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Dedication

 


To those who see something in the
mirror they don’t like about themselves…this one’s for
you.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Chasing Ginger


Chapter One

 


The resonant, yet annoying blare of an alarm brought Ginger
Halloway’s eyes open. Muttering an imprecation, she slapped the
‘sleep’ button. “Just five minutes,” she groaned, then burrowed
back under her covers. The blissful quiet began to lull her to
sleep.

The shrill bleat came again, and after
a minute, she realized it was from her cell phone nearby. A curse
sprang out her mouth. “Really? For God’s sake, people. It’s too
early.” She played the waiting game, hoped if she ignored it, the
sound would go away. By some miracle, it did.

“Mee…ow!”

She grunted as Sterling, her orange
tabby, landed right on her chest. The fur ball wouldn’t budge,
though, and her double D’s screamed in agony at the kneading motion
he established with those talons.

“Ster…Christ, cat, give me
a break.”

She scooped him up and eased the cat
beside her on the bed. As a hand absently stroked his soft coat,
her mind numbed out and she closed her eyes. Sleep never came,
though, and not because she didn’t try.

Her cell phone rang once more. With a
curse, she flung back the corner of the spread and eased off the
mattress. In an aqua camisole and sleep shorts, Ginger padded over
to her bulky, purple and silver purse, and dug inside. That
identifiable sound of a call being dumped into voicemail came.
Curious, she pressed the power button and the screen lit
up.

Five calls. Three
voicemails.

Not good. Someone wanted her attention
in a bad way. Then the time jumped out at her.

10:31 A.M.

“Damnit!”

She swung to her alarm clock, which
proudly flashed, oh, twelve o’clock. So, why hadn’t the alarm gone
off? Oh, right. She’d reset it for Sunday, so she could sleep in.
The display still puzzled her. All she could account for it was the
power had gone out, and then came back on.

Shit. Her boss must be
pissed.

Oh, right. Five phone calls with no
answer would do it.

Sterling sat up in a regal fashion and
cocked his head.

“I know,” she muttered. She
pulled up Tucker Adams’ information and hit ‘send’. When he came on
the line, she explained the problem and promised she’d be in as
soon as humanly possible. The man understood somehow. But then, it
wasn’t like she toed the line often at work. She was reliable, a
hard worker. All qualities sought after in an executive
assistant.

Damnit, she needed to move. And
shifting the feline was half the battle.

“Time to get up, lazy
bones.”

The cat just looked at her.

“Fine,” she said, stalking
toward him. Swept a section of the white down comforter over his
body in what she liked to call a Sterling burrito. His purr became
louder as he flexed those paws. “Just don’t say in bed too long,
hmm?”

She found it unfair that he could laze
and be a cat, and she couldn’t. Come next weekend and she would so
sleep in like this lump of fur.

After a quick shower, she
ironed her red waves straight. Sometimes she used a hair dryer and
a brush, but on rainy days, her hair tended to curl again. She did
her makeup – simple was better – then threw on her work clothes.
Gazing around the small one-bedroom Sunset District apartment,
located at 35th
and Vicente, and part of a duplex, it suited her.
Of course, it had the usual amenities, but was enough for single
living. Who could find a decent place in the city for the salary
she made? Ginger loved color, so she’d spent time in an attempt to
bring some character to her apartment. Each wall had a pastel
backsplash with a deeper shade from a sponge technique. It
complemented the oak veneer interspersed around each
room.

Of course, if she ever wanted to
relocate, she’d have to repaint the place in the unsuitable taupe
in which she’d found it. The one that resembled the color of a
toddler vomiting chocolate milk on your shirt – yeah, she’d done a
babysitter stint in high school for extra cash.

In the kitchen, she fired up her
Keurig, listening while it cooed its pleasant sound, and worked her
way through a bowl of corn flakes as the Arabica whirled inside a
mug. Inhaling the strong aroma, she hoped it would wake her up a
little more. Yesterday’s issue of the San Francisco Chronicle sat
on the countertop and she flipped through the dry pages until
reaching the classifieds. It never hurt to look anyway. Then
something caught her eye. One ad read:

Ladies, are you tired of
having no luck in love?

“Yep.”

Is dating just too hard
for you?

“Affirmative on that
one…”

Would you like to attract
lots of men? Our 100% pure product can help. Get in on some
revolutionary results today. Sign up for our study, and try the
pill you’ll soon see in stores everywhere.

InstaSin

We promise your fantasies
will come true.

Geez, it almost sounded like a
late-night commercial, with a perfect woman who oozed sex appeal
while she giggled on the phone. And at the bottom of the screen, it
would state, ‘CALL NOW!’

Her interest piqued, she noticed the
study for InstaSin started today, about an hour after work let off.
It was hosted by the University of California, over at the medical
school on Parnassus. Plus, the people hosting the study promised to
compensate each participant. In fact, she could use the extra money
for her car, which was still in the shop. It was hardly news
clunkers never lasted, but she couldn’t afford a new one either.
One day her car would end up as someone’s junkaneering project,
though.

Seriously…adulting sucked.

Just then, Sterling decided to grace
the room with his royal presence, marching to his food
bowl.

Ginger chewed her lip, her eyes drawn
back to the flier for a second. “What do you think, buddy? Is it
worth the drive?”

The fur ball lifted his head, cocked
it to the side.

“Yeah, probably a bad idea,
right?”

She grabbed her coffee cup and nursed
it. In the end, she tore the ad from the paper, stuffed it in her
purse and headed off to work, though she was still late.

By six o’clock that evening, she’d
reached the building behind the medical center. Ginger didn’t have
time to change so she still wore what she’d arrived in at work. A
cascade ruffle blouse in fuchsia, over a dark gray pencil skirt,
with her feet wrapped in caramel-hued dress sandals. She was
ushered inside a white room on the fourth floor, with a group of
other women at long conference-like tables. Ginger sat with eleven
others, though there were just as many at the next table
over.

They had to wait a mere five minutes
before two women in lab coats appeared. They both wore pastel
blouses and black skirts. One woman was like her, green-eyed with a
weight problem. Except she was blonde. The other was slimmer,
dark-haired and wore a pair of black horn-rimmed
glasses.

“Welcome, ladies,” the
blonde announced. “I’m Dr. Francis. You can call me Rachel, if you
like. We’re so glad you could make it here, and you’re interested
in participating in the study. Let’s talk a little about how this
works. The study will last for three months, but we’ll only meet
twice. Now and the day after you’ve taken a final dose. Then we’ll
evaluate how everything went, and ask you to fill out a
questionnaire, okay?”

Nods all around.

“Great. You will be
compensated for your participation as well. We’re offering two
hundred dollars a week. Now, we want to be sure each of you is
healthy enough for the study. We’re passing some forms around, with
an agreement you’ll consent to a brief physical exam – no different
than an annual exam – and a full blood panel. We would never place
anyone in harm’s way, you understand. So, it just helps to be sure
all is okay before you take InstaSin.”

The consent form she received was a
bit more detailed than expressed. It was a non-disclosure
agreement. If she signed, she was swearing to participate in the
study and keep her knowledge of InstaSin and its discoveries
confidential, at least while they were under the pills’ influence.
Plus, she had to state upfront the medications she was taking, in
case they anticipated any interactions with those. It wasn’t much
of a surprise, since this was a legitimate clinical
trial.

“Any questions?”

Ginger raised her hand.

“Yes, go ahead.”

“Why do you call it
InstaSin?”

“Good question. For, ah,
most of us here, dating is a chore, to say the least. InstaSin cuts
through all that.”

The doctor wasn’t wrong. Though no
woman in the room was ugly, in her opinion, most had some flaws
they dealt with every day – mild acne, handicaps, weight issues or
just the crime of being a little plain in features.

“Okay, but how
do you cut through
it?”

The blonde woman smiled. “InstaSin
works with your body’s natural chemistry, attaching to pheromones.
We’ve paired it with birth control as a precaution, of
course.”

“A precaution to what?”
Like they would all become popular on AdultFriendFinder? She had to
smother a laugh.

Rachel blushed.

The brunette at her side spoke up.
“I’m Dr. Elise Garner. Dr. Francis and I are heading up the project
together. The precaution she refers to is just that InstaSin is
more than birth control. This is the first of its kind. The drug
can and will entice the opposite sex for you, so if don’t intend to
attract a man, you shouldn’t participate.”

A few women groaned in disbelief. One
left the room in a hurry.

Ginger’s eyebrows rose. Ah, a lesbian.
Too bad it wouldn’t work for the woman. Her friend Nicole would’ve
loved the idea of this…only as a nod toward irony.

She shifted her attention back to the
medical staff.

“But, how does it attract
them?” the woman beside Ginger asked.

“Well, let’s just say it
achieves the equivalent of cosmetic surgery, except on a genetic
level. We all want to be beautiful, right? InstaSin causes…well, to
put it plainly, extreme sexiness. You’ll see the same person you
always have in the mirror, yet a few others might not.”

A murmur swept over the crowd of
women.

“But this drug is
experimental,” Ginger interjected.

“For now, though it is in
line for FDA approval. Afterward, we plan to market a similar drug
for men.”

Wasn’t Viagra
enough?

“So, what are you looking
to find out?”

“We want to observe how it
works for you, if you experience any symptoms. Other than the
obvious, of course. And if you’re already on birth control, we
suggest you replace it with InstaSin for the next few
months.”

There was a slight pause. “Now…we
don’t expect any big side effects. This has been pre-tested, so we
know it works. And before you ask, we had no adverse reactions.
However, if you notice anything suspicious or detrimental to your
health – we have a list of symptoms or ‘red flags’ for any
medication on the market – then stop taking InstaSin right away,
call your general physician or go to the E.R. But, as
aforementioned, we don’t foresee any problems. Please know you may
back out at any time. Just call the number on the package and we’ll
send you a paper to sign.

We insist you take the full dose of
InstaSin or you won’t see it work correctly. You should also have
an account of your dates or encounters, whatever relates to the
pill. You can give that to us as well during evaluation time at the
end of the study. The journal is more for your own peace of mind,
though. We urge you to keep the details of this program to
yourself. We have a contract in place for it – no different than
being an employee of a company when they wish to protect their
proprietary information – and we will ensure your privacy as
patients.”

Ginger smirked. “Extreme sexiness,
huh?”

A couple of women chuckled.

“We guarantee it. And we
hope the experience helps you feel a lot better about yourselves,
and how you view your flaws. Because let’s face it, every woman
does. Even those you think can’t have one are unsatisfied about
themselves in some way.”

Well, that might be true.

“It couldn’t hurt to be
more body positive,” a woman muttered nearby.

Right. Maybe this wouldn’t
be so bad. Not to mention sex appeal was just what they’d wanted
from her when she’d tried the stage thing. Which she was
so over...mmm-hmm.

“How soon will it take
effect?” another woman in the room asked.

“Immediately, but this
should be at full strength within twenty-four hours.”

“Impressive,” Ginger
murmured. “So, when is it ‘safe’ to date?”

The two female doctors exchanged a
meaningful glance. This time the brunette blushed. How curious.
“Ah, anytime while taking InstaSin is okay.”

“Forgive me, but this
sounds too good to be true, a bit unbelievable.”

Dr. Garner nodded. “We banked on such
a response. Believe me, Rachel and I were in the same situation as
all of you. Loveless. And even if we did date, it was just awful.
So, this ‘cure’ has been a godsend in many ways.”

“You both found
love?”

“We…found more options than
we’ve had before. InstaSin, of course, doesn’t give you love. Who
can make such a guarantee? But if you’re lucky, it may lead you to
what you are looking for. It will help you determine what you want
from a relationship. And who couldn’t use that?”

In the end, Ginger signed
and ended up with three small pill packs. When she was back in her
car, she looked them over. Each case was Superman blue and the
drug, InstaSin, was red, for love and passion, they claimed. She
imagined herself as some super chick with a green cape.
The Great Ginger, ready to take on the world of
men!

She giggled to herself.

In all honesty, she didn’t expect much
to happen. Not that some small part of her couldn’t hold out hope.
Most had just been beaten out of her, and with good
reason.

Just once, Ginger wanted to be like
those girls she’d seen in high school and college, even around town
nowadays. They had easy lives. They were wanted. Happy. Just once,
it would be nice to have a man enthralled with her. But, that
wasn’t possible with her size twenty-two frame.

Ginger had struggled with her weight
her whole life, it seemed. And her Barbie-sized, perfect mother had
never failed to tell her how fat she was. She’d done all she could
to lose the weight – gone on crash diets, extreme exercise
regimens, taken all manner of pills or supplements. She’d tried
natural methods, and some more far-fetched ones. Even what the
so-called experts suggested weren’t effective. The weight stayed
on, mocked her in so many ways. But she’d grown so bone-tired of
the madness, and it was just easier to release the dream she might
someday resemble a normal human being, not some plus-sized
freak.

Sure, it still unsettled her
sometimes, when she heard whispers or got ‘the look’ from people.
More often from her family, or the random woman who’d probably
never experienced a weight problem in her life. And men? Nah. They
just didn’t glance in her direction at all. Unless they worked in
the service industry and had to interact with her because she was a
paying customer. Thank God her credit card company couldn’t see her
face-to-face, or the men there would forget she existed as
well.

Of course, it was better for creditors
to leave you alone anyway, wasn’t it? Otherwise, bankruptcy was
your sole option. Unless you dropped off the map for a certain
amount of time – an impossible feat in this age of mega technology.
Hard to live fully off the grid.

In any case, Ginger wanted to be
judged for who she was, by her actions, not what she looked like.
Despite her weight, she was a normal American, born and raised in
San Francisco. A functioning member of society. She paid her bills
on time, was a damn good executive assistant – even if she had been
late for the first time today – and had a sweet cat to boot. Ginger
was pretty content with who she was, even if she had flaws with her
weight. So, why then couldn’t she get a break in the romance
department? One male must be out there, with a pulse – though hot
vampires in the fiction she read weren’t out of the candidacy
either – who didn’t care so much about a woman with the perfect
body. Hell, she’d take a decent-looking man who also struggled with
his weight if he had a great personality and was willing to spend a
little time with her. But, thus far she’d had no luck.

Ginger feared her nether regions would
disappear at some point, all from lack of use. Cursed a born-again
virgin, stuck in the body she couldn’t get away from, she couldn’t
attract a man no matter what she did. Her curvaceous but slightly
lumpy 5’4” frame never drew attention. All the makeup, a generous
hair tousle here and there, and her attempts to clothe herself
fashionably didn’t do a damn bit of good.

And it wasn’t like she
hadn’t tried to
find someone. She’d opted for speed dating, registered on
matchmaking sites, used apps, been fixed up by her friends and
family on blind dates, even humiliated herself with ads in the
newspaper, for God’s sake. The few dates she’d had often resulted
in a polite smile from a man, some awkward shuffling, and – the
more-often-than-not fallback – checking the time. By a date’s end,
she was just as relieved for it to be over. But deep down, she
couldn’t tell what was wrong with her. She was a decent person. Hell, she even
smiled at men she was interested in. And her teeth were one of her
best assets – if someone offered a role in a toothpaste commercial,
she’d take it in an instant.

She just wanted to get to know someone
for real, flaws and all. Still, nothing happened. Hell, she should
be the poster child for OneRepublic’s ‘Connection’.

Ginger prided herself that, at least
from the neck up, she was okay. Not fabulous, of course, but not
fugly. Well, in her eyes anyway. She had no clue what men thought
when they saw her. She’d taken extra measures to ensure her skin
was flawless; her makeup was more natural, she wore stellar
perfume, and her hair was styled well. All in all, she didn’t think
she looked terrible. During a night on the town with her girls,
she’d squeeze her curvaceous body in her favorite black jeans and a
pretty blouse, arrange her crazy flame red waves into some
semblance of normalcy and throw on her heels. Her pale green eyes
were a bit odd, for sure, another reason people took a step back
from her.

From what she heard, most men liked
big breasts, and Lord, she had ‘em. But the male persuasion had no
clue what it was like to take care of those things. They always got
in the way, were impossible to sleep with, and damnit, don’t even
get her started about running with balloons bouncing in her face.
Not to mention it was hella painful. Plus, a life with large
breasts was like having a temperature gauge parked on your chest.
They fluctuated from hot to cold. She guessed that despite the boob
point in her favor, it didn’t make a bit of difference. Deep down,
Ginger just wanted to be accepted as she was, but at least her
friends didn’t seem to care about her imperfections.

The Misfits, as they called
themselves, had been a blessing. If not for her rather mismatched
yet effective companions, she might’ve lost her mind completely by
now. She’d met the ladies in college, and they’d been tight ever
since. They prided themselves as sorority rejects – who wanted to
be a robot after all – and never apologized for what made each of
them unique. Even though Ginger had weight problems, she’d accepted
herself.

But, a hot affair with her vibrator
just didn’t count! Hey, she wasn’t a prude. She rang the ‘devil’s
doorbell’ any time she damn well pleased, thank you. Her pleasure
button – ha ha – was just a small part of her. She had other
qualities a man should like. The fellas were missing out, right?
She could sport some killer dance moves and had been the top
soloist in her high school and college choirs. The sole reason she
hadn’t pursued a singing career was because she’d been told flat
out she wasn’t what the lounges wanted.

Translation?
You’re not sexy enough to attract paying
customers. So she could take a hint, and
she didn’t care.

Right…

That evening, after a
simple meal of chicken teriyaki and vegetables, with a side of
rice, she took the red pill, though the irony of The Matrix wasn’t
lost on her. Yeah, maybe this was
risky, a nuttier idea anyway. Ginger shrugged.
But it was too late to worry about the consequences now. The
contract was signed, sealed and delivered. For all she knew, she’d
just taken a placebo and nothing would happen at all.

Set for the night, she fired up her
DVR, and caught up on NCIS, Blindspot, and Dancing with the Stars.
But before bedtime, she got a little daring. Dressed in a
sleeveless bright blue vintage dress with pleats, she eased her
feet inside a pair of white heels for good measure. Taking a video
camera from her closet – no, she didn’t do private films for money,
thank you, though she’d heard BBW sex was a fetish – she expected
the device to be covered in dust. Thankfully, it wasn’t. She put on
her best stage smile and filmed a short get-to-know-you video, then
uploaded it to her computer. Logging onto MatchMadeInHeaven.com,
she attached the video to her profile, and saved it. She would’ve
done it all from her phone, but she’d have sacrificed
professionalism.

As she settled upon the mattress, she
thought about what she’d done. It wasn’t like it could hurt
anything. She could use a boost in the dating department. At the
same time, Ginger still didn’t expect to be able to report much
after a few months had passed. But she certainly wasn’t desperate
enough to ever fall for a fuckboy.

In the middle of the night, her phone
dinged. She took it off the nightstand and squinted at the screen.
The notification was from the Match app, care of the website she’d
visited earlier. Her eyebrows rose.

Ten. She’d already received ten
responses to her video.

Wow, that wasn’t bad. Maybe InstaSin
could come in handy. Not that she believed for a minute the drug
had anything to do with a video she’d posted hours ago. She just
hadn’t put one on her profile before, and after her additional
performance classes in college, she was skilled at camera work if
necessary.

After viewing each man’s profile, they
weren’t bad options. She decided to take a risk, set up dates with
them all in twenty-minute intervals after work. A quick drink and a
chat in a public place. Nothing more. By now, she’d had plenty of
experience vetting out the bad seeds. It wasn’t a big deal. Still,
some were kind of cute, so they wouldn’t be terrible to look at.
And she was willing to hear them out, learn more.

Setting her phone aside, Ginger closed
her eyes and drifted off.

 


****

The next morning, she had ten more bids for a date. Geez. This
had worked a little too well. Maybe it was the InstaSin pill, after
all. She shrugged. She’d look over their profiles later.

After work let off, Ginger headed to
Harry’s Bar on Fillmore Street. She’d chosen it, banking on the
fact that there wouldn’t be much pressure on the actual dating
process. The place was always crowded, yet touted as a sports bar
with standard drink options, thus no awkward silences with all the
noise. Plus, they had great burgers and truffle fries, if a
newcomer was in the mood.

Inside, the music was a little loud,
and those who came to chat had to speak loud over the 90’s rock
tunes they featured tonight. The Counting Crows’ ‘Omaha’ played on
a roar, testing her eardrums. The hints of fresh grilled meat
overwhelmed her growling stomach. She’d eat later, after handling
these dates. A scatter of peanut shells spread across the bar
before her, left behind by a previous customer. Settled on the
barstool, she smoothed out the pleats in her bright emerald green
calf-length skirt. The dress was cinched at the waist with a shiny
black belt. Placing her green velvet chunk heels on the footrest of
the seat while her polished nails clicked on the wooden counter,
she waited for her first ‘date’. Digging in her purse, she found a
compact mirror and rechecked her makeup, especially the green
glitter scattered across her eyelids.

Yeah, so she was a bling type of girl.
Sue her. As green was her favorite color, she often went all out on
Saint Patrick’s Day. Those glittery hats were her thing, for sure.
Plus, rumors circulated that her great grandfather’s parents had
been fresh off the boat, so she might have some Éire in her after
all. But her folks had never spoken much of their heritage,
apparently content to leave the past in the past.

She put the mirror away and nibbled
her inner lip, then took a drink from the diet soda she’d already
paid for. God, she hated blind dates. Yet, she supposed it was par
for the course, not just for her, but to see if this InstaSin
business panned out.

Ginger checked the Match app on her
Samsung phone. Her heart jumped a little in her chest.

Forty. Forty responses to her profile.
She located the comment thread on her profile and
gasped.

Shit, some were in a bidding war
against each other.

She said she’d meet me at
Harry’s.

Me too. At
6:00.

I have 6:20.

The entries continued. Too many knew
she would meet the others at Harry’s Bar. More than the ten she’d
originally planned on. And they were angry. With each
other.

I will have her. And I’ll
kick your ass in the process.

Jesus, this was weird. Her eyes must
be playing tricks on her.

Still, she could back out; cancel the
dates with every one.

Ginger glanced up and saw a sea of men
head in her direction. Some she recognized from their profile
pictures; others, not so much.

Except…crap, she was losing it.
Harry’s was a busy place. They couldn’t all be here for her. But
she shifted in her seat nonetheless, tested if anyone was behind or
diagonal to her.

Nope. Nothing there.

It wasn’t supposed to be at the same
time, just at different intervals.

Her heart jolted again as she noted
twenty good-sized men had converged upon her. Yep, this was
happening.

Escape, she thought.
Now.

Panic mode set in, and she stumbled
away from the hardwood counter, treaded straight for the exit. A
hand caught her arm and spun her around.

A man with sandy blonde hair, brown
eyes and handsome features appeared before her. “Ginger, baby, come
on. Where are you going? The party has just begun.”

She shrugged his hand off. “I’m sorry.
I have to go. I need to cancel—”

He frowned. “But we had a
date.”

A nice face didn’t equate to decent
moral character. “No, I don’t remember you,” she
breathed.

“I saw you and knew I had
to have you. You’re mine.” His eyes flashed.

Ginger stepped back a bit. Seriously?
What the hell was up with him? They were virtual
strangers.

“What’s wrong, baby?
Haven’t had one like me before?” He flexed his muscles, as if to
illustrate a point, and then glanced down at her with a wide smile.
It was clear he in fact thought he was something. At that moment,
she noticed the line of quarterbacks not too far behind him. Never
one to waste an opportunity when she had it, Ginger ducked under
his outstretched arm and beelined around the crowd in the opposite
direction. Though there was only one exit, she hoped the man might
get stuck by the traffic jam in the main aisle. Once on the
sidewalk outside, she ran as fast as her legs would take her in
those stupid high heels on the hard pavement.

This was insane. Surely InstaSin
hadn’t caused such chaos?

She couldn’t believe that. Maybe it
was just poor planning. A guy might take it the wrong way if you
went ahead and set up another date after him. Still, most men knew
those dating sites weren’t exclusive. So, why get too possessive?
The ownership on all their faces was worrisome, to say the least.
She’d never met them before today and could just remember a handful
of names. Thank God surnames were concealed on the site, or she’d
be in real trouble once she got out of this. How many G. Halloway’s
could exist in San Francisco?

After a couple blocks, Ginger paused
to take a breath or two. But they’d give up by now, right? Hell,
maybe it was paranoia and all those men weren’t after
her.

Of course not. This was just a bizarre
mix-up…

“Ginger! Stop!”

She looked over her shoulder and
froze. Sure enough, almost two football teams had come after her.
Dressed in various types of attire, from dress casual to
ultra-casual, with the same hard look on their faces. It was all
about the prize.

She hadn’t wanted this, though. There
was an obvious hunger in their eyes too. The dangerous kind. Nausea
shifted through her belly, threatened to evacuate the diet sodas
she’d had at work, and Ginger veered off to the right. She didn’t
know where she was heading, but couldn’t wait to get in a cab and
speed toward her apartment.

This unique experience wasn’t relished
at all.


Chapter Two

 


A scream tore out of Ginger as someone snagged at her hair, and
she yanked away, stumbling across the street. The pull on her scalp
was nothing compared to the panic she felt now. She doubled her
efforts as she raced down the pavement, feet pounded in her green
heels.

Please, please, God.
I’ll never use a dating site again if you just
get me out of this right now.

A hand shot out, grabbed her arm, and
she screeched again.

“Darlin’,
come on,” a male voice
coaxed, and a wonderful scent drifted in her nose. But everything
happened so fast, she couldn’t register what it was. “There’s no
time. You’ll be safe in here.”

The voice was soothing. Ginger calmed
at once and found she was led up a short stairway into a tall,
light gray structure. Inside, she backed away from the glass a
little, breathed a sigh of relief as she saw the group pass by
after a few moments.

Each breath was labored, and her
forehead, upper chest and lower back were sweaty. Her feet and legs
ached. She felt like this when she visited the gym, exhausted,
practically passed out, draped over the treadmill’s handlebars.
Now, each breath hitched in her chest. And the boob pain wasn’t a
joke. She winced, passed a hand down her face, and turned to
confront the new threat.

He was a looker, for sure,
with deep brown, spiky hair and nice blue eyes. The man wore a gray
business suit. He’d obviously just come from work. And Jesus, he
was tall and muscled, topped six feet no problem. He had handsome
features, with a Roman nose and somewhat full, made-to-be-kissed
lips.

Get ahold of yourself,
Ginger.

His eyes widened as he took in her
appearance.

“Not you too,” she moaned.
But hell, for all she knew, maybe he’d never seen a melting green
marshmallow before.

“Are you okay, ma’am? Why
were those men chasing you?”

She managed, “I don’t
know.”

That was the truth. They
hadn’t warned InstaSin would be like this, and it was just
twenty-four hours in. Extreme sexiness? Check, if the response
she’d received was any indication. Grounds for a restraining order?
Nope. They certainly hadn’t covered this in the drug’s
description.

“Well, you’re safe now. I
think they’re gone.”

His eyes were kind, she
decided. And he didn’t look like he’d sized her up for a kink room
or a coffin at all. Maybe InstaSin wasn’t supposed to work on every
male. Duh, Ginger. If that was the case, there would really be a
problem.

​ Thank God. She could breathe a little better now.

“Where are we?”

“Some offices on California
Street.”

Okay, so not too far from where she’d
left. “Thanks for the rescue,” she offered.

He smiled. “Any time. Are you sure
you’re all right?”

She nodded. “I think so. I…I mean,
yeah, I’m good.”

“Honey, I’d be surprised if
you were okay after all that.”

“A little shaken at
first.”

“Understandable.”

She detected a slight twang in his
speech, and realized he was the consummate Southern gentleman. As
the image of her as a Southern belle, trussed up in a huge, ruffled
gown, came to mind - almost a glorified cupcake – Ginger burst out
laughing. On a more serious breath, she caught his frown. “Ah…um,
sorry. Private joke.”

“I wish I knew the
punchline.”

A smile crept across her face, it was
obvious she blushed. The redhead’s curse. But he was just too
damned cute. Like one of those hot movie stars she couldn’t help
fanning herself over. Maybe Henry Cavill? There was one fine man.
And Chris Pratt wasn’t too bad either, at least in a rugged space
cowboy way.

She cleared her throat.

He grimaced. “Right. I should let you
get on with the rest of your evening.”

Yeah. First stop? Visit her doctor
friend, Laura Davis, whom she knew would still be at work this
late. She wanted her take on the red pill. “I appreciate your help.
And you’re right. I should go.” She reached out to push open the
swiveling door.

“Wait.” Behind her came a
shift in movement.

She tensed, then slowly turned back,
measured his steady gaze. He didn’t look crazed, like those other
men had been. “Yes?”

“Will you let me drive you
home?”

Was he nuts? He’d just
pulled her off the street. Cautionary bells sang in her brain, and
the theme to Halloween wasn’t far behind. Hey, it was par for the course at haunted
houses, so why wouldn’t it apply here?

“Oh. I, I’m not going
home.”

“Then to the destination
where you’re headed. Look, after what happened, I’m worried about
you. It’s not safe to be alone. And even if you insist, I’d rather
guarantee you got there in one piece.”

She stared at him for another moment,
considered. He sounded completely sincere. Maybe it was a bad idea,
but how often did a guy act like a gentleman around her? It was
flattering. The bonus was he seemed harmless. Why else would he
have stepped in when she got in trouble? “Well…ah, I suppose it
would be all right.”

He nodded. “We can go out the back
exit.” He reached into his suit pocket and used his cell phone. As
he scrolled through his contacts, a pleasant fragrance drifted over
again. Something mysterious, yet sexy and exotic, reminiscent of
cinnamon, patchouli, oranges and leather all rolled into one. Odd,
potent, and still irresistible.

“Yeah, Owen? Pull the car
up in the garage, will you? We have a guest.” He nodded. “I
appreciate it. See you in a few.” Then he shoved the phone back in
his pocket.

Her eyebrows rose. Car? Guest? The man
spoke a different language. Maybe he’d just had a chat with
security or his valet, for all she knew.

“Come.” He offered his hand
once more, this time waiting on her.

She glanced at it, and her
stomach clenched for a second. Geez, she was about to accept an
offer, going somewhere unknown with a complete stranger. This was
what people warned you against. What if he was a serial killer, or
a closet Dom or something? She shuddered. No way would she ever let
someone Fifty Shades her to death.

“Call me Lance. I promise
you can trust me…well, I don’t know your name, miss.”

She nodded. “Maybe it’s better that
way.”

A look of disappointment crossed his
face. At least, that’s what she thought it was. “Very well, I
respect your wishes. I’d still like to see you safely to your
destination.”

“Okay. Thank
you.”

“Of course.”

She took his hand then, knew full well
she was putting her life in his grasp. But there was something
about him that urged her to trust him all the way. It was his eyes,
she realized after a moment. Everything in Lance’s gaze was
genuine, full of concern for her circumstances. His grip was firm,
yet polite as he tugged her down the corridor to an elevator,
pressing the button.

She gave him a wary glance and he
offered a sympathetic smile.

“It’s okay. We’re just
going down to the parking garage, where my driver is.”

“Oh, so you got an
Uber.”

“Not exactly.”

She glanced at the elevator. It was a
shiny yellow, maybe brass or gold-plated. It couldn’t be real gold,
right? But it was still fancy. And he had a driver. How odd. Maybe
he was an important man? She glanced down at his reddish-brown
dress shoes. Damn, were they Italian leather?

More to cover the silence, she
ventured, “A personal driver, hmm? You must be special.”

When the elevator dinged, they climbed
in and she waited while he pressed ‘B’. The doors closed and the
car shifted.

The man named Lance shook his head. “I
have my own company, nothing more.”

“So humble,” she murmured.
“You realize that’s no small thing.”

“Perhaps. I try not to
flaunt it as some people do.”

“But you should at least be
proud of your accomplishments,” Ginger pointed out.

“Oh, I am, believe me. I
just don’t let it all go to my head.”

“How admirable, really. I
work for the owner of a company.” When she realized how stupid it
sounded, she laughed and found herself blushing once more. “So
foolish. I meant I’m his assistant.” Little more than a secretary,
she didn’t add.

“Oh, well, that
is important. A CEO is
nothing without his assistant. Keeping a guy organized is
difficult, and I do appreciate the effort.”

She glanced away with a
nod.

“That isn’t what you want,
though. Right?”

Ginger looked back at him. “I’m not
sure what you mean.”

“I see it in your eyes. You
respect your boss, but he probably doesn’t treat you well or you’d
be more content.”

She frowned.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to
press.”

“No, he’s, ah…a good
man.”

“But, you want a different
position?”

She shrugged. “I always wanted to
sing.”

“On stage?”

Ginger didn’t answer.

“Why haven’t
you?”

She shook her head. She
wouldn’t tell him her dark truths, even though her limitations were
obvious. Hell, she’d even forced herself to quit watching shows
like The Voice and American Idol, because they were often
unpleasant reminders of the life she couldn’t have. Some dreams
weren’t meant to be. But, Dancing with the Stars was her guilty
pleasure. She’d even been obsessed with the Step Up movies when they were big.
It was another reason she still did the dance marathons. If that
was the only artistic outlet she could have, then so be
it.

“Well, maybe it’s possible
now,” he commented as if she hadn’t ignored his
question.

“I wish it was more than
anything,” she murmured.

“Do you really?”

She avoided his gaze,
pinned her eyes to the floor. It was marked in a black and white
Harlequin pattern. God, she thought. It was pure marble. Indeed, this
was a ritzy building.
She hadn’t even paid much attention to where she’d ended up. He was
lowering himself to help her out. Fancy places covered Lower
Pacific Heights.

Ginger cleared her throat as the ride
seemed to take forever. “You know, a man named Otis made the idea
of the elevator safer for everyone. He demonstrated his at the
Crystal Palace in 1854. A successful, death-defying stunt. And now,
many elevators still say Otis. Just think, it’s what drives
everything these days, right? People willing to build different
things than usual. Did you know he was a layman at first? He began
as a wagon driver.”

When she looked back at him, she
realized her mouth had gotten away with her again. How senseless
did she have to be in front of this man? He was a successful
businessman. Why would he ever care about pointless elevator facts?
His eyes were kind, though, and his perfect smile almost knocked
her out. She had no idea why her pulse accelerated, and her body
felt warmer than it usually did.

“Fascinating,” he said in a
soft tone. “You are a veritable fount of information.”

Geez, she was dumb for carrying on.
She coughed, cursed herself. “Ah, thanks. I read a lot.”

“Fiction?
Nonfiction?”

“Both. All types of each.
Just whatever I find interesting. The history, the people behind
items we often take for granted, that’s always been cool to
me.”

“The human element,” he
murmured.

Ginger nodded. She wasn’t sure why
she’d felt comfortable enough to admit it to him.

“That’s truly commendable.
And I agree. We are nothing without the people who took risks, put
in a full day’s work, whether they knew they’d get something from
it.”

Her gaze found its way back to him,
perused the lines of those muscles, and she wondered what was
underneath his designer clothing. She forced her eyes away after a
moment. What was she doing, measuring him for a suit? She shook her
head, amused by the direction her thoughts had taken.

“Ah, so what kind of
company do you run, if I may ask?”

He lifted a shoulder. “It began as a
tech start-up but evolved into much more. You could say it’s a
conglomerate of different divisions.”

“I see. Would I know any
products?”

“Mmm-hmm. You may remember
the app that came on the market a few years ago. It was called Dine
Here, and it helped people navigate local restaurant searches
better than any previous technology.”

“Oh, yeah! My friends and I
used it a few times.” Still, no reason to be so vague about the
company itself. It wasn’t like she planned to rob him or anything.
And hell, for all she knew, this was just a clever lie. Maybe the
man couldn’t come up with a good name for a fictional company. He
might be an Uber driver himself, or an actor with special threads
for his latest part. She didn’t trust most men for a
reason.

But the truth didn’t matter. She
wasn’t likely to see him again after tonight.

The elevator chimed once more and she
followed him out to the garage. They walked a short distance and
with a hand on her back, he led her to a car which was warmed up
and already parked to the side. The vehicle was a sleek, long black
Mercedes-Benz with an ultra-modern grille, featuring chrome vanes.
No freaking way was that one a rental.

“Nice car,” she
commented.

“Thank you. It was a recent
purchase.”

Of course it
was, she thought wryly. Did this man need
a driver? Maybe he didn’t know how to drive. But then, how would he
be able to buy a car without a license? Perhaps he just preferred
to be driven. How the hell would she know? It wasn’t like she could
relate to wealthy people in the least.

Before she was about to get in the
back, a shorter man in a suit got out of the car and opened both
doors for them. “Thank you,” she murmured as he held her
door.

“Of course,
ma’am.”

As she climbed in, Ginger
was careful to check that her skirt covered everything well. Better
not to accidentally flash her big ass at the man who’d done what he
could to help her out of a dire situation. Inside, the car smelled
new with soft, buttery seats and – believe it or not – actual throw
pillows and calf rests she wanted to sleep on for hours. To the
right, she noticed heating and back massage options. She smothered
a giggle at the novelty of a luxury car. Man…The Misfits
would love this.

Her companion, Lance, joined her on
the seat just a moment later. When both doors were closed, the
driver hopped back in the car.

“This is my driver.
Owen.”

“Hello, Owen. It’s nice to
meet you.”

“A pleasure,
ma’am.”

Again with the
‘ma’am’…what was she, the school librarian?
Ginger glanced away for a moment.

“Owen, this is our
temporary guest while we drive her to…”

“An appointment, actually,”
she replied. “It’s a doctor’s appointment.”

The man beside her lifted a dark brow.
“Not sick, are you?”

She shook her head; sure he was afraid
he’d catch some germ from her. Still, it was impossible to explain
her doctor was a close acquaintance. How often did that happen,
anyway? “Oh, no. I’m fine. Just a routine visit.”

“I see. Where is this
physician located?”

“1735 Mission Street. You
can’t miss it.” Though she had her own practice, Laura volunteered
her time a few hours a week at a clinic.

“Owen, are you familiar
with the area?”

“I am, sir.”

“Then we’re off, I
suppose.”

The man began the drive out of the
garage, looping levels until the car reached the exit and the
vehicle bounced as it passed a speed bump. As Lance’s driver turned
in the traffic flow on the main street, she gazed around at the
city she loved. People strolled down the sidewalks with families,
friends or pets. There was a constant excitement she could never
ignore, even in the early evening, and it was infectious. Despite
what she’d been through today, she felt a strange peace settle over
her.

“I was unaware physicians
at private practices operated this late.”

“It’s pretty rare,” she
hedged. “It was the only time I could get in after
work.”

Lance cursed, and she glanced at him,
surprised. “He couldn’t give you the time off for this?”

Avoiding the chance to badmouth her
boss, Ginger ignored the inquiry, intent on distraction. “Are you
originally from San Francisco?” It wasn’t unheard of for people to
pick up vocal nuances while traveling, at least if they stayed long
enough.

He shook his head. “No. I hail from
Bloomingdale, Georgia. It’s a small town close to
Savannah.”

“I thought I detected a
Southern accent.”

A smile crossed his face. “Can’t take
the South out of a man. My mama would say it’s fate for you. I came
here to launch my empire, though.”

“Sounds like the plan
worked well.”

“I guess it
did.”

“Do your parents still live
in Bloomingdale?”

He nodded. “They are comfortable
there. The city doesn’t appeal to them.”

“It’s definitely an
acquired taste,” she joked. “But city life seems to agree with
you…”

He nodded. “I’ve been to many places.
I even lived in New York for a while.”

“Oh. Do you ever miss
home?”

A shoulder lifted then as she glanced
at him. “Sure, I do. But this is the price I had to pay for getting
into a major industry. Or several, in fact. Most of the time, it
doesn’t feel like a sacrifice.”

“And the rest?”

He smiled a little. Her chest ached at
the far-off look in his expressive eyes. “I guess I’d like to
settle down at some point, have a bunch of kids. But I would need
to find the right lady first.”

“Of course,” she murmured,
and gave her biological clock a reality check. Stop dreaming! Plus, how many was a
bunch? Was he from a Catholic family?

Damn, her incessant curiosity was a
real pain in the ass right now.

“What about you? Are you
from here?”

Ginger nodded. “Yep, born and raised,
but my parents moved away after I headed off to college. My dad
retired early and they found a nice little community in Vermont,
where they hibernate for most of the year. They even enjoy the
winters there.”

“Sounds pleasant,” he
commented.

“Mmm-hmm. I visit them when
I can, holidays, of course, and a week or so if I’ve accumulated
vacation days.”

“Then you’re close to
them.”

She managed a slight smile.
“Sometimes. I mean, doesn’t every family have their
issues?”

He cocked his head, as if expecting
her to elaborate.

Thank God for small mercies. The car
slowed after a moment, and Owen called back, “We’re here,
sir.”

“Thank you.”

On the other side of the street was a
long, red brick structure. The word ‘Women’s Community Clinic’ was
sprawled on a huge sign. A flush came to her cheeks as she babbled,
“It’s my gynecologist.”

“Ah.”

Ginger cleared her throat. “Well, I
guess that’s my cue.”

“Right. It was a pleasure
meeting you.”

“Yes, it was interesting,
to say the least. Thank you for the ride.”

He chuckled. “My pleasure. I hope
you’re okay, after all that happened.”

“Yes, I’m fine. Nothing is
broken.” Well, besides her sore muscles. She never planned to run
down the street in her damn heels again. At least, if she could
help it. Better yet, she would have to invest in some Nike
Downshifters soon. Her own tennis shoes were pretty worn
out.

“Happy to hear it.” As he
put his hand out to her, she took it.

This didn’t feel quite like
the usual handshake, however. When his warm palm brushed her skin,
she wanted to get so much closer. Down,
girl!

“I hope your appointment
goes well.”

“Like I said, it’s routine.
Nothing to worry about.”

“All right. Have a nice
night.”

“You too.” She reached over
and went for the door.

“Please. Allow me.” He
exited the car, then opened her door instead of waiting on his
driver to perform the duty. Which was so polite, considering how
wealthy the man must be. When he offered his hand again, she
accepted, tried hard not to lean into him.

But as she drew herself from the
vehicle, her stupid green heels picked that moment to bend her
ankles nearly in half. Gasping, she stumbled, and her fingertips
met a firm obstacle. It took a second to register Lance had grasped
her around the waist to steady her. Those blue eyes blinked in
surprise.

Mortified, she stammered, “Ah, forgive
me. I’m clumsy.” Which wasn’t often the case. Despite her size, she
was adept in walking or dancing in high heels. Another reason this
situation was so awkward.

He grinned. “No harm done.”

Oh, damn…why did he have to smell so
good? His unique cologne was like heaven in her nose. Her insides
unfurled, stirring in a way she’d never felt before. She clenched
her nails on his silken dress shirt, as he’d discarded his blazer
in the car. Exposed now, his shoulders appeared broader.
Irresistible. She wished fate would stop sending signs this man was
the type she should be attracted to; she knew better than to fall
for such a fairytale.

​ Ginger stepped back to get some composure.
Please, please, please let me get through this
without humiliating myself again.

“Take care of yourself,
ma’am.”

Okay, that put a kibosh on her rampant
libido. What chick wanted a hot guy to call her ‘ma’am’? It was bad
enough when people at the grocery checkout did it. Hell, maybe he
was just being nice. Besides, she hadn’t even given him her name.
What else was he supposed to say?

“Right…I will. Thanks for
all your help.”

“Of course.” He tilted his
head. “Maybe we’ll see each other again someday.”

She nodded. “Maybe.”

His words were the typical sign-off,
either between strangers or friends parting ways. For some odd
reason, it bothered her deeply to step away from him at last.
“Goodbye,” she managed, then turned and darted across the street.
Lance’s farewell resonated with her, though.

Maybe we’ll see each other
again someday.

“I hope so,” she
whispered.

Forcing herself to focus, she opened
the door to the clinic and headed in.

On the second floor, she rang the
buzzer at 2152, where her friend kept office hours for private
consultations, and waited.

When the door opened, the woman with a
cute bob of pale blonde hair and pretty blue-gray eyes grinned at
her. “Sweetie!” she exclaimed before enveloping her in a quick hug.
“It’s been a while. You could’ve called,” she complained. Ever
since Laura had stepped in and pushed a mean kid who’d insulted
Ginger on the playground when they were both ten years old, they’d
been tight.

“Sorry. Tucker keeps me
busy.” It was true her boss was always sending her on errands for
one thing or another.

“Sterling and the girls
too.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Laura knew about
The Misfits, but never acted envious of the closeness Ginger shared
with her college pals. To her, Laura was just one more friend to
add to the mix, though she’d known her much longer than the others.
Growing up in the same neighborhood and surviving the hell of high
school together had bonded them in a different way.

“So, I wanted to get your
professional opinion.”

“Sure. Why didn’t you set
up an appointment at my other location?”

She shrugged. “This was sort of last
minute.”

“Okay. What’s
up?”

Ginger fished the medicine pack from
her purse. “I’m participating in a drug trial, and based on a few
side effects I’ve noticed, I wanted to see if you’d look into this
for me?”

Laura dug inside her lab coat and took
out a pair of black framed reading glasses. Her friend was a nerd
all the way when it came to her job. “InstaSin, or androstadytocin.
I haven’t heard of this yet, but that’s not a surprise if it’s new.
Are the symptoms serious?”

“Ah, no…I mean, I don’t
know. I’d just feel a lot better if you checked it out and told me
this is safe or not.”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll only need
one pill to get this analyzed.” She watched her friend pop out a
red tablet and then shoved it inside a small plastic bag. Amazing
what Laura could house in those mysterious doctor
pockets.

“Is this one of those fad
diet pills again?”

A clenching sensation moved through
her chest. “Um, no…I’m done with all that.”

“Happy to hear it. You
should stick to the normal plans.”

“I know.” The last thing
she wanted to talk about was weight loss, but as a doctor Laura
just couldn’t help herself. Frankness was a prerequisite. Then
again, her friend had been around through the roller coaster of her
life. She knew the toll all that parental pressure had taken on
her.

Ginger cleared her throat after a
moment of silence. “I appreciate your help.”

“Like I said, no problem.
It may take a couple days to get the results.” As usual, Laura’s
gray gaze was sharp, observant. “So…ah, you look interesting. Want
to tell me who’s caused all of this?”

“This?” she asked, lifting
a brow.

“Honey, you’re radiant.
Glowing.”

If she meant healthy color on her
face, nah, that was surplus embarrassment from making a big fool of
herself in front of Lance. Nothing to do with how her heart
fluttered or the way she never could recover her breath in his
presence.

Glancing away, she managed, “I don’t
know what you’re talking about. Just in a rush to get here, that’s
all.”

“Mmm-hmm. When you’re ready
to tell me the guy’s name, text me. Until then, let’s cover the
last phone call with your mother.”

She groaned. She’d rather pull the
‘ah, Mom, do I have to’ card, but Laura was like a dog with a bone
when it came to serious discussions. And she was often the first
person to call someone out on their bullshit. Really, the woman
should’ve been a shrink. She had all the makings for a stellar
therapist. It was no wonder her bedside manner was
awesome.

An hour later, Ginger returned to her
place in Sunset District. She fired up some leftovers in the
microwave and poured Sterling more kibble in his bowl. Munching on
her human food as she lounged on the sofa, Ginger took out the
cheap blue journal she’d purchased the previous day, just for this
occasion. She grabbed a nearby black ballpoint pen – lifted from
one of her favorite restaurants – yeah, she was a real rebel – and
inscribed a sentence on the first page.

Chased by a mob of 20 men
today.

How many women could
claim that happened? Dr. Francis and Dr. Garner would laugh in her face.
Or they’d plaster their serious physician looks on, and giggle
privately later. She could imagine them yukking it up. ‘This one
has quite the imagination…’ One thing was for sure. She wouldn’t go
back to Harry’s Bar for a while, just to be safe.

She groaned, and glanced at Sterling,
who eyed her from his perch on the coffee table. “Full disclosure,
right?”

At the top of the page, she wrote some
other notes.

Updated profile on dating
site and added a video. Got 40 hits. Set up a speed date situation
which got completely out of hand.

Jesus. She wondered how bad the drug
would be at full strength. And how often did men want her like
that? Uh, never. Not that she found stalkers appealing at all. No
way. She’d much rather go back to her quiet life.

Liar, a voice warned. Okay, so she wouldn’t want to be chased
again. But, if she was pursued by the right one…

Then she thought about Lance and
smiled.

Was saved by an extremely
nice man, she penned across the
page.

Hey, no loss. At least she’d met a
decent human being. That was never bad.

 


****

Lance Franklin watched as the woman went inside the building,
and he shook his head. He didn’t know why the mob had been after
her, but it was hard to dispute what he’d witnessed. Still, she
seemed like a decent woman. So, what had they wanted with her? Had
it simply been a ‘wrong place, wrong time’ kind of thing? He
imagined that had to be the case. She’d been pretty frightened, and
with good reason. He just hoped she stayed out of
trouble.

He recalled her light green eyes and
the long tumble of red waves over her shoulders. She’d been
buttoned into an emerald dress which showed her shapely calves. He
hardly needed the reminder of her generous curves or the perfect
shade of her skin, like the cream he put in his coffee. As she had
stood before him in the hallway, her chest on a rise and fall from
panic, it was all he could do to curb the urge to touch her in some
way. Well, other than a brief pat on her arm or when he’d steadied
her later in the street. No doubt he would’ve shocked her,
especially after her ordeal.

Lance loved and respected women. They
were complicated creatures who kept the world interesting. Oh,
sure, he’d dated different types. In the end, he’d discovered he
was a full body kind of man. He liked a woman with some meat on
her. He preferred the whole package – big breasts, butt, beautiful
thighs and anything in between. He wanted some flesh to grab. And
the woman he’d just met? She was mighty fine, had the perfect
figure, as far as he was concerned. Her face was lovely, the
features of an angel with curious eyes and plump red lips which
made a man think of sinning in the best possible way, and then the
glory of heaven afterward. Damn, the fullness of those hips he’d
registered through his grasp to steady her…he’d had to work to
banish the fantasy of riding them until they were both spent. Or
her on him.

He bit his lower lip.

Still, he sensed there was a lot more
to her. Not to mention he had a weakness for redheads, though he’d
never dated one. Had some crushes in school, though.

In any case, he would never see her
again. And he wouldn’t stalk her, hang around her doctor’s office
in hopes of catching a glimpse again. Only a weirdo would do that.
The problem was he didn’t often attract women like her, which was
why he’d had a two-year dry spell with dating. And even though
their rapport had been easy enough, he couldn’t see the gal again.
Best to forget about someone so perfect.

“Sir, are you returning
home?”

“Yes, that’s probably
better.”

When the car stayed still, he sensed
his buddy would speak.

“You know, you could’ve
asked for her number.”

By now, the man knew his taste in
women, but just because of the night they’d both blown off some
steam after hours by getting drunk. He guessed, in a strange way,
he’d found a new friend when he’d been such a dumbass. They’d both
bonded over relationship mishaps. What man didn’t have a hard time
in the dating pool?

Lance shook his head. “After what she
just went through? No, I doubt she would want to be pursued by
another man.”

“Hmm. Sounds
interesting.”

“It’s complicated. I’ll
tell you later.”

“Maybe I don’t know all the
details. Yet, if it was the right pursuit, then I don’t think she’d
complain.”

Lance grunted. “I appreciate your
advice, Owen, but we should head back.”

“No problem, sir.” Even
though they were friends of a sort, the man insisted on being
formal in most cases. Perhaps more out of habit with his profession
than any commentary on their association.

As he gazed out the window again at
the building, he saw a suspicious-looking fellow cross the street
toward the women’s clinic. Unless he was there for the doctor his
companion had mentioned – which he doubted because someone so
hostile couldn’t have a girlfriend – the man might be trouble.
Still, stranger things were known to happen. As the guy lingered at
the door, glanced around, then clenched his fists and brushed his
hair back in a guilty fashion, Lance’s instincts fired over his
nape.

The car began to move. “Wait,
Owen!”

Thank God for ABS brakes or he
would’ve face-planted on the seat across from him.

“Just hold on a second. I
need to check this out.”

“Of course, Mr.
Franklin.”

Lance climbed out of the car and took
a different route to follow the man. He grabbed the culprit and
shoved him into a nearby alley. “Were you following her? The woman
in the green dress?”

“And what if I was? I saw
her in the bar just like all the others – probably you too – and I
knew I had to have her.”

What an odd story. Because
it defied logic, he grasped the lapels on the man’s polyester
jacket and yanked him closer. Stale beer emitted from him like gas
fumes. Nearby, the thump-thump-thump bass from
someone’s hip-hop music as they sped by was enough to give him a
headache. “You listen here. Stop being ugly. I don’t take it well
when any woman’s treated poorly. And you’re going to leave her
alone.”

“Or what?”

“Or else,” he spat, then
shoved the man away. When the bastard scowled at him and tried to
swing out, Lance used a good right hook. Soon the man was down on
the ground, out cold.

He sighed. Shit, this was
messy.

Tense at the sound of a car engine,
Lance swung to see his own vehicle and grinned.

When Owen climbed out, he glanced down
at the unconscious man then back at his employer. “Well, buddy,
this isn’t good. Should we put him in the trunk?”

He rolled his eyes. “He’s not
dead.”

His friend grunted. “Of course not.
Besides, I would need a definite raise for it.”

Too right. Not that he’d ever consider
committing murder, at least on a normal day. For a woman like her,
though? Who knew what a guy would do if he found the perfect
girl?

Lance scratched his chin. “Considering
he was after her like the others, something has to be
done.”

Owen’s eyebrows rose.

“For now, let’s take this
bastard somewhere random and he can sleep off his anger there.” And
his strange obsession, he thought. He’d seen a crazy look in the
man’s eyes. He wished he knew more about the woman; he preferred to
keep an eye on her for a while.

As if you’re safe around
the likes of her, a voice pointed
out.

True enough. Fool that he was, if he
got close to her again, he’d be obsessed, perhaps even mildly
besotted. To be anything else was just crazy. He was too jaded for
it. Still, the woman was intoxicating, both in personality and in
presence.

God, her scent. He’d noticed it when
he got closer to her in the small space in the back of the car, and
when he’d held her later on the street, not that some perfume
hadn’t drifted over in the hallway of the office block where he saw
his therapist. She smelled delicious, like strawberries and cream.
The aroma reminded him of his childhood, when Mama often dragged
him along to the Annual Strawberry Festival in their hometown.
She’d been the cook-off winner for her famous strawberry pie a few
times. She was just as great at baking peach cobbler. But he
doubted he would ever have strawberries again without thinking
about the fine lady he’d just met. He wondered if it was all
perfume, or if some was her natural fragrance. But that wasn’t the
only seductive fact about her.

During the brief time she’d been in
his arms, he’d noticed she was curvy in all the right places, just
about flawless as far as he was concerned. And one embrace would
never be enough. He wanted to watch her green eyes go blind with
passion as he touched her or did other enjoyable things to that
exquisite body. He was dying to feast on her like the finest
dessert on the planet. How would she taste?

Delectable, he thought.

“Sir?”

Lance snapped back to attention. Damn,
he was already hooked on her. He supposed he wasn’t any better than
the man who’d stalked her.

​ “You do realize he’ll probably get mugged.”

He grunted. Better the man got his
wallet stolen wherever they dropped him than take a risk the woman
might be kidnapped or raped by the bastard.

Helping Owen muscle the stranger
across the back seat, he then took the passenger side up front.
Lance winced a little, hoped the idiot wouldn’t wake up and vomit
on the lush leather. He wasn’t a materialistic man by any means,
but he got attached to his cars. Hell, what guy didn’t?

As his driver directed them down the
alley and farther away from his weakness, Lance knew he’d never
forget the woman he had met.


Chapter Three

 


It
took a little more than two days to get the okay from her friend
Laura that she was in the clear with InstaSin. Ginger resumed
taking the pills each morning. By Friday, she was ready to unwind
from a hectic week at work by hanging out with her girls. Dressed
in a light pink, sleeveless handkerchief tunic and black shimmery
leggings, she clonked in her black suede lace-up heels away from
the cab she’d taken. Hell, sometimes she went truly wild and put
temporary pink highlights in her hair just to feel a little
different. Tonight she didn’t have to worry about the long line at
the door to the Empire Room.

As Ginger entered the
establishment, the black and silver chain she wore jiggled, and she
flashed her VIP pass at the door. The beefed-up bouncer Thomas
Kendrick gave her a firm nod, letting her pass. Tom was a nice guy
and he often treated her like a kid sister. She’d had some time to
get to know him when he drove her home one night after her car
broke down and she got stranded. She’d invited him in for coffee.
Well…not that kind. He was good-looking too with sandy blond hair and
golden eyes, and he wasn’t married, but clearly wasn’t interested
in her in a sexual sense. Tom was the reason she had a VIP card at
all. He’d arranged one for her and each Misfit, claimed he was
worried about her and her friends’ safety. The VIP section was
about as safe as nightlife in the city could get.

Not that she’d ever assumed Tom was
into her or anything. It was the way with her and most men. She
either didn’t exist, was treated like a friend or ‘sister’, or,
even worse, one of the guys. As if a competent conversation about
sports or technology cast her as sexless. But it didn’t matter.
Despite her recent attempt with InstaSin, Ginger had all but
resigned herself to never finding the right man. Which suited her
just fine. Besides, she was okay with her looks. If others wanted
to see it otherwise, everyone had a right to their own opinion. She
had The Misfits after all.

Card in hand, she combed through the
club’s crowd, the atmosphere thick with the smell of alcohol and
sweaty bodies. Ginger reached the black door off to the side.
Bubbly red and yellow lights darted off its smooth, lacquered
surface. Another bouncer stood before the door, his thick,
dangerous arms across his chest. Emilio was a Latin god whose
appearance just about screamed sex and yet, he took his job
seriously. His brother Carlos worked the bar inside the VIP area.
Emilio knew the arrangement she had with Thomas, and the bouncer
wasn’t likely to a legitimate card-carrying member, anyway, her
looks aside. He gave her a nod of recognition, and then opened the
door.

The air in the room wasn’t heavy with
fog and red lights as in the rest of the club, but it did have a
specific sexiness with high quality, roomy leather booths and
private alcoves. People certainly took advantage of those locations
too. She’d once heard dual moans and the high, keening cry of a
woman in orgasm nearby. Oh, yes, such a booth would be perfect for
such a liaison. The manager had done little about it. But she
supposed if a customer was willing to pay a lot of money for his or
her spot in the section, who could complain?

The girls liked to party in a specific
alcove, and she headed straight for it. She swept the red curtain
aside and her brows popped. Clearly, she was the last to arrive
tonight. “Hi!” she shouted over the loud music as she slithered
into the booth. Thank God for sleek leggings. Though it was much
quieter in the VIP room than in the rest of the club, where people
got ‘lit’.

A chorus of differently toned female
greetings came then, and she grinned, mood boosted as always. She
felt lucky to have them. The Misfits were her one true solace in
this crazy world. Ginger glanced around the large, semicircular
booth, surveyed the ladies.

Nicole Wilkes, just to her right, was
a tall, slender woman with sherry-colored eyes and had a tendency
to add colors to her straight jet black hair almost every week.
Nicky often favored purple and black. She wore black clothing,
leaned toward Goth or punk trends and was quite unapologetic in her
take-me-as-I-am attitude, a middle finger to anyone she met. On the
small of her back was a gothic fairy tattoo. The woman pulled off
the rocker look rather well, and was perfect as a manager for a
local music store. And yet, when she didn’t go for contacts – such
as tonight – she sported matching purple glasses, which enhanced
the smart look. Of course she was. The unique combination often
mystified some people. Nicky was also a lesbian, though it never
mattered one bit to Ginger. Her pal hadn’t shown any romantic or
sexual interest in any of the girls in the group, which said more
about her ability to value a good friend than any physical
shortcomings the ladies had.

Which they didn’t. Nicole, as well as
Ginger’s other friends, was an attractive woman. Ginger had often
thought it was a good she saw more in these ladies than appearance,
truly loved them, or everything could’ve been a bit awkward. Who
needed to hang around shallow people?

Merry Kingston, the next woman in the
booth, had an average build, a head of full mahogany waves and blue
eyes. She was vivacious with a weird tendency to belt out her
favorite show tunes any chance she got. But it wasn’t a bother; the
girl had a fine set of lungs to rival anyone Ginger had been in
voice classes with. Merry was named after the Christmas holiday
because the 25th happened to also be her birthday. People often
misspelled her name too, mistook it for Mary. Due to this unwanted
association, Mer allowed herself to be called Meredith, her
grandmother’s name, at her job as a nurse.

Jessica Prince, or more often referred
to as Jessi, had long, honey blonde hair and green eyes. Also prone
to weight issues, she and Ginger often shared clothes like sisters
might. In the real world, Jessi was an accountant, but her
practicality ended there. The woman had a definite romantic side,
believed in true love and fairytales. Alongside an incredibly sweet
personality, the frequent dimples in her rosy cheeks could melt the
heart of even the toughest person. She was often the virtual
cheerleader and more generous one in the group. And though she
seemed innocent at times, she could be assertive when necessary,
always standing up for what she believed in.

The next woman over in the booth, more
across from where Ginger sat now, was Sharon Montgomery. She had
long dark, wavy hair, an olive complexion, and pretty brown eyes.
Her friend worked as a corporate lawyer. Even if Sharon had come
from a wealthy family, she had always shown more interest in
discourse with people of all backgrounds rather than being a
debutante. Though she was encouraged to marry within her own social
circle, she’d refused outright and distanced herself from her
well-known family as much as possible. She also had a distinct
sense of fairness and justice, which helped with being a lawyer. In
her job, however, she often mediated corporate disagreements
between divergent parties. Sharon had always been good with that
anytime the girls had occasional tiffs; effectively brought them
all back together once more.

The final woman in the booth was
Valerie Delaney. Val had wavy, coffee-colored hair with highlights
and hazel eyes. She worked as a hairdresser, and even Ginger could
attest to the woman’s wicked hair skills. Val was outgoing with a
natural sensuality which drew the attention of the opposite sex,
and was the consummate fashionista. If you needed help with
hairstyles or clothes, Val was the girl to call. However, even
though her friend dated more often than most of The Misfits, she
tended to be rather guarded with men, perhaps because her father up
and left her and her mother so early in Valerie’s life. Val was the
more practical one of the group, even though she was often found
mouthing off to authority figures, like Nicky. Ginger supposed it
came in handy; the woman owned her own salon and had employees to
take care of. She’d seen her friend manage quite well, and all her
workers loved and respected her.
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