club. Shit. My car’s still at the pole dancing studio,” I said to myself.

      “The what?” Skater Boy laughed, pulling his shirt over his broad chest.

      It was unbelievable how putting on clothes could be so sexy. Watching Skater Boy get dressed was one of the most erotic things I’d ever seen. God, I was pathetic. Dana was right, I needed more experience with men.

      “Yeah,” Dana said, “she went to a pole dancing class last night.”

      “You take pole dancing classes?” He tugged on his boots, tying the laces before glancing at me.

      His blue eyes caught mine and I was lost. Again. God, he was gorgeous.

      “That’s kind of hot, Drunk Girl.” He smirked with that trademark sideways grin.

      My heart tripped in my chest. Parts of my body that had lain dormant for too long began to burn with desire.

      “Actually, it’s way hot,” he added with a wink.

      “Oh, you should see her,” Dana said.

      “Shut up, Dana.”

      “She doesn’t need any lessons,” Dana continued, unfazed by my warning. “Hell, Hindley could⁠—”

      “Dana! Enough!”

      They both stared at me, eyes wide. I rarely shouted. I didn’t care though. This guy was a stranger to me. He didn’t need to know anything about me, especially since he was leaving soon.

      “Sorry,” I said, “I just…I need to go. Dana, can you give me a ride?”

      “Uh, sure. What about you, Tat?” She glanced at Skater Boy. “You need a ride?”

      “If you’re going my way, sure, that would be great.”

      “Oh, I’ll definitely go your way,” Dana said, wiggling her brows.

      Skater Boy stood, laughing as he smoothed over his clothes. “I think one missed opportunity last night is more than my delicate ego can handle today.”

      Dana snapped her fingers. “Damn. I was so close.”

      “Give me five minutes, Dana,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll go put some coffee on,” she said as she left the room.

      Skater Boy and I stood alone. The silence between us grew awkward.

      I pulled a skirt over my bare legs. “Hey, I’m sorry about last night.”

      His eyes roamed my body but oddly enough I didn’t mind. Actually, I kind of liked it.

      I selected a top from my closet and reached to remove my tank top. A wave of self-consciousness washed over me and I stopped. I stared at Skater Boy, silently asking him to turn around.

      “You’re funny.” He chuckled as he turned his back.

      I tore off my tank top and wiggled into the blouse, tucking it into my skirt as if I were being timed for a game show. “Why am I funny?” I asked, walking over to the dresser. I refused to look at my reflection. Instead, I picked up a brush and tried to run it through my tangled hair. God, I was a mess.

      “We slept together all night,” Skater Boy said, “in our underwear. And now you want me to turn my back so I don’t see you in your bra?”

      “Well, technically, we didn’t see each other in our underwear.”

      “Oh, I saw you.”

      I turned, mouth gaping.

      He stared at me, totally serious. And hot as hell.

      I swallowed hard then twirled on my heels so he wouldn’t see me blush. “Yeah, about that,” I said.

      “What?” His warm breath caressed my neck.

      I shivered. Shit. He was right behind me, literally breathing down my neck. And I liked it. I held my breath, wondering what he’d do next.

      His fingertips slowly grazed the bare skin on my neck.

      I startled. His touch sent a current of need surging through my body. What the hell was that?

      Oh, God, did he want sex? Now? Maybe he was pissed I hadn’t put out last night.

      I swatted his hand away and turned to face him. “What are you doing?”

      “Your tag.” He reached around to tuck the label back into my shirt. “It was hanging out.”

      “You could have just told me,” I said, fumbling nervously with the tag. This man stirred things inside me that were better left unmoved.

      He remained silent.

      I looked up, not surprised to see his smile had fallen, his blue eyes darker now. I’d offended him. That had never been my intent, I’d meant to protect myself.

      He’d been nothing but nice to me this morning. Hell, he’d brought me home last night when I’d been too drunk to take care of myself. He’d obviously taken care of me when no one else would, staying with me all night to ensure my safety.

      I was being a bitch.

      I reached out and took his hands in mine, mindlessly rubbing my thumb over his knuckles. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, squeezing his fingers.

      He tugged me close to his body, wrapping one hand around my waist.

      I was surprised at how natural it felt to be in his arms. We fit.

      I melted into his embrace.

      He gazed down at me, his blue eyes locked on mine, lost in thought.

      “So, what, you two going to finally consummate this one-night stand?” Dana said.

      Skater Boy released me and we both stepped back as if we’d been electrocuted.

      “Come on, shake a leg, ho,” Dana said. “We have ten minutes to get you to Bitchville, USA.” Just as quickly as she’d entered, Dana disappeared.

      We stood alone again, staring awkwardly at one another.

      I drew in a breath to speak but Skater Boy broke our gaze and walked toward the door. I didn’t want him to leave. Not yet. I had an overwhelming need to touch him. So I did. I grabbed his muscled arm. God, his skin felt good against mine.

      He stared down at my hand.

      “Hey,” I whispered.

      His eyes met mine, his pupils flared.

      A sharp pang of desire burned in my chest. “I, I, just wanted to say thanks, for last night. I appreciate you taking care of me.”

      He tilted his head, his eyes narrowed, forehead creased. “Why do I feel like thanking me might have been one of the hardest things you’ve ever done?”

      I stared at him with a dazed look. How had he read me so well? I prided myself on keeping my emotions hidden from strangers.

      “Probably because it was,” I said, pushing past him. In that moment, I felt more vulnerable fully dressed than I had lying next to him in my underwear.

      I raced toward the bathroom, shutting the door to escape his scrutiny. He could see me, the real me, the parts of me I’d worked hard to keep hidden. I could never afford to be that vulnerable again. I knew in my heart I wouldn’t survive, and so did the people closest to me.
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      “Everybody in?” Dana slammed the door of her fire-engine red BMW convertible.

      “Nice car,” Skater Boy said, folding his long, lean legs into the back.

      “Thanks. It was a gift from my parents.” Dana winked at me.

      I rolled my eyes. This was no gift. It was an inheritance, one bequeathed to her too early.

      Dana twisted in her seat and peered back at Skater Boy. “Got enough room back there, One-Nighter?”

      “Here, I can switch with you,” I offered, reaching for the door handle.

      “No, forget it. I’m fine,” Skater Boy said. He looked at Dana. “What did you just call me?”

      “Oh, uh, sorry,” Dana said. “I still don’t know your name so I called you One-Nighter.” She flicked her thumb in my direction. “You know, my girl’s first one-night stand.”

      “Dana!” I hit her square in the arm with my fist.

      Skater Boy laughed. “Well, I guess since we didn’t actually have sex last night, you can call me Rory instead.”

      “Ah, man, no sex?” Dana pouted.

      “Nope, not even a good feel.” He laughed.

      Dana dropped her head and let out a deep sigh. “Damn it.”

      “Call me old fashioned,” Skater Boy said, “but I prefer my one-night stands alive and alert so we can both enjoy the evening.”

      My mouth fell open and I turned and stared in disbelief. Was he serious?

      His full lips curled into a delicious smile as his blue eyes locked on mine.

      My stomach fluttered. It actually fluttered.

      “Might want to close that.” He reached out and slipped his hand under my chin. His thumb caressed my cheek as he lifted my jaw, closing my mouth.

      I swallowed, my eyes wide. He was good. I flipped around in my seat before I did something stupid, like crawl into the back and kiss him.

      Dana pulled out onto the street. “I like you, Rory. And your real name is much sexier than One-Nighter.”

      “Rory,” I whispered under my breath, letting his name roll off my tongue. I twisted off the cap to my water bottle and took a sip.

      “Hey, Rory?” Dana said.

      “Yes?”

      She stared at him in the rearview mirror. “I’m alive and alert and I can promise to stay that way until tonight. Want to have a go?”

      Rory bellowed with laughter, his amusement so infectious I snorted and choked on my water. He had a great laugh.

      “Is she always this bad?” he asked me.

      I wiped my mouth with my shoulder as I glanced back at him. “Worse sometimes I’m afraid.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah, you try being best friend sometime.”

      “You know you love me, Drunk Girl.” Dana hit my arm with her elbow.

      “I do. Lord only knows why, but I do.”

      We drove the short distance to the restaurant in comfortable silence. I needed quiet time to mentally prepare for the shit storm I was about to walk into.

      Geneva and fifty of her “closest” friends were gathering for a bridal luncheon. As if she wasn’t spending enough money on this mammoth wedding already, my mother had insisted Geneva have a pre-wedding party too. A luncheon for “just the girls,” as she had explained to Paul. The problem was, I didn’t know three-quarters of the girls attending. The small amount I did know, I couldn’t stand.

      “Hey, Skater Boy, what are you doing tonight?” Dana asked.

      “Are you asking me to be your one-nighter?” Rory said, his deep voice resonating between my legs.

      Holy shit.

      “You wish.” Dana winked at him in the rearview mirror. “Nah, I was going to tell you that you should come to this farce of a wedding tonight. As Hindley’s date.”

      I glared at Dana.

      As usual, she ignored me, keeping her gaze squarely on the road.

      “You mean, Drunk Girl?” Rory said.

      I turned in my seat to face him. “Why do you keep calling me Drunk Girl? I don’t like it.”

      “Um…because you were drunk off your ass last night and I didn’t know your name. I didn’t think Shit Faced would be very appropriate.”

      Dana snorted.

      My face flamed with embarrassment and I turned to stare out the front windshield.

      “You seemed classier than that, Drunk Girl,” he added.

      I gritted my teeth.

      Dana burst into laughter, jerking the car. “Classic, One-Nighter. I love it.”

      Oh, no, they were bonding. This wasn’t good.

      “Well, my name is Hindley,” I said. “You can call me Hindley from now on.”

      “Jeez, what crawled up your ass all of a sudden?” Rory said.

      I twisted in my seat. “What did you just say?”

      “Your ass,” he said. “What crawled up it?”

      “Forgive her, One-Nighter,” Dana said. “She’s just pissy because this is going to be a shit day for her. That’s why I thought you being there would make it easier for her. I mean, who wouldn’t feel better looking at you all day.”

      I rolled my eyes. My stomach lurched and I swallowed down the bile climbing my throat. I couldn’t tell if the rumbling in my gut was the tequila from last night or the fact that what Dana had said was true. Skater Boy was a dream to look at. Having him close may not be a good idea though.

      “We’re here, kids.” Dana shouted.

      Her voice twisted through my skull like a dull knife. My head fell back on the seat as I stared out of the passenger side window. Unlike Dana, I wasn’t used to hangovers. I rarely drank to excess. I hated that out-of-control feeling.

      I stared blankly at the restaurant in front of us. How the hell was I going to make it through the next twelve hours of my life? I’d never survive. Geneva had already made sure of it.

      A few weeks ago, my mother had told me that Geneva’s fiancé was friends with an old boyfriend of mine. My face had gone ashen at the mention of Chris Putman’s name. I had no choice but to tell her the story of how he’d humiliated me in front of half the student body in college by calling out my virginity. He accused me of being a prick tease just because I wouldn’t sleep with him.

      The minute Geneva had discovered Chris was the guy who’d broken my heart, she decided he had to be in the wedding. She was just being a bitch, as usual, doing anything she could to make my life a living hell.

      I’d tried not to think about my reunion with Chris for the past few weeks but now, sitting in front of the restaurant just hours before Geneva’s wedding, I had no choice. Today was going to suck balls.

      Someone’s hand squeezed my shoulder.

      “Is everything okay?” Skater Boy’s voice called from the backseat.

      I looked down and noticed Rory was squeezing my shoulder.

      I’d almost forgotten he was here.

      Dana patted my thigh affectionately. “You’ll be all right, sweetie. Deep breaths,” she encouraged.

      Rory released my shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I stared at Dana, pleading with her not to say anything about Chris.

      Dana glanced over her shoulder at Rory. “There’s a shit load of high maintenance bitches inside, waiting to eat her ass alive.” Thankfully Dana didn’t share more.

      “When I know I’m going to be around a bunch of douche bags, and I get nervous, I always think of the time Timmy Dubowski pissed himself during recess and I always feel better,” Rory said.

      “What?” I laughed. Dana and I both turned to face him. “Okay, I have to hear this story.”

      “Me too,” Dana said, clutching the seat back.

      “Well,” Rory said, smirking. He hadn’t even started and I could already tell he was a talented storyteller.  “You see, Timmy Dubowski was a douche bag. He was big, fat, and mean. He bullied everyone on the playground, stole their money, their dolls, you name it, he took it.”

      Dana giggled. “You had dolls?”

      Rory crossed his arms over his broad chest. The muscles in his forearms flexed and his full lips curled into that trademark smirk.

      Oh, my damn.

      “I plead the fifth.” Rory laughed.

      I smiled, realizing Skater Boy had a playful side. Now I was more curious than ever. “So, what happened, to Tommy I mean?” I asked.

      “It’s Timmy,” he corrected.

      “Oh, sorry.”

      “You’re forgiven.” He smiled and his eyes danced with amusement. The sexual innuendo in his voice lit my body on fire. As if reading my thoughts, he winked. He. Winked. At me.

      Who knew something as simple as a wink could turn me on so much? It wasn’t really the wink, but the promise the expression made. Of what, I had no idea.

      Rory cleared his throat. “So anyway,” he started again, “Timmy was untouchable, or so we thought. One day after school, I overheard Timmy’s mom talking to our teacher. She was yelling, telling the teacher that the school had to get an exterminator out there as soon as possible.”

      “Why?” I asked, surprised by the eagerness in my voice. Skater Boy’s story captivated me.

      “Timmy had been out of school for two days,” Rory said. “The entire playground was so peaceful and calm without him around to terrorize us. Kids were playing and laughing. It was like heaven.”

      “Where was Timmy?” Dana asked.

      “According to his mom, Timmy was deathly afraid of spiders. Apparently, he’d seen some in the classroom. He told his mommy he wouldn’t go back to school until they got rid of them.”

      I laughed at his high-pitched tone.

      “Well, right then and there,” Rory said, “I devised a plan with my best pal, Jeremy.”

      I glanced over at Dana.

      She leaned forward, her eyes wide. She was just as enthralled by Rory’s story.

      “So, what did you do?” I asked.

      “After school that day, we went to the store and bought up a shit load of plastic spiders.” Rory smiled deviously. “I wanted to dump them all in his desk, but Jeremy said that wouldn’t be good enough. He wanted the entire school to see Timmy freak out. Jeremy convinced to put all the spiders on the playground so everyone could watch.”

      “So, what happened next?” Dana asked.

      “When Timmy finally got back to school the next week, I snuck out of class a few minutes early before recess and covered the sand under the playscape with a ton of spiders. Hell, even I freaked out a little, they looked so real.” Rory chuckled, obviously reliving the moment.

      Dana and I giggled.

      “I stood there waiting.” Rory rubbed his hands, a gleam in his eyes. “And then Timmy came barreling through the doors with the other kids. He thumped a kid on the head and tripped another guy. God, he was such an asshole.” Rory scowled, his voice thick with anger.

      I realized in that moment that Rory was a protector. He’d taken care of me last night, kept me out of harm’s way. And now, his childhood story confirmed that he’d been doing it most of his life.

      I rarely let others take care of me. Even those close to me. It made me uncomfortable to rely on others. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was anyone in Rory’s life who protected him. I brushed the thought aside and focused on Rory. His bright blue eyes sparkled with amusement as he recounted the story.

      “Then what happened?” I asked.

      “I yelled at him, ‘Hey asshole! Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?’ That douche bag stared at me like he couldn’t believe I’d talked to him like that. No one ever dared speak to him like that. He looked ready to kick my ass.”

      Dana laughed. “I know a few assholes like that.”

      “Me too,” I said. “So, did he, kick your ass that is?”

      Rory grunted. “Please. As if. No, Timmy marched over like he was going to kick my ass. As soon as he got closer, I backed up so he would follow me under the playscape. All the kids circled around him to make sure he had no escape.”

      “Oh, Lord.” Dana glanced at me. “This is going to be good.”

      “Yeah, it is.” Rory nodded. “Finally, when Timmy had almost reached me, I looked down and shouted, ‘Oh my God! Spiders!’ I pointed down at the sand and started jumping around like I was on fire.” Rory roared with laughter.

      Dana and I joined in, snorting.

      “I swear,” Rory clutched his stomach, “it was like slow motion animation, watching Timmy look down at the sand before he let out the most god-awful, blood-curdling scream I’d ever heard. He couldn’t move, he just stood there crying. Then that’s when it happened.”

      “What happened?” I asked breathlessly.

      “Timmy Dubowski peed all over himself.” Rory laughed hysterically, rolling in the backseat.

      Dana and I burst into a fit of uncontrolled giggles.

      “Oh my God, it was so funny,” Rory stuttered through his laughter, barely able to get the words out. “All the kids pointed at Timmy and laughed. I almost felt sorry for the dipshit. But then I saw the boy who Timmy had tripped earlier, blood running down his elbow. That’s when I realized, it was all worth it. Once an asshole, always an asshole, I always say.”

      I wiped the tears from my eyes and tried to catch my breath. “That’s a great story. I think it might help me if I picture Geneva peeing all over her wedding gown.”

      Dana roared with laughter. “That would be some funny shit.”

      “Well, if that doesn’t help,” Rory stuck his hand between the front seats, “you can have this.”

      I glanced down and saw a small plastic spider sitting in his palm. “You actually still have them?”

      “Not all of them,” he said. “I’ve lost a few and given some away. You never know when you’re going to run into a Timmy Dubowski, right?”

      I stared up into his eyes, a mesmerizing mix of azure blue and copper, rimmed with chocolate brown. The compassion I saw overwhelmed me and my heart ached from his act of kindness. Had any stranger ever cared about me this much? I reached out and took the spider in my hand, clutching it close to my chest. His gift was perhaps one of the nicest things anyone had ever given me.

      I drew my gaze away from his, staring down at the spider in my hand. Suddenly I realized how symbolic this gesture was for him. Rory was giving me a part of himself that he hoped would give me strength.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. I peeked at him through my lashes, not surprised to find him carefully studying me.

      “No problem.” He winked with a sideways smile.

      A spark of desire shot from my core and ran all the way to my fingertips, burning me from the inside out.

      “Everyone needs a little help now and then, right?” he asked in a husky voice.

      We sat in silence, staring at each other for a long moment. We were survivors, Rory and me. In that moment I’d never wanted to kiss anyone more than I did this man. Skater Boy.

      I jumped when a loud bang shook the car.

      “What the fuck, Hindley? It’s ten minutes after eleven.”

      I turned and saw Geneva standing outside the passenger door, glaring at me through my window.

      “Here we go,” I sighed, tugging on the door handle and pushing it open. I stepped out of the car, preparing myself for Geneva’s wrath.

      “I ask you for one thing, Hindley, one fucking thing.” Geneva shoved her pointer finger in my face. “Not to be late today. And what do you do? You screw it up and ruin my day.”

      I stood silently. I’d learned a long time ago that the best way to shut Geneva Barton up was to let her burn out on her own. Giving Geneva any excuses for my tardiness would only extend her tirade. I stared down at the black asphalt, resigning myself to the fact that this was one of many outbursts I’d endure today. I’d suck it up, knowing the less I said, the less she’d attack me.

      “Maybe if you hadn’t been so busy getting completely trashed last night this wouldn’t have happened,” she said.

      My stomach burned with hot anger. I swallowed down my words, along with the bile threatening to spew all over her expensive pantsuit.

      Then it happened.

      I felt him before I heard him, his presence enveloping me like a warm blanket.

      “Maybe if you wouldn’t have left her all alone outside a nightclub, where some random dude tried to shove her in a cab and would have probably raped her if I hadn’t shown up, this wouldn’t have happened. Ever think about that?” Rory’s deep voice growled from behind me.

      I turned.

      Skater Boy glared at Geneva, just begging her to say something. He was defending me, just like Dana always did, a feat I’d never mastered myself. I wondered why I’d always felt the need to keep the peace in my family.

      When I heard nothing from Geneva, I turned.

      Instead of the usual menacing gaze she always gave me, she was smiling at Rory. Her eyes swept over his body in a predatory fashion. You’d never know she was about to get married in less than six hours by the way she was molesting him with her eyes.

      Geneva pushed past me and stopped directly in front of Rory.

      “And who might you be?” she asked, her voice raspy and sensual.

      This was her predatory voice, the one she used to lure in the prey. Rory didn’t stand a chance. He’d fall into Geneva’s trap just like all the other guys I’d ever shown an interest in.

      “I’m her date for the evening,” Rory said without missing a beat.

      Wait? My what?

      Geneva pointed at me, her face wrinkled like she’d sucked on a lemon. “You’re going with her?”

      “Yep.” Rory smiled.

      “Why?” Geneva threw her head back, her lip curling.

      “Look at her.” Rory moved his hand up and down my body, his eyes drinking me in. Slowly, his delicious lips curled into a devilish smile.

      I sang inwardly at the joy of being the object of his affection. He was picking me. Me. Not Geneva.

      “She’s a knock out,” Rory said. “Hell, I’m just happy she said yes. She’s totally out of my league.” Rory’s eyes locked on mine, holding my gaze.

      He was serious.  He actually thought he wasn’t good enough for me.

      “You can’t be serious,” Geneva said, eyes wide. “Her?”

      “Oh, I most certainly am serious.” Rory snaked one arm around my waist, pulling me close.

      I instinctively wrapped both my arms around his lean torso. God, his hard body felt good against mine. I marveled at how well we fit together.

      I took a moment to commit every detail to memory. This moment was surreal. I was Cinderella, and the wicked stepmother—or stepsister in this case—was getting kicked in the stomach by Prince Charming.

      Geneva’s eyes narrowed, her nose wrinkled as her cosmetically-altered lips curled with disgust. The look was priceless, one I hadn’t seen in a long time.

      Skater Boy leaned closer, his jaw flexed. He wasn’t done with Geneva yet.

      “Don’t you have a groom, or a bridesmaid, or a photographer somewhere to bitch at instead of Hindley?” He shooed her away with the flick of his wrist, like she was a pesky gnat.

      I bit back a laugh.

      Wait, he’d remembered my name. And it sounded delectable from his mouth.

      Geneva’s cheeks flushed red and her jaw tightened. No one ever dared talk to Geneva Barton that way. God, I’d never wanted a camera so bad in my life.

      Rory’s arm tightened around my waist as he glared at Geneva. I could hear his silent words. Go on, nobody wants you.

      Even if Skater Boy drove off right this very second and I never saw him again, I would remember this moment forever. It was the first time I could ever recall that Geneva Barton wasn’t going to get what she wanted. Rory wanted me, not her.

      I tightened my hold around Rory, dragging him closer as we stood here together. I silently dared Geneva to say another word. Today, I was getting the prize, and he came in the form of a gorgeous, sexy-as-sin man.

      Steam practically spewed from Geneva’s ears, she was so livid.

      I laughed to myself. If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn I saw piss running down the side of Geneva Barton’s over-priced, ivory linen pants.
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      Dana’s Beemer shook as I slammed the door shut. I was furious with Hindley’s sister for making her feel like shit.

      Geneva was a bully, just like Timmy Dubowski, and there was nothing I hated more. I hoped Hindley would find a way to shove that spider somewhere in that bitch’s lunch, or preferably up her ass.

      I touched the spot on my cheek where Hindley’s lips had kissed me moments earlier. Closing my eyes, I remembered her beautiful smile as she’d steadied herself on my shoulders.

      I’d inhaled her scent, my arm tightening around her waist.

      She’d stretched up on her toes and leaned in close, to whisper in my ear. “I owe you one.”

      My dick had gone hard as stone. Images of her body⁠—

      “Hello,” Dana yelled beside me. “Earth to Rory.”

      I jumped in my seat. “What?” Shit, where was I?

      “So, you going tonight?”

      “Going where?”

      “To the wedding?”

      “Oh, umm…I don’t know.” Did I want to get involved in this family’s shit show? Probably not.

      “But you just told Geneva you were Hindley’s date for the evening. I think those were your exact words.”

      Shit, had I really said that? I’d been so furious with Geneva, I wanted to protect Hindley.

      “You have to go, man,” Dana’s said. She sounded desperate and her plea hit me hard in the gut. “If you don’t show up, Geneva will crucify her.”

      “Why?”

      “Geneva hates Hindley.”

      “But they’re sisters.”

      “By marriage only,” Dana said, her lips pursed.

      “Why does Hindley hate her sister?”

      “Stepsister,” she corrected. “Don’t ever call Geneva Hindley’s sister in front of her or she’ll rip you a new one.”

      “Which one, Hindley or Geneva?”

      “Both.”

      “Wow. They hate each other that much?” I definitely did not want to get involved.

      “Geneva hates Hindley. Always has, ever since their parents got together years ago.” Dana shook her head. “I don’t know why. Geneva’s pretty much gotten anything she’s ever wanted, the spoiled little bitch.”

      “I know why she hates Hindley,” I said quietly.

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      I turned and studied Dana, unaware until that moment how attractive she was.

      Her blue eyes reminded me of glacial water I’d seen once at a competition in Switzerland. Her eyes stood in stark contrast to her olive skin-tone and jet-black hair. The dimples that drilled into her cheeks anytime she smiled could slay a man.

      Dana was definitely a hottie by any guy’s standards, but she didn’t hold a candle to Hindley. Not to me anyway.

      Hindley’s long blonde hair and dark chocolate eyes were a startling contrast. And those rosy-red lips practically begged a man to devour her. Just thinking about the smooth, creamy skin of her thighs had me about to lose my shit. I’d had a difficult time sleeping last night, picturing those long, toned legs wrapped around me⁠—

      “Hey!” Dana shouted.

      Shit. I’d done it again.

      “You want her, don’t you?” Dana nudged my arm.

      “No,” I shot back a little too quickly. Maybe I did want her, but I’d never admit it. And I’d never act on it.

      Judging from Hindley’s house last night, it was easy to see the woman was a Brainiac. Her shelves had been stacked full with some of the biggest books I’d ever seen. And her table was littered with all kinds of papers and files, important looking shit, not that I’d read them.

      Dana laughed. “Liar.”

      I stared out the front windshield, afraid I may give myself away if I looked at her. I liked Hindley, more than I should.

      “You should come tonight,” Dana said.

      “You’re wrong, I really shouldn’t.” There were a million reasons why I shouldn’t go to this wedding tonight.

      “Whatever.” Dana pulled out into the road. “Where to?”

      I rattled off Leif’s address and sunk back into my seat, reaching for my phone. I slid my hand into my pocket but instead, found something else—the one reason I knew I should go tonight. Pulling out the spider from my pocket, I opened my hand and stared down.

      “What time should I pick you up tonight, One-Nighter?”

      I glanced over at Dana.

      She was staring down at the spider in my hand, a slow smile spreading across her face. Her blue eyes rolled up to meet mine as two huge dimples appeared on either side of her face.

      Shit.

      Clutching the spider in my hand, I knew in that moment I was going to this fucking wedding, like it or not. If for no other reason than to make sure Hindley was safe. Seeing Geneva piss all over her designer dress would be a bonus.
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        * * *

      

      I squirmed on the wooden pew, tugging at the collar of my shirt. I was going to pass out if this shit didn’t start soon. Well, if I died at least I was in a church.

      “Stop.” Dana swatted my hand away, straightening my tie. “You look good, One-Nighter. Chris is going to have a shit fit. So is Geneva. I can’t wait.” Her shoulders shook with laughter and I couldn’t help but join in. “That bitch has it coming.” Dana was just as protective of Hindley as I was becoming.

      “Chris is her ex, right?”

      She nodded.

      “He’s that bad?”

      “He dumped her in front of half the student body in college on Valentine’s Day. Who the fuck does that?”

      There was a time and a place to cut a woman loose, but in front of a crowd wasn’t one of them.

      “All because she wouldn’t put out. I’d call that a major douche bag, wouldn’t you?”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Totally.”

      “Uh, yeah.” I nodded. “Total asshole.”

      Hindley’s refusal to consummate their relationship had obviously damaged Chris’s delicate ego. He hadn’t wanted to just hurt her, he’d wanted to crush her. What better way to do that than through public humiliation? I hated him already. Bully.

      Digging in my pocket, I rubbed the plastic spider. I silently vowed to shove his dick in the dirt tonight. If for no other reason than to give Hindley the revenge she deserved.

      “Oh, here they come.” Dana rubbed her hands together and rolled her lips like she was about to devour a delicious meal.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. I liked this girl.

      The attendants marched down the aisle and a stab of disappointment hit my chest when I realized I’d only see the backside of Hindley. Well, I wasn’t exactly disappointed. She had an ass that could stop traffic, even on a slow day.

      “This shit is ridiculous,” Dana said.

      The couple in front of us jerked their heads and glared at Dana.

      Dana raised her hands and scowled. “What the fuck are you looking at?”

      They shook their heads and mumbled something about irreverence before turning back to watch the ceremony.

      I chuckled.

      “Now you know why they didn’t invite me.” She laughed.

      “Are we wedding crashers?”

      “No, you’re not. Geneva allowed Hindley to bring one guest. Their parents shelled out an ass-load of money for this shin-dig, so I said, fuck it, I’m going.”

      “Are you her one guest?”

      “I was.” She smiled deviously. “But now that Hindley brought you, I couldn’t resist showing up for the show.”

      “What show?”

      Dana glanced up at me through her long, dark lashes and laughed, almost cackling. She was definitely a witch, a good witch, but still.

      A surge of anxiety shot through my body, similar to the one I experienced right before a competition.

      Dana stiffened next to me. “I can’t believe that bitch did this,” she said through gritted teeth as she lifted up to see over the couple in front of us. “She must have changed the lineup today.”

      “What are you talking about?” I searched the church.

      “Up there.” Dana nodded toward the front. “Hindley was supposed to be the second bridesmaid in the lineup. Her mom arranged the girls in order of height. But obviously Geneva changed them up at the last minute. Now Hindley is the last bridesmaid. That bitch,” Dana growled.

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Geneva paired Hindley with Chris.”

      “Who?”

      She glared at me over her shoulder as if I was clueless, which I was. “The douche bag who dumped Hindley in college.” She snapped several times. “Keep up, man.”

      “Her sister actually knows the douche bag?”

      “Geneva’s fiancé does, supposedly.” Dana rolled her eyes. “Geneva couldn’t wait to put that asshole in the wedding party once she found out Chris had humiliated Hindley. That slut did this on purpose. Now Hindley has to actually lock arms with that prick and wear a smile on her face while doing it.” She shook her head. “Fucking whore. I’m going to kill Geneva, I don’t care what Hindley says.”

      I made a mental note never to piss off Dana. “Calm down, tiger.” I placed my hand on her shoulder and gently pushed her down into her seat.

      Thankfully, the ceremony concluded quickly. When the minister pronounced the couple man and wife, they turned to face the crowd. Everyone cheered like they were at the Super Bowl. Geneva and her groom quickly descended the stairs and rushed down the aisle toward the back of the church as if the place was on fire.

      Just as they reached our row, I noticed Geneva slow. She turned her head toward me and…winked.

      What the fuck? Had she winked at me? I glanced behind me. Nope, no one. She’d definitely been winking at me, on her wedding day. This was seriously one fucked up chick.

      I shook my head in disbelief and focused on the remainder of the wedding party now marching down the aisle. As each couple approached, my body vibrated with anticipation as I waited for Hindley.

      Finally, she appeared, like a goddess. She was breathtaking, dressed in a corseted, strapless dress the color of a new copper penny. The design showcased her perky tits and small waist. Her long blonde hair fell over her bare shoulders in thick waves. Unfortunately, the dress fell to the floor, covering her best assets. Her long, lean legs.

      My fingers twitched as I remembered the delicious softness of those smooth legs under my hands when I’d accidentally grazed mine against them last night. Okay, so maybe not so accidentally. My dick swelled thinking of how much I’d wanted to suck and lick those pretty little blue toes. Right before I threw her legs over my shoulders and⁠—

      “Oh, shit.” Dana shoved my arm. “She’s not doing well.”

      I focused on her face. Lines creased her forehead and the edges of eyes. She looked paler than normal. My gaze moved to her partner and instantly I understood the reason for her distress.

      The Douche Bag.

      He clutched her arm, rubbing her hand as he gazed down at her like he wanted to eat her alive.

      Fucker.

      Now I was glad I’d come. My need to protect Hindley wasn’t surprising, but the twinge of jealousy in my chest was.

      As if hearing my silent thoughts, Hindley turned her head, her gaze finding mine as our eyes locked. Her full lips spread into a magnificent smile and her dark brown eyes sparkled, lighting up her entire countenance.

      God, she was beautiful, inside and out.

      My own face split wide with a huge, dopey grin. A surge of desire shot through my veins. My body thrummed with excitement, the high better than any drug I’d ever taken or any contest I’d ever won.

      “So, where’s the reception?” I asked Dana, never taking my eyes off Hindley until she’d escaped through the back door.

      “Dude, what the hell was that?”

      “What was what?” I looked down at Dana.

      “What the fuck just happened between the two of you?”

      The high from earlier evaporated. “Nothing,” I said.

      Nothing could happen between us. As much as my body desired Hindley, my mind warned me not to try. We were from different worlds. I didn’t need the drama of her life, and I’d never burden her with the secrets of mine.

      “Nothing,” I repeated. “It was nothing.”

      I sat back on the pew, releasing a heavy sigh. Sitting in a church where most people found peace, I’d never felt more defeated in my life.
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      As we stepped into the grand ballroom of one of Austin’s most exclusive hotels, I realized Dana hadn’t lied. Hindley’s parents had spared no expense for this wedding. I’d never seen anything like it.

      Tables lined the entire ballroom, each covered with a starched, white linen table cloths. Massive flower arrangements, some almost as tall as I was, sat in the center of each table. They looked more fitting for a casket than a wedding.

      Yards and yards of satiny material billowed from the ceiling, tied together in the center by a huge crystal chandelier. Soft pink lights strategically placed around the perimeter gave the room the feel of a sexy jazz night club.

      At the front of the room, I noticed a stage and dance floor. The letters G and S were illuminated on the center with specialized lighting. Good God, these people had more money than sense.

      The inadequacies of my childhood washed over me and threatened to pull me under. I seriously considered bolting. Then Hindley’s beautiful face flashed in my mind, those chocolate brown eyes holding me captive. I had to see her one more time.

      I walked up to a table just outside the ballroom and froze.

      “Name please?” a young brunette sitting behind the table asked.

      A cold sweat broke out on my forehead as I fisted my hands. These were name cards.

      “Don’t bother looking for yours,” Dana said, strolling up beside me.

      “What?”

      “They just added you today so you won’t find your place card here.”

      “What are you talking about?” God, I was stuttering, I was so nervous.

      “Your table assignment,” she said, nodding toward the cards. “Haven’t you ever been to a wedding before?”

      “Yeah, but they were usually at a courthouse or somebody’s backyard.”

      She laughed but stopped abruptly. She covered her mouth when I stared down at her. “Oh, shit, you’re serious?”

      I nodded.

      Her blue eyes went wide. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “It’s all right.” I was used to being judged. I could tell from Dana’s expression she’d meant no harm.

      “Come on.” She grasped my hand and pulled me toward the end of the second table. “Here. You look in this row for my name and I’ll look in these over on the other table. I think they’re in alphabetical order. It’s Dana Di Grazio. D-I capital G-R…”

      Her words faded away, deafened by the pounding of my heart. My palms broke out in a cold sweat. “Uh, I have to take a leak,” I mumbled. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Oh, here it is.” She held up a place card, waving it in the air. “We’re at table fourteen. I’ll see you inside.”

      “I’ll follow you in.”

      She glanced back at me, her brows furrowed. “I thought you had to pee.”

      “Well, I don’t want to miss seeing Hindley come in.”

      She smiled, deep dimples drilled into each cheek. “I bet you don’t, One-Nighter. If y’all didn’t have sex last night, you sure as hell did back in that church.” She giggled. “How sacrilegious. I loved it. Maybe I should start going back to church.”

      I chuckled. Dana was bad, in a good way, and I was already falling a little in love with her, in a sisterly sort of way. My chest clenched at the thought of sisters, but before my thoughts could spiral into darkness, the DJ announced the happy couple had finally arrived.

      I turned my attention to the back of the room and searched the large crowd of attendants. Finally, I saw her and my breath caught. She was even more beautiful close up.

      Hindley searched the room like I had moments before, her brows furrowed. Was she looking for me? God, I hoped so.

      Look at me, I called out silently.

      As if hearing my plea, her eyes found mine. A slow smile spread across her face as she walked toward me. She jerked to a stop just before she’d reached me, as if she’d slammed into an invisible wall.

      “You came,” she said softly, staring up at me.

      I couldn’t tell if it was a statement or a question.

      “Yeah.” I smiled. “I did.”

      Her face washed red as she stared down at the carpet. Was she being shy now?

      I lifted her head with my finger and waited for her eyes to meet mine. “I had to get my spider back.”

      She giggled.

      Something prickled in my chest at the sound of her laughter. Warning bells sounded in my head. I was quickly becoming addicted to this girl. Her ability to quiet my racing mind was unnerving.

      “Or did you already use it?” I asked.

      “I’ll never tell.” She moved in closer, leaning against me.

      The scent of her perfume tickled my nose. Fuck, she even smelled amazing.

      “But if I were you,” she whispered, “I’d stay away from the wedding cake.”

      I pressed my hands to my legs to keep them from grabbing her by the waist and sweeping upstairs to one of the hotel rooms. My desire to fuck her senseless in all kinds of crazy ways that I knew would drive us both insane was slowly taking over.

      “You didn’t!” Dana shrieked.

      Hindley shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe.” She and Dana burst into laughter.

      I stood stock still, willing my dick to calm the fuck down. There was a bar in the back of the room. Maybe a walk around the place would help cool my libido. Besides, Hindley could probably use a little liquid courage.

      “You guys want something to drink?” I asked.

      Dana grinned, a deviant twinkle in her blue eyes. “Why don’t y’all get me a bottle of the most expensive champagne you can find?”

      “You know Paul is paying for this wedding, not Geneva?” Hindley asked.

      “In that case, give the bottle to Geneva.” Her smile grew as she leaned in closer. “But be sure to shake it up first then point the bottle right at that bitch’s smug face before you pop the cork.”

      “Dana.” Hindley swatted her arm. “It’s her wedding day.”

      Dana rolled her eyes. “Oh, please, like this shit is going to last. Besides, she deserves a lot worse than champagne in the face for that little stunt she pulled with Chris.”

      Hindley stiffened and her smile fell.

      I slipped my hand into hers and gently squeezed. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Hindley looked down at our joined hands, her long lashes spread across her cheeks like dark fans. Slowly her gaze swept up my body, drinking in every inch of me.

      I swallowed down my desire and forced my dick into submission.

      When her eyes finally met mine, she sucked in a breath. Her chest rose high, accentuating those perfect tits in her corseted dress. Her examination of my body was one of the most erotic things I’d ever seen or been a part of in my life—and I’d done some crazy shit, so that was saying something. Everything from my waist down cried out in agony, begging for release.

      “You two are doing it again,” Dana said.

      “Doing what?” Hindley asked.

      Dana nodded toward us. “Optic copulation. You were doing it at the church too.”

      Hindley’s brows pinched together. “Optic what?”

      “Optic copulation. Eye fucking each other.”

      “Dana,” Hindley growled, her eyes darting around the room.

      “What? I’m not the one doing it. Unfortunately.” Her shoulders sagged.

      I bit back a laugh, but failed, chuckling under my breath.

      Hindley narrowed her eyes. “Don’t encourage her.”

      Apparently, Hindley didn’t see the humor. That only made me laugh harder.

      “Come on.” She tugged on my hand. After several steps, she glanced back at me. Her long blonde hair slid over her bare shoulder and tumbled down her bare back, caressing her ivory skin. I’d never been more jealous of hair in my life.

      I’d been wrong earlier. This moment, this woman—walking gracefully across a room, so completely unaware of her own sensuality—was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen. My half-mast cock was now flying at full-staff. A raging hard-on pressed painfully against the zipper of my dress pants.

      Hindley nodded toward Dana, unaware of my discomfort. “I’m sorry about her.”

      I couldn’t answer, I couldn’t think. All the blood from my brain was pulsating in my dick. Hindley was like a wet dream come to life.

      Had it really been less than twenty-four hours since this girl had been down on all fours in front of me, puking her guts up all over the sidewalk? I realized in that moment, Hindley had been just as appealing to me last night, drunk as a skunk as she was right now. Her beauty transcended the physical realm.

      “Rory?”

      God, my name rolling off her tongue was like healing music, better than any song I’d ever downloaded.

      “Rory,” she said louder, tugging my hand.

      “Oh, uh,” I stuttered like a horny teen, “I’m sorry.”

      “This is my stepfather, Paul Barton.”

      Stepfather? Did she just say stepfather? Oh, fuck me.

      “Paul, this is Rory.”

      I shook my head like a cartoon character trying to clear my mind.

      “Hello, Rory.”

      Oh, shit. What was I supposed to say now? It wasn’t like I could tell him what was really on my mind.

      Hello, sir, it’s nice to meet you. I was just eye fuckin’ your daughter two minutes ago and fantasizing about dragging her upstairs and sinking my dick in her so far she wouldn’t walk straight for a week.

      No. Definitely couldn’t say that.

      I glanced down and saw his hand held out. Jeez, how long had he been standing there like a dope?

      I grasped his hand and shook. “Hello, sir.” My voice cracked like a pubescent boy.

      He gave me one solid shake that was firm but not overbearing.

      I studied Hindley’s father. He was a well-built man with thick, dark hair graying on the edges. He wasn’t as tall as me, but he was in decent shape and could definitely kick my ass. Probably would if he knew what I was fantasizing about doing to his daughter, or her doing to me with those full pink lips.

      As if reading my mind, her father’s grip tightened and I winced. “Does Rory have a last name?” he asked, his eyes never leaving mine.

      Hindley’s eyes widened.

      Shit. She didn’t know my name.

      Paul kept one hand fisted around mine as he brought his other up to my shoulder, squeezing to the point of pain. He leaned in and brought his face closer to mine, speaking slowly and softly. “Perhaps by the end of the evening, you’d be so kind as to properly introduce yourself to my daughter before you peel that banana in your pants and try to feed it to her again, okay, player?” He slapped my shoulder once, releasing my hand and stepping back.

      I stood in stunned silence, praying my mouth wasn’t on the floor. I wasn’t fooling anyone at this fucking wedding, least of all Hindley’s father.

      The worst part of all was the fact that he obviously believed Hindley and I had already slept together, without knowing one another. Anyone could tell just from looking at her that Hindley wasn’t that kind of girl. Me? Well, that was a different story.

      Her father gave me a nod that clearly said, Leave my daughter alone, asshole, before turning toward Hindley, gently caressing her shoulders. “You look stunning tonight, sweetheart. You’re stealing the show.”

      Pride and adoration shone in Paul’s eyes. Hindley was obviously special to him and I’d fucked up, royally. Not that it mattered, I’d already decided Hindley and I had no future. But a guy could dream.

      Paul lightly kissed her cheek and Hindley’s face beamed. She adored her father, anyone within fifty feet could see that.

      “Don’t let her drink too much, Rory,” Paul said, glancing back at me as he let Hindley go. “She doesn’t hold her liquor well.”

      Hindley cut her gaze toward me and we both stifled a laugh. “I don’t think I’ll be drinking again for a while, Paul,” she said.

      “Yes, so I heard.” He winked at Hindley.

      He didn’t seem pissed that his daughter had gotten so shit-faced drunk last night that she’d allowed a total stranger to take her home. In fact, he seemed tickled to know his daughter had tied one on. If he only knew the real story, he wouldn’t be happy at all. Paul would be just as furious as I had been.

      “Well, you two have fun tonight.” Paul’s gaze travelled up and down my body as a slow smirk spread across his face. “But not too much.”

      I laughed to myself. So, Paul Barton had a sense of humor. Good to know.

      “Paul!” Hindley shrieked. “You’re as bad as Dana, I swear.”

      “Nobody’s that bad, Hindley.” Paul snorted.

      Hindley nodded. “True.”

      Paul turned to face me. “Take care of her, Rory With No Last Name.” Before I could respond, Paul Barton disappeared into the sea of guests. And I stood, speechless, trying not to feel like the degenerate that I was.

      “Hey.” Hindley tugged on my hand. “What’s wrong?”

      I looked down at her.

      Her brows were furrowed, her lips pressed tightly together.

      “Nothing.” I shook my head.

      “Please don’t let Paul get to you. He loves intimidating people.” She smiled, patting my chest.

      The warmth from her hand spread through my body, heating up my midsection.

      “He’s a great guy, once you get to know him,” she said.

      “Who?”

      “Paul, silly.” She swatted my chest.

      “Yeah, easy for you to say. You weren’t the one he was grilling.” I rubbed my hand. “And the dude has one hell of a grip.”

      “Well, thankfully for you, you’re not asking for my hand in marriage. You’re just my stand-in guy for tonight, right?”

      Hindley’s words sobered me. I was her stand-in guy, not a stand-up guy. I didn’t belong in her world. I was here to protect her from her bitchy stepsister and jerk-wad of an ex-boyfriend. Nothing more.

      “Oh, no.” She covered her mouth and her eyes went wide. “That came out wrong. I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “Sorry for what? You’re right. It’s not like I’m going to ask you to marry me.” I laughed nervously. “Well, not tonight anyway.”

      Hindley remained quiet for several moments, her eyes searching mine. “You’re not just a stand-in, Rory. Not to me. I hope you know that,” she said quietly, gliding her fingertips up and down my arm.

      Her touch had my dick swelling to painful limits. I wondered what those fingertips would feel like gliding over my bare chest, and lower. Fuck.

      Her brown eyes held mine, the depths of remorse surprising me. “You’re much more than that to me,” she said. “I tried to make a joke but obviously it wasn’t funny and I apologize. I’m not really a funny person. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

      I stared at her, at a loss for words. I wasn’t used to receiving words of apology from women. It was usually me asking for their forgiveness.

      “I do care about you, Rory,” she continued. “And no matter what you tell yourself, I know you care about me too or you wouldn’t be here tonight. Or last night.”

      Hindley was the most genuine, honest, real person I’d met in a long time.

      I didn’t respond. I had no smart-ass comeback or words of self-deprecating sarcasm. Instead, I turned to the bartender, ignoring her comments before I did something really stupid. Like kiss her.

      “A glass of champagne and two waters please,” I said. Hindley didn’t need any more alcohol tonight.

      The bartender nodded. “Sure thing.” He moved quickly, pouring the drinks and setting them on the bar.

      I slid a fifty-dollar bill toward him.

      He waved off the money. “Thanks, man, but it’s an open bar.”

      I fished in my wallet and pulled out a twenty instead, stuffing it in his tip jar. “Thanks.”

      “No, thank you.” The bartender smiled before moving down to help another couple.

      I turned and held out a water toward Hindley.

      She was staring at me, one hand held to her chest, her head tilted. “That was really nice.”

      “What?” I glanced over my shoulder. “The guy’s a bartender. That’s how he makes his living.”

      “I know, but that was a lot of money for one drink.”

      Did she think I couldn’t afford a fucking drink? I may not be as rich as some of these assholes in this ballroom, but I made decent money doing what I loved.

      Hindley squeezed my arm. “Hey,” she whispered, waiting until my eyes caught hers. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you. It was a nice gesture to offer him so much money, that’s all I meant. I grew up with rich, entitled people, and now I work with them. It’s nice to be with someone who’s so down to earth.”

      I slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her close. “No, I’m sorry,” I said, surprised at how easily the words rolled off my tongue. I usually made no apologies for the way I lived life.

      Her warm, chocolate brown eyes searched mine before her lips spread in a slow smile. Her head fell against me, her cheek pressing against my chest.

      Something painful squeezed my heart and I couldn’t breathe. I wondered if this was how the Grinch felt when the villagers of Whoville welcomed him in after having been such a shithead for stealing all their Christmas gifts.

      Having Hindley cuddled against felt…natural—like home, a home I’d been searching for my entire life. I pulled her closer.

      She raised her head and her body stiffened. “Oh, crap.”

      I released her and stepped back, afraid Paul had finally come back to kick my ass. “What?”

      “It’s my ex,” she whispered. “He’s on his way over here.”

      I snaked my arm around her waist again and drew her close. Her body molded against mine as she wrapped her arms around me like we’d been together for years. This felt right. Too right.

      I watched as a tall, lanky dude approached the bar. I recognized him from the service earlier. He looked like a snotty, rich boy, his nose so high in the air he’d drown if it rained.

      Dipshit stared me up and down and curled his lip. I thought he might actually call security and have me tossed out. Judgmental prick.

      My protective nature kicked into high gear. I squeezed Hindley. “Follow my lead,” I whispered in her ear.

      She shivered in my arms. Good girl.

      Dipshit stopped at the bar, completely ignoring us. He sighed audibly, as if he were bored with the whole event. “What brand of Chardonnay do you have?” he asked.

      Chardonnay? Seriously? I snorted. The kids from my old neighborhood would have beat the fuck out of me if I had ever asked for a bottle of wine at the E-Z Mart.

      Dipshit glanced toward me, raising a perfectly manicured brow. The fucker probably had it waxed during his facials. “Something funny?” he asked.

      Oh, yeah, asshole. It’s about to get real funny up in here. This guy was a total prick. Rubbing his dick in the dirt was going to be like shooting fish in a barrel.

      When I said nothing, he turned his attention to Hindley. His pervy gaze roamed up and down her body. His look of lust from earlier was gone, replaced with disgust, as if she were beneath him. Probably because she was wrapped around a prick like me.

      I pulled her closer and smiled when she tightened her grip around me.

      “Thanks for walking with me today, Hindley,” he said, his words sounding as insincere as the look on his face. “I’m sure it wasn’t easy for you, given our history.”

      I glanced down at Hindley and bit back another laugh. What a fucking moron. He’d thrown away the most valuable thing he’d ever get in his pathetic little life.

      Hindley shrugged, her body stiff, eyes dulled with pain. “Anything for Geneva, right?”

      Fuck this. It was show time.

      “Baby,” I said in a whiny voice, “how much longer do we have to stay?”

      Hindley gazed up at me, her head tilted, brows furrowed. God, I hoped she would play along.

      “I’m sorry, babe. It’s just that you look so fucking hot in that dress,” I said, practically growling. My eyes devoured her body. “I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be able to keep my dick in my pants without blowing a load all over this ballroom.”

      Dipshit choked on his wine, spitting his drink all over his overpriced tuxedo.

      Hindley bit back a laugh but raised a brow, cautioning me.

      She may be worried about this fucker, but I wasn’t.

      “Rory, I don’t think you’ve met Chris.” Her voice sounded even and unaffected, as if my raunchy comment was something she heard every day.

      “Hey, man.” I grabbed some napkins off the bar and held them out. “May want to wipe that.” I nodded toward his chin.

      He snatched the napkin from my hand and wiped his face, then his tuxedo. He didn’t even glance behind him when he tossed the crumpled napkin toward the bartender like he was a peon.

      He stared at me, then down to my outstretched hand like I had a disease before finally shaking.

      His hand was small, cold, and clammy, probably just like his dick.

      I smiled, realizing just how easy it was going to be to take this asshole down. “It’s nice to meet you. Chris, Putz-man, is it?” I knew his real name but thought Putz-man was a better title for this douche bag.

      Hindley snorted and turned her face into my chest.

      I squeezed her, biting back my own laugh.

      Slowly she raised her head. “Sorry,” she said, biting her lip as she fought not to laugh again.

      “It’s Putman,” Dipshit said, annunciating his name. Like it mattered.

      “Oh, yeah, sorry about that, man.” I slapped his shoulder, nearly knocking him over. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      He smirked. “So, Hindley still talks about me, huh?”

      “No, not Hindley.” I shook my head. “She’s never told me about you.”

      Dipshit’s smile fell.

      “Dana was filling me in on the way over here,” I said. “She told me what a major dumbass you are.”

      He choked on his Chardonnay. Again. “Excuse me?”

      Here it was, my chance to shine. I was about to make this fuckwad regret ever hurting Hindley.

      “You know, Putman,” I said, scratching my chin, “my dad used to take me fishing when I was young.”

      “How wonderful for you.” He rolled his eyes.

      Fucker.

      I continued, unfazed by his disinterest. “I always wanted to keep every fish I caught, even the small ones. I’d be so stoked, all that adrenaline pumping through my veins. You know what I mean?”

      “No,” he said, but leaned in closer. He was interested, and that was all I needed for bait.

      “But my dad was smarter than me.” I tapped my temple. “Most dads are, right?” I had no fucking clue what most dads did. I’d never met mine. And I sure as shit had never been fishing. “Anyway, my dad would always talk me into throwing the small fish back, no matter how much I begged. You know why, Chris?”

      Dipshit leaned back against the bar, crossing his arms over his scrawny chest, one brow raised. “No, why?”

      I smiled. Dick face had taken the bait, so like any good hunter, I went in for the kill.

      “My dad told me that if I threw the small ones back, in a year or two they’d grow to ten times their size.” I stared at Chris, wanting to drive my point home. “He promised that if I was patient and waited for the fish to grow, we would come back in a few years and catch them. He said they’d so big by that time, we would easily win any tournament we entered.”

      “Okay.” Dipshit tilted his head and thrummed his fingers as if I were wasting his time. “That was a riveting story.”

      What a prick. I’d never wanted to punch someone in the face so bad.

      “And your point is?” he said in his whiny little voice.

      I stepped in closer, my eyes boring into his with my most intimidating glare. “My point is, dipshit…you weren’t patient. You gave up on Hindley too soon. I didn’t. I waited for her, waited for her to grow into the beautiful woman she is today.” My eyes roamed over Hindley’s incredible body. “And damn, she was worth it,” I added, meaning every word.

      I tugged Hindley as close to me as humanly possible. “You see, Chris, I captured her, body and soul, and now she’s my grand prize.” I drew in a deep, steadying breath. My next statement would be his undoing, and possibly Hindley’s. “Me and my dick thank you for being the biggest dipshit on the face of the earth.”

      His mouth fell open, as did Hindley’s I was pretty sure.

      I narrowed my eyes. “You’re a complete moron. This chick’s a fuckin’ monster in the sack, but you’ll never know what you threw back. I promise you though, every night, and sometimes twice on Sundays, me and my dick sure as shit do.”

      I turned to Hindley. I’d pushed her well past her comfort zone. She was a sophisticated woman and probably completely mortified by my words. She wouldn’t stay quiet. She would feel the need to make excuses. I had to keep her from talking if my words were going to have the maximum effect on Dipshit.

      My eyes lit up in amusement when I realized the best way to keep her mouth shut was to cover it with mine.
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      The moment Rory’s lips touched mine I knew I was in trouble.

      The sane part of my brain—the one that had finished college despite all the odds, the one that had been accepted into law school and passed with almost flying colors—said push him away. Slap his face and escort him out of the hotel. But the other side of my mind—the irrational side, which was rarely used—screamed, “Live in the moment, Hindley. For once, forget about the future and stop doing what everyone expects you to.”

      That side of my brain was winning the war raging inside me.

      The pressure of his lips against mine was a perfect combination of tenderness mixed with raw animal desire. Everything about this man was delicious, unlike anything I’d ever experienced in my life.

      His tongue parted my lips, asking me for more.

      My mouth opened and I moaned when his tongue seductively stroked mine.

      Sometimes people talk about seeing fireworks when they kiss. That didn’t happen for me with Rory. I felt the fireworks, the explosion pulsating between my legs with a need so deep I couldn’t breathe.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. My tongue pressed deeper, my mouth begging for more. I was certain that my response was polar opposite to what Rory expected.

      In response, he groaned into my mouth, tilting his head to deepen the kiss.

      The vibrations from his deep voice sent me over the edge. My hips pressed against him, delighting in the feel of his hard, lean body. Suddenly our kiss went from make-believe to full-on desire.

      Rory’s arms tightened around my waist. He pulled me flush to his body as if he were trying to make me part of him. His hands travelled my back, one moving up to tangle in my hair, the other slipping down, cupping my butt. He squeezed and pulled me up, rocking his body into mine, nearly lifting me off the floor.

      I knew I should stop. This was inappropriate, for a number of reasons. None of which came to mind at the moment.

      Rory thrust his hips into mine and I could feel how hard he was. For me.

      Something inside my body burst with need. Instead of pulling away like the old me would have, I wound my fingers into his thick hair, gripping him tight

      Our kiss deepened and desire surged through my veins, pooling between my legs. I feared I might spontaneously combust with need. I’d never felt this out of control, this desirable, this desperate, in my life. It was addictive, and I didn’t want it to end. Ever.

      “Get a room!” someone shouted.

      I stumbled backward, breaking our kiss. My head spun and I blinked several times, my eyes unable to focus on anything. I felt drunker from one kiss with Skater Boy than I had from all the tequila I’d drank last night.

      I stared down at my dress, unable to meet Rory’s gaze. He was probably disappointed. I didn’t have a lot of experience with men. I straightened the twisted material of my dress and smoothed back my hair. I needed to compose myself before I dared look at him.

      Slowly I raised my head.

      Rory’s lips curled into a devilish smirk. His blue eyes twinkled with mischief, as if he’d gotten away with the most diabolical crime. Actually, he had.

      I’d never kissed anyone like that in my life, let alone in a crowded room full of stuck-up socialites. I should have been ashamed, mortified, humiliated even. But all I could think of was how sensual the experience was, how wanton Rory made me feel, and how much I craved his mouth on mine again.

      “Nice, Drunk Girl,” he said, his voice deep and raspy.

      I exhaled a deep sigh of relief. He wasn’t disappointed, thank God. I stepped closer, my thumb trailing across his bottom lip to wipe away my gloss. Even though I knew it wasn’t a good idea to touch him again, I couldn’t resist.

      I moved to pull away but Rory grabbed my hand, lifting it to his mouth. I stood paralyzed, my eyes locked on his lips as they gently pressed his mouth against the inside of my wrist.

      I shivered as goose bumps spread over my heated skin. Parts of my body that had laid dormant for years suddenly throbbed with desire. Rory’s kisses were erotic and forbidden, everything I knew nothing about.

      I had to get the hell out of here before I threw myself in his arms and begged him to take me right here in the middle of the grand ballroom. “I, uh,” my voice broke, “I, I’m going to go to the ladies’ room and freshen up my makeup.”

      I turned to leave but Rory tugged me back, his fingers slipping under my chin. He lifted my face, forcing me to look up at him. I knew it wasn’t a good idea. He was like the sun, a blazing fireball. If I stared too long, I might go blind. Or worse, be burned alive.

      Unable to stop myself, my eyes found his. The light blue from earlier had turned a deep sapphire. His expression was wicked, and delicious. Rory had a way of drawing me in to his sexual vortex. If I wasn’t careful, I’d be swept away.

      “Okay,” he whispered in a husky voice.

      My insides melted and I nearly orgasmed from that one word.

      “Don’t be gone long though.” His lips turned up into that half-grin I was already growing addicted to.

      My face burned with embarrassment, afraid he could read my thoughts.

      “I don’t know a soul here except Dana,” he said, “and from the looks of it, she’s about ready to explode on both of us.”

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      Dana stood next to our table, two thumbs ups as she dry-humped the air. “Get it, girl!” she shouted.

      Oh. My. God.

      I ducked my head and raced toward the exit, praying Rory wouldn’t follow. I wound my way through the hall until I found the bathroom. Pushing the door open and walking inside, I leaned against the wall with a huge sigh. What the hell had I just done?

      “Are you all right?” someone asked.

      I glanced down.

      An older woman sat on a stool next to the vanity. Trays filled with perfumes, lotions, and candies sat beside to her. She held out a small tin. “Do you need a mint?”

      I shook my head. What I needed was a shot of vodka. My stomach rumbled at the thought. Maybe not. That’s how I’d gotten in to this mess in the first place.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      I nodded, still unable to speak after my kiss with Rory. Had it been real? Or was it just for show? Probably just for show. Why would Rory want to kiss me? Especially after last night. I shook my head. It didn’t matter anyway.

      A toilet flushed at the far end of the bathroom just before the door of the handicapped stall swung open with a bang.

      I jumped.

      “Oh, Dios mio,” the older woman said, clutching her chest.

      Geneva waddled out, hands fisting the front of her wedding dress as she lifted the material off the floor.

      “Geneva, wait!” Wendy yelled, stumbling behind her as she lifted the rest of Geneva’s massive dress over her head. You could barely see the poor girl through all the satin and tulle. The two stumbled and nearly fell over. It looked like a bad comedy sketch from I Love Lucy, and I couldn’t help but laugh under my breath.

      Geneva’s gaze snapped to me. “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing,” I said, swallowing back another giggle. I leaned over the vanity and stared at my reflection. My face was flushed rosy pink, my hair a ratted mess. Touching my kiss-swollen lips I realized I looked thoroughly ravaged, and I loved it. I couldn’t hold back my smile.

      “Aren’t you even going to congratulate me?” Geneva asked, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Congratulations,” I said, keeping my gaze fixed on the mirror. Reaching inside my dress, I pulled out a tube of pink lip gloss.

      “So, who’s this new love interest?” Geneva said. “He’s hot. Even though he was a complete dick to me before my luncheon.”

      “He’s super hot,” Wendy added.

      My wand of lip gloss stopped mid-way to my mouth. Had Geneva and Wendy seen Rory and me kissing? Oh, shit. What if Paul saw Rory and me making out? Or worse yet, my mother?

      “Hindley,” Geneva said.

      I smoothed the gloss over my lips and twisted the cap back on. “He’s just a friend.” It wasn’t a lie.

      “I’ve never kissed a friend the way you kissed him.”

      Crap, she had seen us.

      “I tell you though, I wouldn’t mind kissing him,” Geneva said under her breath.

      “Geneva,” Wendy swatted at her, “you just got married.”

      “Just because a girl’s on a diet doesn’t mean she can’t look at the menu. Am I right?” Geneva laughed, the sound echoing off the tile walls.

      My eyes stayed glued to the mirror.

      “I’m kidding,” Geneva said, “jeez, lighten up.”

      I wanted to believe her but I’d grown up with Geneva Barton. I knew exactly what she was capable of and wouldn’t put kissing another dude on her wedding day past her.

      “You look good tonight,” Geneva said.

      I turned, my eyes wide with shock. Compliments from Geneva were rare, and usually came right before she did something nasty to me.

      “Probably because I picked out the dress.” She snorted.

      I turned to face her, trying to mask my surprise. “Thanks.”

      “So, tell me about your friend,” she said sarcastically. “Besides being an ass to me. Is he good in bed?”

      “He’s just a friend, Geneva,” I repeated.

      “So, who is he? You were sucking face with him pretty good out there.”

      “Just a guy.”

      Geneva stepped closer. “Where’d you meet him?”

      Oh, no. How the hell was I supposed to answer that question? I was a horrible liar. I decided to go with a form of the truth. “I met him at a bar.” Even though I don’t remember it.

      “Last night?”

      The bathroom door flung open with a bang, saving me from answering.

      We all turned.

      “What’s up, bitches?” Dana’s voice echoed through the bathroom.

      My saving grace. Again.

      Dana strolled toward us, one perfectly sculptured eyebrow raised in mischief.  “Congrats there, Gen. Looks like you got yourself a real fine man there. I’m kind of jealous.” Dana smiled but I could tell it wasn’t genuine. You could barely see either of her dimples.

      The woman had a gift for sounding sincere when she was really full of crap. Most people never knew but I could smell Di Grazio bullshit from a mile away.

      “Thank you,” Geneva said, her comment sounding more like a question. Obviously, she couldn’t tell Dana’s shit from her shine.

      “Don’t you love Hindley’s new beau?” Dana said. “Damn, he’s fine.”

      “He sure is,” Wendy said.

      An evil smile spread across Geneva’s face. “I was just asking Hindley where they met.”

      “Oh, he’s my cousin’s friend,” Dana said without missing a beat. She was a natural born liar but only utilized the skill for the greater good of mankind, namely me. Tonight, I was glad she’d mastered the art of ambiguity. “I introduced them a few weeks back and they’ve been inseparable ever since.”

      “Why am I just now hearing about him?”

      “Probably because if you met him before you got married, you’d try to ride his skin bus to Tuna Town.”

      I rolled my eyes. Dana could be so crass.

      Geneva laughed.

      Dana leaned in closer. “Although this morning, he pretty much shut you down. You definitely won’t be getting a ticket to ride on that meat wagon.” Dana stepped back, fanning her face. “Ouch. That must have hurt like shit when he set your ass straight, huh, Gen?”

      Geneva’s eyes narrowed as her face flamed red. I feared she might stroke out.

      Dana played with one of the bottles of perfume. “He’s the reason Hindley was late to your luncheon you know.”

      Oh, crap. This was off the script. What was she doing? Geneva was a master bull shitter and could smell a phony story from a mile away.

      I turned, begging Dana with my eyes not to say more.

      “What do you mean?” Geneva asked. Great. We’d awoken the beast.

      “Well,” Dana stepped closer, “when I busted in on them this morning—let’s just say the pay-per-view sex channel looked like Sesame Street compared to those two, if you know what I mean.” Dana waggled her brows and gave Geneva an innocent wink that was anything but. “They were fuckin’ like two dogs in heat.”

      “Dana!” My voice echoed off the bathroom walls. I was more than mortified. I was furious. I didn’t want anyone to think I’d been intimate with Rory, especially Geneva. Not only was it untrue, it gave Geneva too much information, information that she would use against me one day very soon, I had no doubt.

      Geneva leaned back on the bathroom counter, hands crossed over her chest. “Well, well, look at you, Hinny Bin. Looks like you’ve finally taken a trip to the wild side. Although I must say, I’m surprised you could do anything at all last night, you were so hammered. Isadora said she saw you puking your guts up in the bathroom.”

      Before I could make excuses, Dana started in again. “Hindley was so wasted last night, Rory had to come pick her up.”

      “His name is Rory?” Geneva asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Rory what?” she asked.

      Shit. I really needed to find out this guy’s last name.

      Dana continued as if she hadn’t heard Geneva’s question. “Rory wasn’t too happy with you when he got to the club. Said he couldn’t believe you’d left her all alone.”

      Geneva glanced at me. “You should have told me you were leaving.”

      She’d seen me leave.

      “Well, it doesn’t matter,” Dana said. “Apparently, Rory’s got some special tonic that helps with hangovers.”

      “I wish I had some of that this morning,” Wendy said. I’d completely forgotten she was in the room. Poor thing was nearly covered by Geneva’s huge dress.

      Dana nodded toward me. “It obviously worked for Hindley because this morning he was on her hot little body like a monkey on a football. She was happily taking it too. And I mean all of it, if you know what I mean.” Dana dry humped the counter.

      “God, you’re so foul, Dana.” Geneva’s faced bunched.

      I had no idea why Geneva pretended to be offended. She had a wild side to her that could be just as vulgar. She just never showed her dark side to high society.

      “Thanks,” Dana said, smiling, dimples on display. “Coming from you I consider that a compliment, Mrs. Stanley Winston.” Dana paused and looked at me.

      “The third,” we said in unison.

      Geneva’s eyes darted between the two of us, knowing we were being sarcastic. “Fuck you both.” She pushed past us, stomping toward the door, nearly knocking over the attendant and all of her belongings. “Watch it you idiot.” She glared at the woman. “If you get anything on this Mauro Adami wedding dress, I’ll sue this whole damn hotel, and you personally. This is imported Italian silk, you imbecile.”

      The woman recoiled, crossing her arms over her body for protection.

      Geneva had a way of evoking fear in almost anyone with one lethal glare. Everyone except Dana Di Grazio. And now Rory With No Last Name.

      “Congratulations again on your wedding!” Dana shouted as Geneva rushed through the swinging door. “I’m sure you’ll be very happy.” The door closed just as Dana turned toward me. “In hell that is,” she added, giggling hysterically.

      “Why the hell did you tell her about Rory?”

      She patted my shoulder. “Calm down.”

      “I can’t calm down. You know Geneva will use that information against me. And it’s not even true. I didn’t sleep with him. Paul knows I don’t even know his last name.”

      “What?”

      “And now she’s going to tell him we’ve been dating for weeks.” God, now I was rambling.

      “I’ll go smooth it over with your dad.”

      Tears burned the back of my eyes.

      Dana squeezed my shoulders. “Hey, it’s going to be okay.”

      I stared down at her, wanting to believe her.

      “Look, I’m sorry. You know I love to get Geneva all worked up. I’m sorry it came at your expense. I’ll go tell her I was yanking her chain if you want me to.”

      “Forget it. She’ll just figure out another way to screw me over no matter what you say.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “Okay, good.” Dana hopped up onto the counter and leaned her back against the mirror. She crossed her arms over her chest. “So. Now that we’ve got your evil bitch of a stepsister out of our hair, tell me about that kiss.” She waggled her brows and smiled, her deep dimples on display.

      I laughed and jumped up beside her, proceeding to tell her everything. Just like I always had since we were seven years old.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 11


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      “I’m starving,” Dana said as we returned to the ballroom. “Are they serving food yet?”

      “You’re always starving.” I laughed. Glancing down at her petite frame, I shook my head. “I have no idea how you stay so tiny.”

      She reached down and cupped her large breasts. “I’ve got to eat enough to keep these girls happy.”

      “Yes, we wouldn’t want your boobs to starve.”

      “Exactly,” she exclaimed. “You so get me, girl.”

      “We get each other.” I smiled at the truth of it.

      “True, true.” Dana stood high on her heels. “Hey, where’s your boy?”

      I glanced around the room but didn’t see Rory anywhere. If he were smart, he would have left by now. My chest tightened at the thought. As much as I didn’t want to admit it to myself, I wanted to see him again. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, I’m hitting the bar. Do you want anything? Water, soda, a shot of tequila.” She laughed.

      I rolled my eyes. “God, no. I’m going to sit down.”

      “That kiss took it out of you, huh?” Dana waggled her brows.

      “Something like that.” Between my hangover, the kiss with Rory, and my confrontation with Geneva earlier, my body was wiped. All I wanted to do was go home and crawl into bed. My mother would never allow me to leave early though.

      Dana waved her fingers. “I’ll meet you back up at the table.”

      “Okay, see you in a bit.” I walked toward our table, still searching for Rory. I lifted a silent prayer that Geneva hadn’t actually spoken to him. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d already made a move on him. Nothing shocked me about my stepsister any more.

      Our table was completely empty, including the chair next to mine. Rory had definitely left. Feeling defeated, I sank down into my chair. Why was I surprised?

      “Seems like your gentleman friend is very popular with the kids.”

      I turned to find my mother standing next to me, staring at the corner of the room.

      “Where?” I asked.

      “Over there.” She pointed toward the back of the ballroom as she sat down next to me.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Rory surrounded by several boys. His feet were straddled as if he were on a surfboard, his hands spread wide as he spoke.

      The boys watched with rapt fascination.

      One of the smaller kids tugged on Rory’s suit jacket.

      Rory turned and glanced down, smiling at the young boy as he bent down on one knee beside him.

      The boy’s eyes widened, his mouth hanging open in obvious awe.

      What in the world?

      The boy held out a magazine and pen.

      Rory took both with a smile, talking to the kid for a few moments before scribbling something on the cover. Before Rory could finish, another boy shoved something in his face and Rory signed it too.

      What was going on? Was Rory someone famous? Obviously, these kids thought so. Then I remembered, I still didn’t know his last name.

      “Not too bad with the ladies either,” my mother said.

      I stared at my mother, wondering what she was talking about

      She was gazing at the bar where several women were shamelessly gawking at Rory like he was a male stripper. My body heated with a surge of jealousy I’d never experienced.

      “It’s all right, sweetheart.” My mother patted my knee. “It’s obvious to everyone that you’re the object of his affection. Tonight,” she said under her breath.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “That kiss was something else, huh? I haven’t seen passion like that since Paul and I started going out.”

      Gag. The thought of my mother and Paul sucking face turned my stomach almost as much as the tequila last night.

      It hadn’t escaped me that my mother had completely ignored my question. It was a specialty of hers, sweeping things under the rug and ignoring the elephants in the room.

      She let out a loud sigh and sank back in her chair. “Makes me wish I was twenty again.” Her green eyes glazed over with a dreamy look, and I knew my stepfather couldn’t be far away.

      I followed her gaze, not surprised to see Paul standing a few tables away. With dark hair, blue eyes and a body that could still knock down a man half his age, I had to admit that Paul Barton was attractive.

      My mother was drawn to more than just Paul’s good looks. He was intelligent and walked with confidence, not in a conceited way. And despite his teasing with Rory early, he was a kind man, forgiving, unable to hold a grudge, unlike his daughter. I had to admit, my mother had chosen well.

      I was actually jealous of my mom and Paul in many ways. The fire and passion they’d found in each other years ago had never faded. After almost fifteen years of marriage, they still acted like teenagers in love—sometimes teens in heat. The only thing Geneva and I had in common was our mutual mortification of our parents’ make-out sessions.

      As if feeling my mother’s gaze, Paul turned his head, his blue eyes connecting with hers. They were half-lidded and darker than usual.

      Oh, God. I quickly looked away. What had Dana called it earlier? Eye copulation? Yeah, they were definitely eye fucking each other.

      “So, tell me about this boy,” my mother said, once she’d gotten her fill of her husband. “Where did you two meet? Paul said you don’t even know his last name, but Geneva says you’ve been dating for a few weeks. Which is it?”

      With each new question, my head spun. What could I tell her? Not the truth. I blinked several times, trying to construct a believable story.

      “Hindley?”

      I stared at my mother. “Truth?”

      “Always.” She smiled and rubbed my arm.

      I realized this wasn’t an interrogation, she was truly interested.

      What could I tell her that wouldn’t make her freak out? Nothing, I decided, so I went with a watered-down version of the truth. Raising my hand, I brought my pointer finger and thumb close tougher.  “I may have gotten slightly inebriated at Geneva’s bachelorette party last night.”

      “I heard it was more than slightly.” She laughed.

      “Good news travels fast, doesn’t it?”

      “Were you all right?”

      “No. Geneva and her gang of misfits got me smashed, then left me all alone.”

      My mother rolled her eyes.

      I never understood why my mother always believed in Geneva’s innocence even when presented with the evidence of her deceitfulness.

      “Anyway,” I rolled my eyes, mirroring her gesture, “I got sick in the bathroom so a nice woman helped me outside. And that’s where I met Rory.” I neglected to tell her about Gap Boy or the fact that Rory spent the night in my bed.

      “You met him outside a bar, Hindley?” she practically shrieked. “What were you thinking? And then you bring him here, to your sister’s wedding?”

      Fury exploded inside me. How dare my mother be so judgmental. “Geneva left me last night, Mother. All alone,” I said through gritted teeth. “What part about that don’t you understand? She knew I was plastered, hell I think she did it on purpose, and yet she still let me leave the club with a total stranger.”

      “What?” my mother said.

      I ignored her. “Then some guy who’d tried to feel me up on the dance floor decided to follow me outside the club and start rubbing his hands all over my body.”

      My mother gasped, her hand covering her mouth, eyes wide. “Oh, God, Hindley.”

      “Yeah, Mom. He’d called a cab and was going to throw me into the backseat and take me to God knows where to do God knows what. Thank God, Rory stopped him.”

      Tears filled my mother’s eyes as the familiar expression of guilt washed over her face. Part of me felt bad for scaring her but she needed to understand once and for all. Geneva and I would never be friends.

      “Why do you always think Geneva is such a frigging saint, Mom?”

      “I don’t think she’s a saint.”

      “Well, I don’t care what you think. Rory helped me when my own stepsister wouldn’t. That’s all you guys need to know about him.”

      “Why are you getting so upset?”

      “Why?” I laughed sarcastically. “Maybe because somehow I knew you were going to twist this around and make Rory look like the bad guy. He saved me, Mom. Geneva didn’t.” Tears burned my own eyes as I suddenly realized what could have happened to me last night if Skater Boy hadn’t intervened.

      My mother grasped my hands, pulling them into her lap and bringing me closer. “I’m sorry, honey, I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s wonderful that he took care of you and I appreciate him for that.”

      “Well, you should. And you should stop judging him. I know that’s what you’re doing.”

      “Honey, I just want the best things in life for you.”

      “How do you know this guy isn’t the best thing for me?”

      “Hindley, you don’t even know the boy’s last name. What kind of a man doesn’t properly introduce himself to a woman? For all we know he could be⁠—”

      “Don’t.” I yanked my hands free.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” she whispered, fumbling with her hands, “I didn’t mean that he was⁠—”

      “What do introductions have to do with anything, Mom? That doesn’t prove what kind of man Rory is. Manners mean nothing. I think we’ve both learned our lesson on that one.”

      My mother’s green eyes met mine and held for a heartbeat as we both relieved memories best left unspoken.

      “Look, Mom, Rory saved me last night. That’s all you need to know. It doesn’t matter what his last name is or what he does for a living, how much money his bank account has.” I was tired and hungry and still hungover. My poor mother was about to get the brunt of my frustrations if she didn’t let this go.

      “Good evening, Mrs. Barton,” a low voice spoke behind me.

      I didn’t need to look to know it was Rory. His deep, sexy tone was a siren call to me. I turned and stared up at him, struck dumb by his predatory, protective gaze. The usual glimmer in his eyes was dimmed with guilt.

      Heat crept up my face as I wondered how much of our conversation Rory had overheard.

      He reached for a chair and scooted it next to mine before slowly sitting. The material of his jacket caressed my bare shoulder as his long legs spread wide, pressing against my thigh.

      Scorching heat pooled between my legs and chill bumps spread across my body like wildfire.

      His warm arm wrapped around my shoulders as his thumb drew sensual circles against my bare shoulder

      My body blazed with desire and a slow throb pulsated low in my core. I sat up taller, feeling empowered just by Rory’s presence.

      “You’re right, ma’am.” Rory finally spoke. “It was wrong of me not to properly introduce myself to Hindley last night, or to you and your husband tonight.”

      I was grateful he hadn’t told my mother that he couldn’t introduce himself to me last night because I was drunk as a skunk. Once again, Rory was protecting me, sacrificing himself to save my reputation.

      He held out his free hand to my mother. “I’m Rory Gregor, ma’am.”

      Gregor, I repeated to myself. Rory Gregor. Why did that name sound familiar?

      My mother glanced down at his extended hand then lifted her gaze. She smiled, an adoring, genuine expression of delight, before placing her perfectly manicured hand in his. “It’s very nice to meet you, Rory Gregor. Please, call me Caroline.”

      They released hands and we sat in awkward silence.

      “I spent the night with your daughter,” Rory said.

      Oh, shit.

      My mother’s eyes widened as they darted between us.

      Rory held up a hand. “But we didn’t do anything. I found her outside of a bar last night, completely inebriated and all alone as a man attempted to push her into a cab.”

      My mother’s face crumpled, her chin quivering as she reached out and squeezed my hand.

      “Realizing how intoxicated she was, I thought it best if I try to get her home and make sure no one else tried anything with her. We rode in a cab to her house, and with the help of her neighbor, I was able to get her safely inside.”

      I stared at Rory, speechless. I couldn’t believe he was telling my mother everything.

      “I stayed the night only to make sure she was all right.” He continued. “Her friend Dana was kind enough to invite me to the wedding tonight. Your stepdaughter, Geneva, was very rude to Hindley this morning before her luncheon and I thought it best if I accompanied her tonight, to make sure no one else hurt her. Especially since your stepdaughter had obviously left Hindley in harm’s way last night.”

      My mother and I sat in stunned silence.

      Rory’s admission was surprising, his raw honesty completely unexpected.

      When I’d awoken with him in my bed this morning, something had warned me that Rory was probably a player of the worst kind, one who would want to tout his sexual exploits. But that wasn’t the man sitting beside me now. He was defending my honor, in front of my own mother, even if it cost him his own.

      A small smile spread across my face. Rory Gregor was an honorable man worthy of anyone’s respect.

      He glanced down at me and graced me with a small smile before looking back at my mother. “That’s the truth, ma’am. That’s how Hindley and I met. I’m sorry if I or anyone else gave you the wrong idea about our relationship. It was never my intent to do so.”

      Rory squeezed my shoulder.

      I fought the urge to crawl into his lap, straddle his hips and finish our make-out session from earlier.

      The most touching part of his story was his courage to tell my mom exactly how Geneva had treated me today. Anyone listening could hear he was just as upset as I was. His words were a quiet warning to my mother. He would not allow Geneva to put me down again.

      My insides fluttered like a stupid, love-sick girl. Excitement coursed through my body as I considered the possibilities with Rory Gregor.

      My mother stood.

      Oh, crap. What was she going to say?

      Rory stood with her. My Skater Boy had manners.

      I jumped from my chair as well, fearing I may have to protect him from my mother.

      “Well,” my mom smiled, staring at me as she tossed a lock of hair over my shoulder, “it’s very nice to meet the young man who took care of my precious daughter.” She looked up at Rory. “I’m delighted that you came tonight, Rory Gregor. I truly hope you’ll stay and enjoy the rest of the evening, as a personal friend to our family.”

      Personal friend? What did that mean?

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Rory said. “I appreciate your hospitality, but it’s not necessary.” He gazed down at me, that delicious smirk spreading across his face. “I would have taken care of Hindley regardless of the reward.”

      Wow, that was good.

      “Well, again,” my mom said, “I’m glad to meet my daughter’s knight in shining armor. Enjoy yourself tonight, Rory.” She winked.

      Was she flirting with him? I grabbed Rory’s hand, tugging him toward the dance floor, afraid of what Caroline Hagen-Barton might say next.

      “Rory promised me a dance,” I said over my shoulder in explanation.

      Rory stared at me like I was crazy, which I was. He’d never promised to dance with me, but I had to get him away from my mother. Dancing seemed like the best way to do that.

      “Nice to meet you, Caroline,” Rory called over his shoulder.

      I yanked him harder.

      “What’s wrong with you?” He laughed, tugging my hand to stop me.

      I turned and sucked in a breath when he wrapped me in his arms.

      “I can’t believe my mother winked at you.”

      “I’m irresistible.” He smiled.

      I had no doubt of that. “She told us to enjoy ourselves tonight. You know what she means, right?”

      Rory howled with laughter, his amusement only frustrating me more.

      “It’s not funny,” I said.

      “What?” Rory raised a brow. “Your mom winking at me or her wanting you to enjoy yourself with me tonight?” He rolled his hips into mine.

      I gasped.

      He chuckled, a low throaty growl, his blue eyes locked on mine.

      My heart raced, blood pulsating through my body with desire. Suddenly the thought of enjoying myself with this man tonight didn’t seem so embarrassing.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “For what?” He twirled us around the floor with ease.

      “For talking to my mom.”

      “I have a way with women.” He winked.

      “Yes, I know,” I said quietly, my gut clenching. I tried not to think of all the women he’d probably had his way with.

      Rory pressed his lips against my temple. “Only you tonight, Drunk Girl,” he whispered in my ear.

      I felt myself falling a little more for Skater Boy.

      “Thanks for explaining everything to my mom, especially about Geneva. She has a hard time seeing Geneva’s faults.”

      “Your sister’s a real bitch.”

      I stared up at him, eyes narrowed. “Stepsister.”

      “Okay,” He laughed, pulling me closer.

      I leaned in to his warm embrace with a heavy sigh, grateful for his strength.

      “Are you tired?” he asked.

      “Yeah, it’s been a long day.”

      “Are you ready to go home?”

      “I wish I could.” I said.

      “Why can’t you?”

      “I have to stay until they leave.”

      “Until who leaves?” Rory asked.

      “The newlyweds,” I said sarcastically.

      “Why? Who cares?”

      “My mom will have a hissy fit if I leave now. It’s not worth listening to her fuss.”

      “Maybe I could talk to her. I have a way with women.” His lips curled up in a mischievous grin.

      I swatted his arm. “Stop.” God, I wanted to kiss him so bad. “I’ll suffer through it. Like I always do,” I muttered to myself.

      “Hey.”

      I glanced up, surprised to see Rory’s brows furrowed, his lips pressed in a hard line. “If you want to leave, just leave.”

      I smiled, squeezing him tight. “I’m good here, thanks.”

      He laughed, the vibrations ricocheting through my own body.

      “You’re a good dancer,” I said after several moments of silence.

      “Thanks. So are you? But I’m sure taking pole dancing classes helps you.” He chuckled.

      “Shut up.” I swatted his arm again, searching the room to see if anyone else heard him.

      “Quit hitting me.” He jerked me close.

      I stiffened in surprise, my breath catching in my throat.

      He gazed down at me, leaning in closer as he stared at my lips. “Relax,” he whispered, his blue eyes growing darker.

      Kiss me, I willed him.

      “So, I’m assuming the socialites don’t know about your classes?”

      “I don’t take classes,” I said. “It was a party for Geneva.”

      He leaned closer, his lips a whisper’s breath away from mine. “If you say so.”

      I gulped. “I do, say so, I mean,” I stuttered, my voice squeaking.

      Rory pulled back, taking with him the promise of a kiss I’d been silently begging for.

      We moved gracefully around the dance floor for several moments in comfortable silence.

      “Hey,” I said, “who were all those kids around you earlier? And what were you writing down for them?”

      The music came to a stop and Rory pulled me off the dance floor, ignoring my question. His fingers intertwined with mine as we walked out of the ballroom and down a hallway toward the lobby.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” I asked, my feet stumbling as I tried to keep up with his long strides. “Where are we going?”

      He came to an abrupt stop and I bumped into his back.

      He turned to face me. “You were right. It’s been a long day. I’m beat.”

      So, this was it, the brush off. Well, I deserved it. He’d had to put up with me and my crazy-ass family for as long as he could stand it. No one would blame him for bailing. Least of all me.

      “Oh, uh, okay.” I stared up at him.

      His eyes darted around the lobby, like he was searching for someone.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      He stilled and stared at me. “For what?”

      “For...” I paused, trying to think of the right words. “You’ve done a lot for me today, Rory. Well, last night too, even though I can’t remember it. I wish there was a way I could repay you.”

      “Stop letting your sister get under your skin. That’s how you can repay me.”

      “She’s my stepsister,” I reminded him. “And what the hell does that mean?”

      “Look, Hindley, you’re an amazing woman. I can tell from the short time I’ve known you. Someone like your stepsister doesn’t deserve your energy. So, quit giving it to her. Eventually, she’ll run out of steam and crash and burn all on her own. She’ll end up destroying herself, instead of destroying you.”

      I stood in stunned silence. His candid words were surprisingly poignant. It seemed Rory Gregor knew me better than some people who’d known me my entire life, my mother included.

      “Wow,” I whispered, shaking my head.

      “What?”

      “No one’s ever said that to me before. Thank you,” I said quietly.

      “You’re most welcome.” His deep, gravelly voice brushed over my skin like a sensual touch.

      I stared into his brilliant blue eyes, lost in the desire of his gaze. My legs suddenly felt weak, and I feared I may actually fall on my ass. All I wanted was one more kiss.

      “Would you like to go to dinner?” I blurted out.

      He stepped back, eyes wide.

      Oh, shit. Why had I asked him that?

      “I mean, you don’t have to, I just thought⁠—”

      He pressed a finger to my lips and smirked. “I’d love to go to dinner with you.”

      I swallowed hard, forcing myself not to suck his finger into my mouth.

      Rory reached inside his jacket and pulled out a cell phone, tapping the screen several times. “Here.” He held the phone out to me.

      I glanced down at the screen. He’d already created a contact for me. “Who’s ‘DG’?” I asked, staring up at him.

      He laughed. “It’s you, Drunk Girl.”

      “Me?” I asked, touching my chest.

      “You were pretty drunk last night.”

      “You know I have a name, right?”

      His blue eyes sparkled with mischief as his lips twisted up in a lopsided grin. “I know you do.”

      I shook my head, laughing as I typed in my cell phone number. I added my real name, just in case he forgot who ‘DG’ was. I fought the urge to scroll through his contact list to see how many Drunk Girl numbers he had.

      Without thinking, I hit the ‘Add Photo’ button and turned around so I was leaning against his chest. Holding the phone out in front of me at arm’s length, I smiled. “Say cheese.”

      Rory leaned in closer, resting his chin on my bare shoulder. The scent of his cologne tickled my nose, and other parts of my body.

      “Cheese,” he whispered in my ear.

      Holy. Shit.

      My body shuddered and I nearly dropped the phone. That one word held the most sensual, erotic promise I’d ever heard. My insides throbbed with desire. I wanted this man. Bad.

      Fumbling with his phone, I looked down at the screen, so dazed and disoriented, I had no idea if I’d even taken the picture.

      “Here,” he said, gently sliding the phone from my hand. “Looks like you got it.” He slipped the phone back in his jacket.

      I stood silent, mouth gaping like a moron. His sensual promise rang through my mind.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      I heard the question but couldn’t answer. I was intoxicated by the moment, and aroused beyond belief.

      “Hindley.”

      “What!” I jumped, shaking my head.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I’m not sure,” I whispered, staring up at him.

      He smiled, his devilish grin spreading wide across his face.

      I swooned and nearly passed out.

      “So,” he said, “tomorrow?”

      “What?”

      “Dinner?”

      “Oh, uh, yeah.” I shook my head. “That sounds good. Tomorrow.”

      “What time?”

      I mentally ran through my schedule. “Oh, wait, I completely forgot. I have to work most of the day tomorrow, but I should be free by the evening.”

      “You work on Sundays? It’s the Lord’s day you know.” He chuckled.

      My legs wobbled as his laughter vibrated over my skin. Jeez, I needed to calm down.

      “Well,” I said, “when you get shit faced on Friday night and stuck with a bunch of snooty, rich people on Saturday, you have to work on the Lord’s day to catch up.”

      His smile broadened and two small dimples I hadn’t noticed early appeared around the edges of his mouth. God, he was gorgeous

      “Yeah,” he said, “I guess those things can make taking Sunday off pretty difficult.”

      “But I should be done by eight o’clock. I’ll make sure of it.” God, I sounded desperate, even to myself.

      “That sounds good,” Rory said. “What do you do anyway, for work I mean?”

      “Oh, I’m an attorney.”

      His smile fell and something in my gut clenched.

      “Don’t tell me you hate lawyers too.” I laughed nervously.

      He didn’t laugh. He didn’t speak. His face was like stone, all amusement from earlier gone.

      I instantly regretted telling him.

      A lot of people didn’t like attorneys. Usually, I didn’t tell anyone about my profession right away to avoid this type of judgment. But considering what Rory and I had been through in the last twenty-four hours, I figured he knew me well enough not to judge. Apparently not.

      “Well, I better go.” His voice was cool, his body stiff as he reached down and kissed my cheek. His lips barely brushed my skin. The interaction was a far cry from the smoldering kiss we’d shared earlier.

      What the hell had just happened?

      “Um, okay?” I said, unsure of what else to say. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” It was more of a question than a statement.

      He gave me a small nod and without another word, turned and walked toward the revolving door at the front of the hotel.

      I stood silent, watching him disappear into the night, confused, and a little pissed off if I were honest. After several minutes of trying to figure out what the hell had just happened, I gave up and walked back toward the ballroom.

      If Rory was this moody it was better to say good-bye now. He was probably a player anyway. And everyone knew once a player, always a player.

      Halfway down the hallway, I stopped, refusing to take another step. I wasn’t giving up, not this easily. I wanted to know what was wrong with him, and I wasn’t willing to wait until tomorrow night to find out, if he even called then. Rory was a good guy. Last night and today proved that. I didn’t want to lose him. Not like this anyway.

      I turned on my heels, determined to live in the moment for once in my life. My high heels clicked on the marble floors as I entered the lobby, my eyes darting around the area.

      I spotted Rory outside, his shoulder casually leaning on the glass wall. One ankle was crossed over the other in an ‘I Don’t Really Give a Fuck’ kind of stance. He looked like James Dean, minus the leather jacket—sexy and confident, with a touch of bad boy.

      I noticed he was talking to someone. A woman. A beautiful woman. Who was standing close, too close.

      Panic washed over me.

      The woman laughed at something Rory had said, her head falling back as her long dark hair gently blew in the evening breeze.

      Rory smiled, his eyes staring at the sultry curve of her throat.

      I recognized that look. I’d been the object of his predatory gaze just moments before.

      Once a player…

      Reaching inside his jacket, Rory pulled out his phone. Relief flooded me when I realized his intent. He was going to call me. Rory tapped on the screen multiple times.

      I waited, but the phone tucked inside my dress never rang.

      Rory smiled adoringly at the woman, holding out his phone to her.

      The woman took it without hesitation, returning his expectant grin.

      A sharp pain hit me square in the chest, robbing me of breath. My stomach clenched and I fought back a wave of nausea. The scene was eerily similar to our interaction less than five minutes ago. How stupid could I have been to actually think I’d captured Rory’s attention for any length of time.

      I choked down tears as the familiar pang of rejection slammed into my body. Turning quickly on my heels, I rushed down the corridor to the ballroom.

      I refused to cry. I’d shed too many tears over situations far worse than this in my life. Rory didn’t deserve my tears. This weekend was a reminder of why I wasn’t spontaneous, why I kept my life orderly and neat. Why I guarded my heart.

      Rejection hurt. Especially from someone I was really starting to fall for.
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      I sat in the glider on Leif’s back porch, my fingers absently thrumming the armrest. I was restless and irritable. Nothing new, some would say. I’d been unable to sleep the night before. One word still rattled around in my brain.

      Lawyer.

      She’s a fucking lawyer.

      Of all the things in this world Hindley could have been, she chose an attorney.

      In my vast experience with lawyers, from the courtroom to the boardroom, they’d only been interested in two things—putting me jail or fucking me over. Usually both.

      Hindley was too gentle, too naive to be an attorney. She obviously let people walk all over her instead of exploiting them, like most attorneys did. Didn’t that go against the first commandment for lawyers—Screw over others before they screweth unto you.

      I laughed to myself, setting back in the rocker. Gazing out over the railing, I watched as the sun set slowly over the Texas Hill Country. It was hot as hell but I had to admit, the scenery was breathtaking. I loved living in Southern California, but I could get used to Texas too.

      Antsy to move, I stood and walked across the deck to the railing, leaning over and staring out at Leif’s property.

      I stared down at the skate park sitting adjacent to his house. He’d built it himself, or rather, his company, Fly By Night Skate Parks had. Leif was a master designer and built skate parks all over the world. The one in his yard was no exception.

      Maybe a ride on my skateboard would help me shake off these nerves. I’d ask Leif to join me. Skating with my best friend always seemed to relax me.

      I smiled, thinking back to how I’d met Leif and his family.

      Leif’s parents had followed him to a local skate park in Denver to watch him practice one day. His father, Jack, said once he saw me skating on the course that day, he’d known I had the potential to go all the way.

      When Jack and his wife Kara had approached me, I didn’t mention I’d just gotten out of juvie and homeless. Turns out, I didn’t have to. They’d seen right through my tough exterior and taken me in, no questions asked. They treated me as if I were their own, and slowly I became theirs.

      Eventually I shared my story with them. How I’d left home when I was sixteen, the day my stepfather decided to teach me a lesson about “putting my shit up,” as he’d called it. He was drunk, as usual, and had come home and tripped over my skateboard. Instead of using his belt or fists to teach me a lesson, my skateboard became his weapon of choice that day.

      Something inside my mind had snapped, like the trigger on a loaded gun. I don’t know if I was trying to protect myself or my board, but suddenly I became the aggressor. All the years of pent up frustration, all the abuse and neglect I’d endured, came flying out through my fists.

      I’d wailed on my stepfather, not stopping until the cops were on top of me, yanking me off. My mother told the cops to take me away, asked them to press charges. She never once felt the need to tell the officers about the years of abuse I’d suffered at her husband’s hands.

      The courts had been equally as unkind, partnering me with a court-appointed attorney who was more interested in meeting his tee-time on the golf course than defending me. Of course, my priors didn’t help—vandalism, minor in possession, possession of a controlled substance with intent to sell. I knew it looked bad but what no one in the court system understood was that I had no other way out, no way to escape the hell I was living in except with drugs.

      Until the Jennings.

      Through hard work and practice, under Jack’s training, I worked my way up in the amateur standings of skateboarding. By the time I was seventeen, I was getting major recognition by some big-name manufacturers. On my eighteenth birthday, I signed my first major deal and officially went pro. I celebrated by getting high as fuck on several lines of coke and screwing two random chicks I met at my signing party—but I tried to forget that part. Some habits died harder than others.

      The money and the notoriety of being a professional athlete proved to be a lethal combination for me. I found myself on the bottom of a jail cell more than once on my way to the top. Sponsors and endorsers didn’t enjoy bailing their star athletes out of jail. I was quickly let go from most of my contracts.

      In the end, it proved to be for the best. I found out later that my agents and attorneys had screwed me over, working very lucrative deals, in their favor. Leif’s father had tried to warn me, but I was a dumbass teenager, smitten with the idea that I was going pro. I thought I knew it all.

      I laughed out loud at the memory. I’d been a complete dumbass.

      Now, here I was, twenty-six years old and starting over. I was working hard to make a comeback in a sport that loved underdogs. This time I had no problems admitting I didn’t know jack shit.

      I was working my ass off, training and entering every major competition I could find. I was slowly rebuilding my reputation as a talented skateboarder. Companies were taking notice, companies like River City Skateboards here in Austin.

      This time I’d taken Jack’s advice and hired an attorney who understood my limits, personally and professionally. I was on my way up the ranks, and fans were stoked. They loved the Bad Boy Turned Good Guy story.

      Even though I’d been clean for several years, I hadn’t lost all my bad boy traits, evidenced by my actions with Hindley. I still had anger issues and used women for my own pleasure. Not that I didn’t satisfy their needs too. I mean, I wasn’t a total prick.

      None of that mattered though, not compared to the one secret that threatened to ruin me if anyone found out. I wouldn’t be able to save myself or my sobriety if the public knew the real me.

      My palms grew damp and my heart pounded hard in my chest just thinking about reviewing the contract tomorrow. How could I admit to my new sponsor, or anyone else for that matter, that I was functionally illiterate?

      I couldn’t. That was the simple answer. And so I hadn’t. Only Leif, his parents, and my attorney knew I couldn’t read.

      I wasn’t completely illiterate. I could read a few words, mostly small ones. I faked my way through the rest most days. I recognized things, like brand labels at the grocery store or street signs on the roadway. It didn’t mean I could read them. I just remembered them. My mind memorized pictures and symbols, not words.

      Putting words and phrases together had always proven difficult for me. Instead of trying, I’d dropped out of school when I was released from juvie and run away, hoping no one would ever discover my secret.

      Throughout the years, the Jennings had tried to help, especially Kara. Nothing ever worked. I couldn’t focus or concentrate long enough. And the techniques she used only confused me more. No matter how much I tried to tell people, they never understood that what they saw on the paper wasn’t what I saw. Eventually, I gave up, and so did everyone else.

      Now in my mid-twenties, I was too ashamed to ask for help. If I walked into an adult learning center at my age, potential sponsors and endorsers would drop me like a bad habit. Not to mention what social media would do. I’d be crucified.

      Luckily, the few who knew about my illiteracy loved me enough to keep my secret. It wasn’t easy, and I’d surprised myself by keeping my secret as long as I had. It’s amazing the things people are willing to overlook when you’re a successful athlete making a shit ton of money.

      I still lived in constant fear though, afraid people would find out my secret and reject me like my own mother had.

      I walked back to the glider and sat, watching the sun vanish over the hills. I wanted to disappear with it.

      I closed my eyes as images of Hindley’s beautiful face ran through my mind. Her satiny hair, those luscious curves, and perfect tits. But it was her smile that had me completely captivated.

      God, I was becoming obsessed with the girl, which was completely out of character for me. Usually I had sex with a chick once or twice and we were done. No lingering thoughts, no day dreaming about her hair or her smile, for fuck’s sake.

      From the beginning, Hindley had been different though. Our relationship hadn’t begun because of my desire to fuck her. Although that would be nice too. No, I’d been drawn to Hindley because she needed me, she needed my protection. Not a lot of people needed me. It was a good feeling.

      As much as my body craved her, life had taught me I’d never have her. Hindley’s kind didn’t mix with mine. An attorney from high-society and a skateboarder from the mean streets of Denver? Please. I laughed. Not going to happen. Ever.

      As much as my head said no, my body refused to listen. I couldn’t let her go. I wanted to see Hindley again. I needed to see her again. Hear her sexy voice.

      I drew my phone from my back pocket and found her contact information with ease. I stared at the photo she’d taken of us. Instead of looking at the camera, my eyes had been glued to her beautiful face. She was breathtaking. She drove me crazy.

      I scrolled down further and found the contact information from the woman I’d met outside the hotel shortly after I’d left Hindley. No, ran away from Hindley was more like it. I was ashamed just looking at the chick’s phone number.

      I’d memorized her name and assigned her an acronym, as I did most people. But honestly, I probably wouldn’t recognize her if I ran into her on the street.

      By contrast, I had every facet of Hindley seared in my mind. From the way she twisted her hair when she was nervous, to the dimple in her chin that formed only when she smiled, to the soft tender skin of her lips. I was infatuated with everything about her. My need to see Hindley again scared me almost as much as going to my contract review meeting tomorrow.

      My finger hovered over Hindley’s number on my screen as I mentally listed off reasons why I shouldn’t call her—she was rich, she was refined…and she was a fucking attorney.

      I scrolled down to Mandy’s number. I’d entered her as “HH” for Hotel Hottie. She seemed a much better fit for someone like me, if our conversation last night was any indication. She’d laughed at my sexual innuendos, even rubbed against me like a cat in heat. She’d displayed all the typical signs of a woman up for whatever kinky shit I wanted to do in bed that night. In the end I’d walked away, Hindley’s scent consuming me.

      I toggled between the two numbers, Drunk Girl and Hotel Hottie, my mind racing. Sweat beaded across my brow. I’d never been this torn between calling a woman before in my life. Before I could change my mind, my finger swiped across her name.

      I listened anxiously as the line rang. If she didn’t answer, I vowed not to leave a message. That would be my sign that this entire idea was a mistake.

      After only one ring, she answered. “Hello.”

      My palms broke out in a cold sweat.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, uh, it’s Rory. Sorry I’m calling you so late.” God, I sounded like a nervous teenager. What the fuck was that about? “I was wondering if you still wanted to go out this evening?”

      With little coaxing, she agreed, despite the late hour. After finalizing our plans, I walked back inside Leif’s house.

      “Hey, man, can I borrow your motorcycle?”

      He glanced over the couch, smiling. “Got a hot date?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Girls don’t like to have helmet hair, you know. Better take the Mustang?”

      Leif had a vintage 1966 Mustang convertible that he and his father had completely restored. It was his pride and joy, his “Baby Girl,” as he called it. There was no fucking way I was taking that thing out on the road.

      “We’re just meeting at the restaurant,” I said. “I’m not picking her up. I’ll take the bike, if that’s okay.”

      Leif shrugged. “Sure, man. I’m just glad you called her. She sounds like a decent chick from what you’ve told me. You need a decent chick in your life.”

      I chuckled under my breath. Did I deserve a decent chick? Probably not, considering I was anything but. Didn’t stop me from wanting it though.

      “Oh my God,” Leif said, “stop already. You deserve a decent chick.”

      “So do you, Leif.”

      Leif choked on his drink. “Uh, yeah, sure, man.” He laughed nervously, quickly turning back toward the television.

      What the hell was that about?

      “Keys are on the hook by the garage door,” he said. “Drive safely.”

      I had no idea what had just happened but figured it was best to let the comment go.

      I walked into the garage and pulled the helmet over my head. Straddling the bike, I fired up the engine, waiting as it warmed up.

      You need a decent chick in your life.

      Leif’s comment rang through my mind. I didn’t even know how to treat a decent chick if one ever gave me the chance. Should I try? Part of me wanted to. But I was afraid. And when I was afraid, I did stupid shit.

      Securing the strap under my chin, I opened the garage door and eased the motorcycle out onto the driveway. A pang of unease hit my chest.

      Shit. Had I called the right woman?

      I turned the bike onto the street and twisted the throttle, speeding away into the night.

      Too late now.
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      I stood outside the restaurant, wondering what in the hell I was doing here. Was this really a good idea? Should I even go in? Probably not.

      Figuring I’d come this far, I swung the door open. Mariachi music blared from inside as the smell of stale tortilla chips assaulted me.

      A large Hispanic woman approached. She wore a bright yellow dress with detailed embroidery. Her hair was slicked back in a neat bun. “Table for one, sir?”

      Her accent was heavy but thankfully, I lived in Southern California so I was used to the language barrier. I even spoke a little Spanish.

      I shook my head. “Um, no. I’m meeting someone at the bar.”

      “Of course, sir.” She swung her arm toward the back of the restaurant. “The bar is that way. I’ll make sure she knows you’re here when she arrives. It is a woman, yes?”

      I laughed out loud. In Austin, no one assumed.

      “Yes, a woman,” I said. “Thank you.”

      I weaved through the restaurant and found the bar. Taking a seat on one of the stools, I glanced around the area. It was busy for a Sunday evening.

      The bartender stopped in front of me. “What can I get you, sir?”

      “Just water.”

      “Tap or bottle?”

      “Tap is fine,” I said.

      “Comin’ right up, sir.” After a few moments he returned, placing the glass of water on the bar, along with a basket of tortilla chips and salsa. “Anything else?”

      “Not right now, thank you.”

      “Rory!” A woman’s shrill voice echoed behind me.

      I swiveled on my stool and stared blankly at the woman fast approaching. I swallowed hard. Shit.

      She slid up next to me, her hand resting on my arm. “Thanks for calling me.”

      “Uh, sure.” I ran a nervous hand through my hair.

      I’d made a mistake, a huge mistake. I should have never called this chick. I needed to get the hell out of here. Fast.

      “I can’t stay long though,” I said. “I’ve got an early meeting in the morning.”

      She placed both hands on my knee and squeezed, slowly pushing them apart. Her fingers crept up my thighs, moving toward my dick.

      I was surprised to feel nothing stir below my waist. Unlike Hindley, who’s simple smile from across a crowded room could make my dick hard as stone.

      Hotel Hottie leaned in close, her fake boobs practically mashed against my chest.

      “It’s all right,” she breathed into my ear. “I don’t need long. Not with you.”

      I drew in a deep breath, assaulted by her floral perfume. My gut twisted with nausea.

      Two days ago, I might have accepted the chick’s invitation for sex. She had a centerfold’s body that any man would give his left nut to be inside of. Staring into her sea-green eyes, all I could think about was how different she was from Hindley, and how much I wanted her to get the hell out of here.

      Why had I called this chick instead of Hindley?

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      “You want to go back to my place?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” I nervously rubbed the back of my neck. I had so fucked this up. I knew I would. “In fact, I shouldn’t even be here tonight. I’m sorry.”

      She stared at me, brows furrowed. “What do you mean? Why?”

      “Look, I just need to go.” I reached into my wallet and dug out a twenty, throwing it on to the bar.

      “Are you fuckin’ kidding me?” She glared at me, nostrils flared. She looked like a cat about to be stuck in a tub of water.

      Oh, shit.

      She fisted both hands and placed them on her hips. “You call me up and tell me to meet you in half an hour. I bust my ass to get my shit ready and look halfway decent, thinking you wanted to take a roll in the sheets. And now,” she waved her hand around the restaurant, “I haven’t even had one drink and you say you’re already leaving? What the fuck is up with that?”

      Nice mouth, Cinderella. Do you blow guys with that dirty thing?

      “Look, I’m sorry,” I said. “Honestly. I should never have called you. Stay here, order whatever you want. I’ll leave the bartender some cash for you.”

      “I don’t need your fucking cash, you prick. I’m not a prostitute.”

      Yep, real classy. Nice call.

      I drew in a deep breath, reminding myself that I was the one who’d fucked up, not her. I blew out a slow breath, ready to make amends. “Look, all I can say is, I messed up. I made a mistake. I never should have called you. I’m sorry. Tell me if you’re staying and I’ll buy you a drink.”

      “Hell yeah, I’m staying. I didn’t get all dolled up on a Sunday night just to sit at home and watch TV.”

      I waved down the bartender and gave him a one-hundred-dollar bill. “Give her whatever she wants, just make sure she takes a cab home. Make sure she gets home safe, okay?”

      God, what was it with me and needing to make sure women were safe? I stiffened. I knew exactly what drove my desires.

      The bartender surveyed the chick sitting next to me. His eyes traveled up and down her body as if to say, “You’re seriously leaving this hottie?” He grabbed the hundred from my hand and nodded once. “Sure thing, man, no problem.”

      I slowly turned toward the woman, afraid of what I might find. “Look, I really am sorry. I know you’re a nice person, but I have to get up early tomorrow. Sorry I wasted your time.”

      She cut her eyes over the rim of her drink as she held it to her lips. Slowly lifting her other hand, she raised one red-tipped finger, one very significant finger, and shoved it in my face. “Screw you, asshole.”

      “Nice,” I said, shaking my head as I turned to leave. I had no one to blame but myself for this mess. As usual.

      What the hell had I been thinking?

      Last night, this chick had seemed like a classy lady. She’d been standing outside one of Austin’s most expensive hotels, for God’s sake. Obviously, I’d been a poor judge of character. Nothing new there.

      Maybe if I’d been wrong about Hotel Hottie, I was wrong about Drunk Girl too. Maybe Hindley wasn’t your typical attorney. Maybe I could trust her. Maybe we weren’t so different after all.

      That was a lot of maybes to bank on. I wasn’t a guy who based his life on chance.

      A huge smile spread across my face. I needed to see her, settle this once and for all.

      I pushed open the restaurant door, feeling more confident than I had since I met Hindley. A cool bite of night air slapped me in the face. The dip in temperature was unusual for this time of year in Texas.

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and looked at the time. Ten twenty-eight.

      It was too late. I shouldn’t do it. I scrolled through my contacts, staring down at Hindley’s beautiful face.

      Fuck it.

      I pushed her number, praying she’d answer. I needed to talk to her. I needed to hear her voice. I needed to say I was sorry for not calling earlier. After the fourth ring, her phone clicked over to voicemail.

      “You’ve reached Hindley Hagen. I’m sorry I missed your call. Please leave a message at the tone.”

      I hung up without leaving a message and talked myself out of immediately calling back just to hear her voice again. I swung my leg over the seat of Leif’s bike and started the engine. The seat vibrated as I sat and thought about what to do next, where to go.

      Suddenly a destination came to mind. Without a moment’s hesitation, I kicked the motorcycle in to gear and sped away into the night.

      Before I even realized what I’d done, I found myself sitting outside a familiar duplex. I parked the bike well beyond the streetlamp, careful to stay in the shadows.

      God, I was so fucked up in the head. Seriously, what was wrong with me? This chick was driving me insane.

      I noticed a small light illuminated one of the windows on Hindley’s side of the duplex. She was home.

      I ducked down in the shadows like a total perv. I’d come this far, why not go all the way with psycho stalking.

      I tried to remind myself that it was too late for a visit, but as usual, I didn’t listen to my own warnings. It didn’t matter. I was a selfish prick. I’d already gotten Hindley under my skin. There was no way to relieve the itch until I scratched.

      I punched her name on the screen and held the phone to my ear. The call went directly to voicemail, not a single ring. What the fuck? Was she was rejecting my phone calls? Now I was pissed.

      Without thinking, I jumped off the bike and stalked toward her front door. I stopped, mid-way, wondering what in the hell I was doing. Did I actually expect her to open the door? She better not. It was nearly midnight. And if she did, what the hell was I going to say?

      As much as I wanted to leave, I couldn’t. Hindley was like a drug, and I was already addicted to her. I needed a fix. The more she eluded me, the more I wanted her.

      It was official. I’d completely lost my shit. Over a girl.

      I held my breath as I stepped up on the porch, praying she’d answer. What would I say if she did? I’d basically stood her up. My insides clenched with an uneasiness I wasn’t used to.

      My hand hovered in front of her door as I blew out a shaky breath. Shit. I’d never been this nervous in my life, especially over a chick. Finally, I said, fuck it, and knocked on the door.

      If she didn’t answer, I’d leave and never come back, never call her again, I promised myself. I shook my head. That was a fucking lie. I’d bash her door down if she didn’t answer, I was that addicted.

      There was no answer. I wasn’t sure if I should be thankful or pissed. Instead of debating, I peered through the small window in the door. It was covered with material, but I could see movement inside. She was home. But wait, if she was home, why wasn’t she answering the door? Or my calls?

      Suddenly, a disturbing scenario flashed before my eyes.

      What if she was in there with someone else? What if she was hooking up with some other dude in there?

      Nausea had me almost doubled over, and I thought I might puke. I couldn’t bear to think of another man holding her, caressing her, kissing her. Those were my lips. I could still feel them pressed against mine last night as our tongues danced in an erotic beat of pure lust and desire.

      I’d sucked face with a lot of women, for a multitude of reasons, but none had ever affected me the way Hindley’s had. Her kiss had made me feel complete, whole, alive for the first time in a long time. And the best part was, she’d kissed me back, with a passion and a desire that matched my own.

      God, I sounded like a character from a fucking Nicholas Sparks movie. But it was the truth.

      Hindley was different. I knew it the minute I’d uncovered those delicious blue toenails. She was a rare breed. And that’s why I was standing out here in the cold, on her front porch, like a lunatic at eleven o’clock in the evening. I just prayed she would answer the door.

      Seconds turned into minutes as I waited for her to answer. Blood rushed through my veins and my heart nearly beat out of my chest. I feared I may stroke out. I raised my hand and knocked a second time.

      Finally, the dead bolt clicked. I held my breath as the door creaked open.

      And there she was.

      Her long blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, a pencil tucked behind one ear. Visions of her the night we met tumbled through my head. Unlike the first time I’d seen her, tonight she wore black-rimmed glasses that gave her a naughty librarian look. Her face was free of makeup and I thought I’d never seen her look more beautiful.

      My eyes scanned lower.

      She wore a T-shirt with Hello Kitty printed on the front and matching Hello Kitty flannel boxer shorts, revealing her long, toned legs. That could be fun, I thought.

      Hindley cleared her throat.

      I glanced up, staring into her brown eyes. They were darker now and narrowed.

      She leaned against the doorframe, staring at me, expressionless.

      Oh, shit. This was worse than I thought. I could handle her being pissed at me. I’d dealt with that emotion from people most of my life. What scared the hell out of me was the look on her face now. Or lack thereof. She was unresponsive, her emotions hidden. The fun-loving Drunk Girl from yesterday was gone, replaced by someone I didn’t know. This was her attorney look.

      “I’m sorry to come by so late,” I blurted out, trying to break the spell. “It’s just that…I was trying to call and you didn’t answer, and I started to get worried about you, and well...” I sounded lame as shit, even to myself.

      She cocked her head and raised a brow, the arch peeking over the frames of her glasses. “Really?” she said sarcastically, drawing out the word.

      Yep, this was way worse than I thought.

      “What, you don’t believe me?” I asked.

      “Rory, what do you want? It’s late and I still have a lot of work to do.”

      “I thought you said you’d be done by eight.” I smiled, going for the innocent look.

      Her face remained impassive.

      Obviously, I was failing miserably.

      Her lips pressed in a tight line as she scowled at me

      My head dropped to my chest and I stared at my dingy boots. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, unable to meet her gaze.

      “For what?”

      I looked up.

      Her scowl was gone but her expression was still lukewarm at best. I had one shot with her. Honesty. I would go with honesty.

      “For not calling you tonight like I said I would,” I finally answered. “I asked you out to dinner and then I never called you. I’m sorry for that.”

      She nodded and grabbed the edge of the door. “Apology accepted. Now, if that’s the only reason you came, I need to go. It’s cold out there and I’m tired.” She took a step backward and prepared to shut the door.

      I stuck my foot out, stopping her. “Wait, Hindley.”

      “What?” she barked out.

      I stood silent, unable to answer.

      “What the hell do you want from me, Rory?” she half-shouted.

      I expected her to be upset, disappointed even, sure. But this reaction was different, something I was unaccustomed to. She was furious, and it wasn’t because of one missed call from me. Something else had happened to Drunk Girl tonight.

      “What’s going on with you?” I asked quietly.

      “What’s going on with me? What’s going on with me?” she repeated, laughing sarcastically. “You’re seriously going to stand there and ask what’s wrong with me?”

      “Can I come in and talk to you for a second?”

      “No, you can’t come in.” She grasped the door, preparing to shut it.

      “Why?” I asked, moving closer.

      “You apologized, I accepted. We’re done. You’ve absolved yourself, you’re cleansed. Happy?”

      Her eyes glistened with tears.

      Shit, she was going to cry. I felt like the biggest asshole alive.

      “No, Hindley. I’m not happy,” I said, lowering my head. “I’m not happy at all.” Out of all the shitty things I’d done in my life, this was at the top.

      When the door didn’t slam in my face, I glanced up.

      Hindley stared down at her hands, fumbling with the drawstring of her pajama shorts. Slowly, she lifted her head and she stared at me, as if trying to gauge my sincerity.

      We stood silently, me patiently waiting, for once. I needed her to believe me.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      Her lips opened as if about to say something.

      I leaned forward. A thrill of hope shot through me when she didn’t step back. It felt like that first hit of an illicit drug, burning through my veins. Hindley was going to give me a chance.

      The porch light from next door flickered on, startling us both.

      “Hindley,” a familiar voice called out from around the hedges, “is everything all right over there?”

      Hindley pushed past me, wrapping her arms around her body. She leaned over the edge of the porch. “Yeah, I’m fine, Frannie, thanks.”

      Red’s face peeked around the bushes.

      “Oh, hey, Lover Boy.” Red smiled. “Finally back for more, huh?” She waggled her brows.

      Hindley looked at me then to Red. “You two know each other?”

      Red and I nodded.

      “Well, he’s just leaving.” Hindley placed her hands on my chest and shoved me off the porch.

      “You might want to rethink about letting this one go, Hindley,” Red said. “I mean, how many guys find a totally smashed chick on the street and work their asses off trying to get her home safely without getting anything in return?”

      Hindley’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “He brought you home. Didn’t even know where you lived. He came knocking on our door to make sure this was your address before he carried you inside. It took him a lot of work to get you home safely, trust me.”

      Thank you, Red.

      “He did?” Hindley’s gaze moved from Red over to me. The look of confusion on her face, mixed with shock, had the earlier expression of contempt disappearing.

      “Uh, huh,” Red said. “He even carried you inside. It was so romantic.”

      Hindley’s big brown eyes met mine. “You carried me in?”

      Of course, she wouldn’t remember how she got in bed that night.

      “Yep,” Red said. “He sure did. You were toast, girl.” She laughed. “You couldn’t have walked if you had to. Who knew you had a wild side, Hindley?”

      A flush crept across Hindley’s cheeks and she grimaced.

      I could take embarrassed. At least she wasn’t glaring at me anymore.

      “Well, good night then.” Red waved. “See you in the morning, sunshine.” Red glanced over at me. “Maybe you too, Lover Boy.” Her eyes twinkled with mischief before she disappeared around the corner, laughing all the way. Within seconds, her porch light clicked off.

      It was just Hindley and me, standing in the cold night air, staring at one another.

      Her body shivered.

      I reached out and rubbed her arms up and down, trying to warm her. “Come on,” I said, pushing her back inside. “This is ridiculous. You’re freezing out here.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “I can’t believe how cold it is outside.”

      I walked her inside, with surprisingly no resistance, and shut the door. Locking both dead bolts, I turned to face her.

      “Why did you lock us in?” she asked.

      Her question surprised me. Why wouldn’t I? “Because I want to talk, and unlike you, I’m not nearly as trusting of the human race.”

      “Rory, I wasn’t kidding. It’s late, I’m tired, and I’ve still got a shit load of work ahead of me.” She motioned toward her dining room.

      I turned and studied her table.

      Her laptop sat open at one end, surrounded by piles and piles of paper littered everywhere. A plate with several slices of pizza sat off to the side.

      “Did I interrupt your dinner?” I teased, but quickly remembered I was supposed to take her to dinner tonight. The reason she was eating pizza was because of me. I glanced back at Hindley.

      She stared down at the floor, hands fisted by her sides.

      I released a heavy sigh. It was official. I was the world’s biggest prick. “Look, Hindley, I wanted to come by tonight to apologize. I needed to see you.”

      Her head lifted and she glared at me. “That makes absolutely no sense, you know that right? I mean, last night you said you wanted to go out with me, but then you never called. Instead, you show up hours later and say, ‘I need to see you,’ whatever the hell that means.” She lowered her voice, trying to mimic mine.

      I clenched my teeth to keep from laughing. “Was that supposed to be me?”

      Her eyes narrowed but her lips twitched with amusement.

      I couldn’t hold it any longer. A small laugh burst out before I could stop it.

      Hindley balled up her fist and hit my arm. “Shut up.” Her lips pressed in a tight line as she tried to stifle her own laugh.

      The tears from earlier were replaced with a glimmer of amusement. Relief flooded me.

      I decided the best way to play this now was casual. Act like nothing had happened. Pretend I hadn’t been the biggest douche bag ever.

      “What kind of pizza is this?” I asked, strolling over to the kitchen counter. I couldn’t care less if it were covered in dog shit, I was going to eat. Especially if it meant I could stay here a little longer with Hindley.

      “What are you doing?”

      I glanced over my shoulder. “We’re having dinner.”

      “No.” She fisted her hands on her hips. “You’re being a jackass and eating my dinner.”

      “Either way, we’re both hungry. Can you take a break for ten minutes and eat with me?”

      She stared at me, studying me, assessing me.

      Afraid she may see the real me, I diverted my gaze.

      “Hold on.” She sprinted down the hallway.

      My gaze followed her. Something in my midsection stirred to life as I watched her tight little ass run down the hall. I seriously thought about dropping my plate and following her but before I could take a step, she’d returned.

      Her sexy body was now covered with a ratty robe, and her blue toenails were covered in bunny slippers.

      Well, shit. So much for ogling her while I ate.

      She’d released her ponytail and blonde hair fell in waves over her shoulders. I couldn’t help but hope she’d done it for me. She may be trying to detour me but she actually looked hotter than ever.

      I scooped up several slices of pizza on a napkin for myself and grabbed her plate from the table. “Let’s sit over there.” I nodded toward the living room.

      She hesitated, clutching her robe tighter.

      I shrugged and moved toward the coffee table, not bothering to ask permission. In my life I’d always found it easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.

      I plopped down on the sofa as if I’d lived here for years. Picking up a piece of pepperoni pizza, I shoveled a bite in my mouth. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was. “So, do you own this duplex?” I asked around a mouth full of pizza.

      “Don’t do this, Rory.”

      I glanced up.

      Hindley held out a bottle of water and a napkin.

      “Do what?” I choked out in between bites, wiping my mouth.

      “Don’t start this small talk crap. It doesn’t suit you.”

      I swallowed the pizza. It felt like a boulder going down. “What does that mean?”

      She sat on the chair opposite me, the one I’d put her down on when I’d brought her home from the bar. “I know who you are.”

      “Who am I?” I asked nervously. Maybe she’d discovered I was a professional skateboarder. She probably thought I was a loser, completely beneath her. Which was somewhat true. Especially after the way I’d treated her tonight.

      “You’re a player.”

      “A player?” I laughed.

      “Yes. A player.” She pulled her pizza apart and picked at the crust.

      She was nervous, and defensive, and I was the reason why. I hated myself for being the source of her pain.

      “I saw you last night,” she said, still staring down at her pizza.

      “Where?”

      “Outside the hotel, with that woman. I saw you take her number.” Her eyes rolled up to meet mine, all amusement gone. “Just like you did me.”

      Oh, fuck. Hotel Hottie. She knew about Hotel Hottie.

      I swallowed hard. A tight band of guilt cinched around my chest, making it hard to breathe. Shit. Shit. Shit. I’d been prepared to grovel, I’d even been prepared to beg, but I wasn’t prepared for this.

      “You have one chance to get this right, Rory.” Hindley sat up straight, shoulders stiff, eyes unreadable.

      I knew she was right. If I fucked this up, if I gave her a wrong answer, this shit between us would be over before it began. How was I going to explain why I’d taken another woman’s phone number and called her instead of Hindley?

      “Just answer one question,” she said calmly.

      Sweat beaded on my forehead and I rubbed the back of my neck. Shit, I was going to fuck this up. “Okay,” I finally said.

      “Why did you run last night when I told you I was a lawyer?”

      That was it? That was her one question I had to answer?

      I held my breath. Answering Hindley’s question would be much more difficult than explaining why I took another girl’s phone number. The answer involved my past, and I didn’t want to go there. Not with Hindley.

      I placed my pizza back on my napkin on the coffee table, suddenly losing my appetite. I leaned back against the sofa, rubbing my palms over my jeans. What could I tell her that wouldn’t make me look like a bigger asshole?

      The truth? I bit back a laugh.

      Tell her what? That I was a juvenile delinquent, a hot-headed punk who’d seen the inside of a courtroom more times than a classroom? That I was a dope head? Tell her I had to constantly check myself to make sure I didn’t go over the edge?

      Yeah, definitely not the truth.

      Wait, did I even want to go down this road for a chick? Yeah, yeah, I did. In the end, I decided a watered-down version of the truth would be best.

      “Rory,” she called quietly, patiently.

      I drew in a steadying breath. My stomach cramped in knots, the pizza threatening to return. My eyes met hers and I prayed she would believe me and not run like all the others had.

      “I guess,” I said, running a hand through my hair, “I guess I’ve just had bad experiences with attorneys in the past and I’m a little leery.”

      “That’s not all, and you know it.” She stared at me with those attorney eyes, the ones that demanded the truth, no matter what. Shit.

      “If that’s your answer, then you need to leave. Now.” Rather than stand and escort me out, she leaned back in her chair as if awaiting a good story, and slowly crossed her legs. Her robe fell open, revealing long, silky-smooth legs.

      I clenched my teeth to bite back a moan. All I could picture were those long legs wrapped around my waist, her lips pressed to mine.

      “So, is that your answer?” she asked, her head tilted.

      Her question woke me from my lurid thoughts. “Look, Hindley, I’ve got a tainted past. Can we just leave it at that?”

      “Why didn’t you call me tonight?”

      Fuck.

      “I don’t know.” It wasn’t a total lie. “I guess I figured you deserved better than me.”

      “Did you call her?”

      “Who?”

      “You know who.”

      I stared down at the coffee table, afraid to meet her gaze. “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Did you take her out tonight?”

      “We met for drinks, but I left as soon as she got there.”

      She nodded. “Well, I’m sure you had a nice time.” She stood and grabbed our pizzas, quietly leaving the room.

      My head sunk into my hands and my fingers pulled at my hair. I’d completely blown it. One chance and I’d choked. I’d lost tournaments and competitions because of one bad trick. And now I’d lost her.

      I glanced up when I heard her return. I didn’t know whether to be ecstatic or scared shitless.

      She walked toward the door and undid both locks. Turning the door handle, she pulled the door open. A gust of cold wind whipped through the room. But it was nothing compared to the icy glare she gave me.

      “It’s late, Rory. You need to go.” Her voice was flat but authoritative.

      I’d fucked up. Majorly. But I didn’t want to leave. I wasn’t even sure I could leave her.

      I rose from the sofa, realizing this was it. I’d never see Drunk Girl again. My heart sank. I’d never experienced this kind of rejection and pain before. I walked past her but stopped in front of her. I couldn’t leave, wouldn’t leave, without touching her one last time.

      Taking her hand in mine, I brought it up to my mouth, brushing each knuckle with my lips.

      Her eyes widened, and she sucked in a breath.

      She was definitely affected. Unlike at the wedding though, there was a coldness in her expression. She was closing herself off to me. I wasn’t entirely sure I could coax my Drunk Girl out but I wanted to try. As long as she didn’t object, I’d push on.

      My fingers trailed up the sleeve of her robe until I reached her shoulder. With the back of my hand, I gently brushed her hair back, revealing her soft, supple neck.

      Slowly her tongue peeked out and she licked her lower lip.

      My dick went rock hard, picturing those lips wrapped around me. I sucked in a breath.

      Her gaze moved down to my lips. God, I wanted to kiss her but I needed to go slow.

      I slipped my hand around the back of her neck, surprised she didn’t protest.

      Instead, she leaned into my embrace.

      With my eyes trained on hers, I stepped closer, looking for any sign of opposition. When I saw none, I gently slipped my free hand around her waist and drew her in to me. I stilled when her full breasts molded against my chest. She wasn’t wearing a bra.

      Fuck.

      I studied her face for any signs she wanted me to stop.

      Her eyes were half-lidded and glazed over, mouth open as her chest rose and fell against mine.

      She wanted this, and so did I.

      Moving slowly, afraid I would scare her, I lowered my head and covered her mouth with mine.

      A delicious warmth spread through my body as she pressed into me. Her lips spread opened, and I took what she was offering, my tongue gently caressing hers. The heat of her hands burned through my shirt as her fingers wrapped around my shoulders.

      Hindley’s touch was like heaven and hell. I wanted more but I needed to take this slow.

      Her hands wound into my hair, pulling my face closer to hers.

      Despite my intent to go slow, our kiss quickly progressed from desire to primal hunger and I lost all control. I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. I was consumed with everything about her.

      Her hands slid down to my chest and she shoved me away.

      I stumbled back, heaving for breath. What the hell?

      Hindley recoiled, her eyes wide as she pressed a fist to her mouth. “Go, Rory,” she whispered, so low, I could barely hear her.

      Shit. Had I read her wrong? I’d thought she’d wanted me as much as I wanted her.

      I nodded once and stepped out onto the porch. “I’m sorry,” I said as I turned to face her. I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to see her one last time.

      One hand covered her throat, the other pressed against her stomach. The corners of her mouth were tipped up in a smile so small I may have missed it if I hadn’t been searching for any clue that she still wanted this.

      I’d affected her. Whatever this was between us, it wasn’t over, and we both knew it. My face split into a shit-eating grin and I wondered if I should go back in for another kiss. Before I could move, she shut the door in my face.

      Her dead bolt clicked and relief flooded me. At least she’d be safe tonight.

      I stood on her porch, staring dumbly at the door. Would she really give me a second chance? That kiss sure as shit said yes. And so did that smile.

      Suddenly the porch light clicked off and I was surrounded by the night. Unlike the other times in my life when the darkness had consumed me and I felt lost and alone, this time I was filled with something new, something different. Hope.
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      I couldn’t believe what I was looking at. I’d been staring at it for so long, my eyes were seeing double. Why hadn’t I noticed it last night after he’d left? I prided myself on details. I was a contracts attorney, for God’s sake. Well, for now anyway.

      It wasn’t like contract law or tort litigation had been my passion in law school. My desire to be a prosecutor had fueled my need to finish law school.

      During the summer of my first year, I interned at the local District Attorney’s office. I quickly realized I’d never survive criminal law. I’d wanted to do some good, help contribute justice to a system that had been unjust to me. But in the end, the work had been too overwhelming—the crime scene photos, the victims’ statements, the police reports. It had triggered too many memories and had nearly been forced to drop out of law school.

      After graduation, I still hadn’t settled on one particular area of law. Thankfully, Paul introduced me to one of his financial investors at a party, Mr. Aston Stedwick.

      Mr. Stedwick was the founding partner at Stedwick and Nigh, a prestigious Austin law firm. We’d had an impromptu interview right there at the party. I must have impressed him because two days later, Mr. Stedwick called and offered me a position with the firm.

      I didn’t want to let the firm down. And I didn’t want to disappoint Paul. I mean, he wouldn’t mind if contract law didn’t turn out to be my cup of tea, but I couldn’t leave Mr. Stedwick high and dry if I didn’t like the work. Paul needed Mr. Stedwick’s investment if he was ever going to recover from the economic downfall his own company had suffered over the last few years. I couldn’t afford to disappoint either of them.

      The starting salary was decent for a first-year lawyer. I made enough to put a good down payment on my duplex and stash the maximum amount in my retirement account, my 401K, and a separate annuity. I was planning for the future.

      I’d learned my lessons about living in the moment and being careless. Every move I made now was calculated, precise, and planned. My life didn’t have room for surprises anymore.

      Until now. This wasn’t a surprise. It was an oversight, a huge one, on my part.

      I studied the document for the hundredth time.

      The majority of the contract was boilerplate. I’d worked hard over the last three months, drafting the verbiage with Michael and Luis, my two other associates. We’d ensured the words were written to protect both parties, whether we represented them or not. Today though, I wasn’t concerned about anything other than the name in front of me.

      How could I have let my personal feelings get in the way of my professional judgment?

      I’d been pouring over the contract all day yesterday, well into the night. I knew exactly why, and I was furious with myself. Why hadn’t I seen it before?

      I didn’t know if I was more upset with Rory for coming to my house for a late-night booty call, after he’d called a complete stranger to go out with instead of me. Or at myself for dreaming of him last night, of our parting kiss. I was so mad at him, so hurt by his dismissal, yet in one kiss he’d essentially wiped away all my anger and disappointment.

      I clicked the internet icon on my laptop and let it toggle over to the pages I’d pulled up earlier this morning. It was him, definitely him.

      My gaze darted to a stack of papers on my desk. It was right there, literally in black and white. The title of the document, ‘Sponsorship Contract’, was the same as all the other signings I’d been a part of since I’d drafted the original copy.

      The Sponsor name was no surprise either, ‘Kopra Enterprises, LLC’. We’d drafted several legal documents for them in the past, including an Article of Incorporation when they’d decided to grow their company.

      This was the third sponsorship contract I’d personally worked on with them under their subsidiary company. Maybe that’s why I’d skimmed over it so hastily. I wasn’t representing the Sponsee, I was representing Kopra.

      No, all of the rest of the text on the document was common, no surprises. The only thing different was the ‘Sponsee Name’ and it had my head spinning. The man Kopra Enterprises wanted to sponsor, the man whose name appeared before me on all these legal documents, was the only difference.

      Rory Gregor.

      Rory. Friggin’. Gregor.

      I’d been sitting at my desk for over an hour, staring at the name. I had no idea what to do. I’d been so caught up in the particulars of the terms of the contract that I’d completely neglected to associate Rory’s name on the contract to the one who’d sucked my face last night.

      How could I trust myself with this contract if I couldn’t even notice something as major as that? What should I tell Michael and Luis? Should I even tell them I knew Rory?

      Yeah, I knew him, those lips especially.

      Oh, God, what would Mr. Stedwick say? He’d probably fire me on the spot. And worse, pull his investments from Paul’s company.

      I would just play dumb, act like I didn’t know Rory, that would be best. But wait, what if Rory didn’t play along? Oh, shit, I was screwed.

      I looked down at my watch, relieved to find I still had an hour to figure out what the hell I was going to do. I needed help. And there was only one person who could fix this. I picked up my phone and dialed Luis’s extension.

      “What’s up, girl?” Luis asked in his sexy Spanish accent. “You ready for the meeting?”

      “Um, about that. I need to talk to you.”

      “Ut oh, that doesn’t sound good. What’s going on?”

      “Do you have a second to talk?”

      “For you, cariña, I have a lifetime. I’ll be right there.”

      Luis Marquez was an angel fish in a sea of blood-thirsty sharks, a beauty inside and out. I feared one day he may be eaten alive by those he worked for. He never seemed to mind though.

      I had no idea why he’d ever pursued a law degree. He had so many other strong talents. Even at Stedwick and Nigh though, he’d managed to climb his way up the corporate ladder nicely. He always told me, “Girl, my taste is too expensive. I need a profession that can support my extravagant tastes.”

      Luis was a triple threat—funny, smart, and gorgeous. The problem was, he knew it. With bronzed skin and eyes that looked like melted caramel, he had every woman—and gay man—in the office swooning.

      Luis swung my office door open. “What’s up, mí amor?” In other law firms, his actions toward me could have been construed as sexual harassment. Given the fact that one, Luis was gay and two, that was his nature, I’d grown accustomed to it. In fact, a large part of me loved that about Luis. His terms of endearment were a welcome part of my day.

      “I think I may have a problem with the Kopra contract.”

      “What’s up?”

      “I know the Sponsee.” I pushed the front page over to him.

      Luis and Michael had shown extreme trust in me over the last three months. They allowed me to draft the contracts pretty much on my own. Michael was the closer, the negotiator, and Luis dealt with the personalities, the ‘divas’ as we liked to call them.

      Luis was already familiar with both parties we’d be dealing with today. He prided himself on intel and was good at it. More than anything, he wanted this new division to prosper and grow. Despite his lackadaisical attitude, Luis had goals. Becoming a partner by the age of thirty-five was one of them.

      Stedwick and Nigh was venturing into a new area in the sports industry called attorney-agent representation. It brought together the best of both an attorney and an agent for the athlete, things that used to be standalone positions.

      Not only was an attorney-agent someone who was familiar with all aspects of the law, they were also able to promote the athlete and stay on top of any legal issue that may surround them.

      It was the latest trend in sponsorship contracts and it was a very lucrative deal. An attorney had the potential to make much more than just a standard fee. Their earnings were directly tied to the athlete’s success, if written correctly. It was an area Mr. Stedwick was very interested in, hence his presence at today’s meeting.

      Luis shrugged. “So what, he’s a professional athlete. Most people who haven’t had their head up their ass for the last five years know who Rory Gregor is. He’s got like a zillion X Games medals, for God’s sake.”

      “Well, that’s the thing. Up until two days ago, I’d never heard of him.”

      “So, what’s the problem?”

      “I know him,” I said, willing him to understand my insinuation.

      Luis perched high on the edge of his seat and covered his mouth with his hand. “Uh uh. Girl, tell me you did not tap that?”

      “Luis.” I batted my hand.

      “No, seriously, do not tell me. I mean, I want you to tell me, but professionally, please don’t. I wouldn’t blame you though. He is muy caliente.” Luis fanned his face. “I would too, if I thought I stood a chance.”

      “I didn’t ‘tap that.’” I used air quotes. “We just kissed. Twice,” I muttered.

      “Twice,” he practically shrieked. “I know there’s more there, girl, I can see it in your eyes. Spill.” He pushed back in the chair and folded his arms over his chest as if he were preparing for a tantalizing movie.

      I started from the beginning, not sparing a detail. Well, maybe a few details, like how completely smashed I’d been.

      Luis rubbed his dark hair with both hands as he rolled his eyes up toward the ceiling. “A Dios, mío. Holy hell, baby girl. We have us a real problem here.”

      “I know.” I bit down on my thumb. “I can’t go into these negotiations.”

      “I’m not talking about the negotiations. I’m talking about you.” He pointed straight at me.

      “What about me?”

      “You’re already over the moon for this guy. It shows in your face, in your whole damn countenance. Every time you say his name, your eyes light up and you get this adorable crinkle in your nose.” He reached over the desk and touched my nose.

      I swatted him away.

      Luis laughed and fell back in his chair. “I’ve never seen you like this before, cariña. You look good wearing a little lust on you.”

      I threw a paper clip at him but missed. “That’s not true.” I was good and pissed at Luis. Not for his comments, but because deep down, everything he said was true.

      Even after all the things I’d learned about Rory on the Internet, after all I’d experienced with him personally, a ball of lust still burned deep in my belly for the man.

      “Look, I’m not saying you can’t play with him on the side,” Luis said. “Just be careful. I think he’s way beyond you though.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Don’t get defensive.” He held up a hand.

      “I’m not getting defensive. First.” I ticked off on one finger. “I can’t have any sort of relationship with him other than professional because that’s my job. Second, I still wouldn’t involve myself with him even if I didn’t represent his sponsor. Have you seen all the shit he’s done?” I turned my laptop around and scrolled.
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