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      For my readers
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      Love and hugs.

      Happy reading,
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        For my readers, old and the new, I hope you enjoy this journey to the small town of Cottonwood Falls. Thank you so much for your support! DH, I love you. To the men and women who protect our country, thank you so much for your sacrifices!!
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      “Everything would be simpler, Mr. Glazer, if you would just sell to me. I’m offering you well over market value to buy out your clinic.” Toby Latner flicked a piece of imaginary lint from charcoal gray slacks with an impatient jerk of his hand.

      Reginald Glazer sat across from him, leaning back in his wooden slot-back chair. The exhaustion in his eyes and embedded in the lines of his face still didn’t detract from his intelligence.

      “For you, I’m sure. However, for me, it would not be worth it.”

      “The amount I am offering will take care of your upcoming medical bills.”

      Mr. Glazer—Dr., really—cleared his throat. “Is that what you learned in ‘business-take-over’ school? To mention a person’s medical bills? When I say no again, are you prepared to inform me just how expensive chemo will specifically be?” He leaned back, the rusty hinge squeaking loudly in the otherwise quiet, tense room. “I know your parents raised you better.”

      The reprimand fell as hard as rain, stinging with the force of wind-driven sleet.

      It was his turn to clear his throat. “This sale benefits both parties, Dr. Glazer.”

      “Mostly you.” He rocked forward, leaning strong forearms upon the desktop. “You are offering me a sum of money after which you make so much more because you will put in one of those God-forsaken strip malls. This town doesn’t need that. Doesn’t need a vet clinic run by some faceless corporation. I have had the Cottonwood Falls Veterinary Hospital for over thirty years. I treat these folks’ animals in this town.”

      Toby knew he’d struck a nerve with the flash of uncertainty in his eyes.

      “I have plans.” Defiance laced Dr. Glazer’s tone, his first sign of weakness.

      Toby adjusted in the chair. “You have plans.” He tugged on his suit coat sleeve. “Those words are indications of potential failures. What I am offering is a solution.”

      “Do you even remember growing up here? How this little town was? You bringing in this strip mall—”

      “It will bring in jobs.” Toby couldn’t believe Dr. Glazer was still arguing this. Why didn’t he just agree to sign and get on with it? Why the need to hash out whether or not Toby recalled growing up here?

      “It will bring crime. This is not the big city.”

      Didn’t he know it. He steepled his fingers, shoving memories of the past to the back of his mind. “Are you going to allow me to help you?”

      “No, he’s not, so feel free to take your shitty, self-serving offer and yourself out of this office.”

      The angry feminine voice pierced him like lasers. He turned to face the newcomer, ignoring the look of silent reproach from Dr. Glazer.

      Holy shit. The good doc’s daughter stood there. Melinda. Or so he believed. He raked his gaze over her from head to toe, taking in everything from her red stilettos to her black, lacy, body-hugging, barely there dress.

      Toby pushed to his feet in a smooth motion. She tracked his action with her diamond-hard glare. He offered his hand.

      “I’m Tobias Latner. I believe you are Ms. Glazer? Melinda? You were two years behind me in school.” He bestowed his most charming smile.

      Her expression remained unmoved. “I know who you are, and if you feel the need to address me, you may call me Dr. Glazer.”

      Shit. He lowered his arm, the signs obvious she had no intention of shaking his hand. “A veterinarian?”

      Her grin made him wonder about going to stand naked in Antarctica on a glacier during winter to get some warmth.

      “I’m taking over my father’s business until he’s ready to return.”

      “Melinda,” her father said in a warning tone.

      “Not about to be polite, Daddy, not to a man trying to make a buck off someone else’s suffering.”

      Toby looked between them. There would be no progress made here tonight. “I will see you later then, Dr. Glazer.” He peered at Melinda—Mellie, a name he liked much better. Sexy. “Dr. Glazer.”

      Striding to the door, he had to turn sideways to get by the Coke-bottle-figured woman. The scent of wisteria filled his nose as he inched by the tempting curves. His body heated at the contact—brief though it was—despite the chilly disdain in her gaze.

      He exited the building and walked to his Audi where he leaned on the side, hooking his ankles and crossing his arms. The muggy night air blew over him, sending him into the interior of his car. He pressed the ignition button and waited for the air to cool his heated skin. Given the combination of the humid Georgia weather and his visceral reaction to Mellie, he could use an icy shower about now. Or some sex with her then the shower.

      “She sure as hell didn’t look like that in school,” he muttered to himself.

      He would wait them out. They would need to sell. In the meantime, he could begin with some of the other properties he now owned. As he sat there, he watched Dr. Glazer—the elder—make his way out to his waiting truck. Now, Toby could see the exhaustion much clearer. Dr. Glazer looked…well, old.

      His past interactions with the Glazers hadn’t been all that much. He’d been prohibited from having any pet so he’d never gone there.

      Still, he did remember growing up here. The difference was he had grown up with the times yet, from the looks of things, Cottonwood Falls hadn’t stayed up with progression. Towns all around were growing, and Cottonwood Falls, in his opinion, would do well to get in on the ground floor of the expansions he was proposing.

      Putting his car in gear, Toby backed out of his spot and drove away. He went through town, noticing the other changes. It wasn’t a one-light town. It wasn’t less than a hundred people; there were a good fifteen hundred there. But, for a man who’d spent the past twelve years in New York City, this was Podunk.

      It had grown a bit, but he saw people helping one another, smiling, and waving. Okay, so that doesn’t happen so often in the city I make my home in.

      Toby pulled into one of the few gas stations in town. He parked and climbed out, needing a few bottles of Coke. He strode to the building, loosening his tie along the way. Drawing open the door, he gazed around at the narrow aisles, the drink machines on the far wall, and the coolers in the back.

      “Well, well. If it ain’t Toby Latner. Back from the big city with all his fancy duds.”

      The male voice tinged by laughter had him turning to his right and finding three buddies from high school, all on the basketball team with him.

      He grinned. “Bobby Jenkins, Stuart Copeland, and Randy Tourno. How the hell are you three?”

      Bobby laughed and, removing his hat, raked his fingers through dark locks. “Around here, we say ‘y’all’, not ‘you three’ like any uppity pretentious Yankee.”

      The men exchanged hugs before stepping out of the way of the door. “Don’t insult me, Bobby. I’m Southern through to my roots.”

      They guffawed. “Sure, you are,” Stuart said. “Is that why you’ve been here a week and haven’t even looked up the rest of The A-Team?”

      Toby had forgotten that’s what they went by in school. “I’m sorry, guys. I was wrapped up in work. I would have looked you up.”

      “Sure, sure.” Randy’s remarks were spoken without heat or rancor. “Come on out for a drink. Catch up.”

      The trio followed him to grab the four bottles of Coke he wanted. “Tonight?”

      “We stay up past dark here; we don’t have to go in just ‘cause the sun goes out. You see, we’s gots electricity down here.”

      He laughed. “Shut up, Stu.” He placed the drinks on the counter. “Nothing more.” Toby put down a ten and waited for change and the bagged items.

      “Night, y’all,” the young cashier said.

      “Night, Josie,” the trio said as one. Toby merely nodded in thanks and trailed them outside.

      “Whooee, this your fancy ride?” Stu asked, shooting a stream of tobacco juice to the asphalt, hitting the faded yellow line.

      “Yes,” he replied, unlocking it with a touch and placing his bag on the passenger seat. “So, don’t go spittin’ on it.”

      “Can I touch it?” Randy whined in falsetto.

      “Like I told you in the showers, no. You’ve got dirty hillbilly finger grime.”

      “Don’t worry,” he said, dragging out his words. “I won’t use my fingers.” He grabbed his crotch.

      Toby laughed again and slammed his car door. “So, you’re laying naked on my Audi? That’s the only way it’s going to touch my car. You forget, I’ve seen your dick; I ain’t worried.”

      “Fuck you, man.”

      More laughter.

      “You boys causing problems?” The teasing question came. Toby turned to find a police cruiser idling behind his car. A blonde leaned out the window, a shit-eating grin on her face.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. Vicki Boshay. Who the hell gave you a badge?”

      “Mind your tongue, Tobias,” she drawled. “I have no problem slapping cuffs on you.”

      He grinned and waggled his eyebrows. “Didn’t we do that in school?”

      A chorus of “ohhs” came.

      “You know it,” she sassed. A call came over the radio and, after she responded, she turned back to Toby. “Come see me before you drive back to the fast life. Good to see you. And, Tobs, glad you’re home.”

      “I’ll find you,” he promised.

      She headed off. Approaching from down the road behind that drove a blue Nissan Pathfinder. He recognized the driver. Mellie.

      “Guys, we’ll catch up tomorrow. Right now, I have something to do.” He opened his car again and started the powerful engine. With a wave, he took off, following the SUV.

      

      Melinda drove along the darkened street toward the town square. She needed to think and that would be one of the best places to do so. At her parents’, she knew her father would be waiting for her explanation about her behavior. Her items would be delivered, and she would not be at their place but a small one-bedroom on the outskirts of Cottonwood Falls.

      No matter how long she’d been away, the small center of the town square had always been a favorite of hers. She parked and opened the door. The mugginess attached to her skin like suction cups from a cephalopod.

      “Best get used to it,” she muttered, heels clacking on the sidewalk as she strode to a bench. Not clad in the best park-sitting attire, she didn’t care. Right now, she needed the peace.

      She sat and rotated her ankles, running over the situation. It wasn’t that she’d had to come home. That had been a niggling thought for a while now.

      No, this was about learning her father had been diagnosed with cancer. About her putting herself together before facing them. Before heading to the clinic this evening, she’d had dinner with a girl she’d gone to school with, Hermione Windsor. That was the reason for her being dressed up. Normally, she would have been at the clinic in scrubs.

      Now, all that remained was heading home. The hand covering her mouth trembled, and she lowered it to her lap. At work, she had mastered the art of hiding her pain, yet after she hung up the white jacket and changed, she reverted back to a little girl petrified of losing her father.

      She pinched the bridge of her nose before sighing again. “Buck up, Glazer. Can’t spend the night in the town square.”

      “I can think of a few people who would frown upon that. Mrs. Traveler, for one.”

      She started at the rich, masculine voice. When his face registered, she groaned. Why did it have to be him?

      “I’m in no mood to deal with you, Mr. Latner.”

      He didn’t take the hint. Instead, he sat beside her, leg aligning intimately to hers. Her deep breath imbued her senses with an intoxicating mixture of sandalwood, patchouli, and a scent she had no doubt belonged solely to Toby.

      “I’m sorry to hear about your father.”

      She scoffed. “So much so you keep pestering him to sell?”

      “I am offering him a damn good deal.”

      “Bullshit,” she snapped. “Just because it’s a small town doesn’t mean we’re stupid. He’s not selling, and we don’t want your Goddamn strip mall here.”

      He tensed and angled himself in her direction. “What do you have against bringing in jobs to help the people of Cottonwood Falls, Melinda?”

      “My name is Dr. Glazer.” Her response, she pushed between clenched teeth as she got to her feet. “And, I have nothing against creating jobs except when—as is in this case—it takes away the livelihoods that have been passed down through generations.”

      Her father’s reprimand for her lack of manners rang loud in her mind, but she didn’t care.

      “They will have more money than they know what to do with,” he retorted.

      “You don’t get it, do you?” She stomped away, only to be whirled back.

      He snagged her around the waist as she tottered on her heels from the expedited pivot.

      “What? Don’t get what?”

      “We like the lives we have here. I don’t want to shop in some huge national chain store where people there have no clue about me, because you damn well know they won’t bring in locals to be the main workers, especially when they are older. They’ll want younger workers. New ones who have no clue about me. I don’t want that when I can just go to Ike’s Grocery and get my food as well as find out how his wife is doing and his kids. Grandkids, also.”

      “They can still do that. I’m building businesses.”

      “No,” she growled. “You’re destroying them.”

      The taction of his hard body against hers kicked her mind down a road—one she had no need to be on—like a field goal kicker going for his PAT. Even so, she had to draw back to keep from pressing so intimately against him.

      “Do you mind?” She pushed against the arm anchoring them together.

      “Not at all. I love holding a gorgeous woman against me.” He tugged her closer still, brushing his hard length along her belly a few times before settling against her core.

      “An ass, one minute, and trying to hit on me, the next.” Disgust laced her tone.

      “Trust me, Mellie.” He whispered her name as if it were the most decadent piece of chocolate he’d ever tasted. “This is not me hitting on you.” His lips brushed along hers with a feathery caress that succeeded in birthing a well of craving within her. “Care to know the difference?”
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      He woke with her name on his lips and his hand clenched around his rock hard cock. Toby opened his eyes and took in his boyhood room. It was the same as it had always been. Squeezing them closed, he focused on the woman who’d put his body in this state. Dr. Melinda Glazer.

      She was a vixen. No other way around it. Curves that, in that dress she’d been wearing, could have knocked him off his feet. Her scent, enough to make a eunuch horny.

      He pumped his shaft. Envisioning Mellie. Yeah, she wasn’t a Melinda but a sexy kitten, Mellie. Those dark hazel eyes molten with passion as he took her on a counter, desk, wall. He wasn’t picky, anywhere he could be to sink his dick fully inside her wet heat.

      His balls drew tight, and he groaned as thick ropes of cum jettisoned from his cock. Holding his softening shaft, he left his bed and walked naked to the shower where he stepped into the water. His heart pounded a rapid cadence behind his ribs as he cleaned himself up.

      After he finished, dried, and dressed, Toby walked down to the first floor of his parents’ house. They had already left for work, but he found a note from his mother on the table that directed him to the oven where a breakfast plate sat warmed for him.

      A soft smile turned up his lips as he pulled it out. While he ate, he thought about Mellie and her comments about him bringing the strip mall here. Would it really change the area so much with such a negative impact?

      He left the house, dishes sitting in the sink. Jogging down the steps, he strode to the car and paused at the door when a blue Pathfinder rolled up the drive.

      His breath hitched when it hit him who was coming closer. He crossed his arms and leaned against the side of his car. She pulled up behind him, shut off the engine, and climbed out.

      He grinned and stared at the woman before him. She came to me. He sauntered toward her, loving the way her jeans formed to her legs and butt. “Morning, sexy.”

      She glared at him and slammed the door shut. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Do you prefer gorgeous? Beautiful? Stunning?”

      “Dr. Glazer.”

      The chill from her voice washed over him. “So, this isn’t a social call where you take me up on my offer from last night?”

      Her gaze burned away the frostbite her tone had given him. Had she the power, he’d be up in flames.

      “Oh, that’s exactly why I am here.”

      He blinked. “What?” Am I hearing things? His cock thickened and pushed against his pants. “You are?”

      She focused on him and closed the distance. “Yes. Did I surprise you? Or was your offer last night just talk?”

      His cock was ready to revolt if he sent her away. “I’m surprised, yes, but no, it wasn’t just talk. You don’t like me; that’s obvious. Why are you here?”

      “I want to get you out of my system. This doesn’t change anything between us. I just…just… Oh, never mind. If you’re not on board, I will go somewhere else.”

      He had her between him and his car in the space of a blink. “No, you’re not.” The possessiveness racing over him at the thought of her in another’s arms, he stuck that in the back of his mind. “You want no-strings sex; I can do that.”

      “I also don’t want it all over town.”

      “What would people say if they knew your vehicle was here?” He stared at her lips, wanting to bite the plumpness. Suckle on it.

      “Probably assume I came to yell at you for coming to bother my father.” Her tongue snuck out between her lips, taunting him. Teasing him.

      “And this yelling?” He smoothed his hand along the skin of her belly. “It can be done inside? In a bed or against a wall?”

      “Would be better that way,” she said, the palms of her hands plastered against the hood of his phantom black pearl Audi S6. “Then, again, the hood of your car would work, as well.”

      “Trust me, Mellie,” he rasped. “The neighbors would get way too much of a view if I took you on the hood of my car and right now. I have no wish to share your body with them as I explore. But, if you wish to be an exhibitionist later on, I will go along with that.”

      Her slender body trembled beneath him. Toby glanced around and helped her toward the front door.

      Part of him recognized and acknowledged this was not the smartest thing he’d done in his life. However, more of him, the part that was winning, accepted he was being ruled by visceral lust. The moment the door clicked shut behind them, he hauled her flush to his chest, slammed his mouth on hers, and took what he’d wanted since he laid eyes on her in the clinic.

      Her taste flooded him. Mandarin oranges. Never had he been more enamored with a flavor. It surged over his taste buds, and he groaned. She wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her curves deeper into his body.

      He cupped her breast and plucked at her nipple with two fingers. She whimpered. He did it again.

      “I’m going to fuck you, Mellie.”

      She threaded her hand though the hair at the back of his neck. “I sure as hell didn’t come to talk.”

      He shoved her shirt up, bunching it in one fist as he turned them so the wall was at her back. Her bra, a dusky rose, covered firm breasts. Need crawled along his skin akin to electricity dancing through a wire. He broke free from her tempting lips to possess a breast.

      Her gasp…fuel to his fire. Dipping his head, he pushed away the lace with his tongue until it crossed her turgid nipple. Another tremor shook her as she clamped a hand to the back of his head.

      “Fuck, yeah,” she drawled.

      He flicked the front clasp, freeing her globes. He palmed her, tweaking the nipple as he continued to suckle on the other. Her nails bit into his head like a carnivore holding its bone.

      Toby forced himself to stop and held her gaze. Her plump lips glistened as she panted through them.

      “Upstairs.”

      His voice so low and rasped even he didn’t fully recognize it.

      “Let’s go.” Her reply, breathy.

      Retaining his hold on her shirt, he backed to the stairs, bringing her along. The sight of her breasts exposed, one nipple slick from his administrations, shot iron through his cock.

      “I’m”—he kissed her hand—“going to enjoy this.” Another kiss. She leaned into him, her hands working on his pants as they ascended.

      Step by step. Their lips connected, he moved backwards, nearing his bedroom. She’d undone his pants by the time they stumbled through the door. He booted it shut and yanked her shirt over her head. Her heeled sandals and jeans followed to land on the floor.

      He drank his fill, jerking his own shirt off as he kicked free of his slacks.

      He saw her divest herself of the blue thong and joined her at the halfway point. Their mouths met in a clash of teeth and tangle of tongues. He lifted her, widened her legs, and speared her with his cock.

      “Oh, yes!”

      Her snug pussy gripped his cock with wet heat. A possessive growl rumbled up from his throat. Using the wall at her back, he began powering into her. Her legs tight around his waist, she slipped her hand between them and rubbed her clit. The walls around his dick flexed and rippled.

      He buried his face in her neck and fucked her, his hands playing with her nipples, plucking and pinching as she raked her nails along his back. It was raw. Explosive. Molecular and passionate.

      With a cry, she came, covering his cock with her cream. He pistoned into her five more times before shooting his seed deep inside her. Keeping them connected, he carried her to his bed.

      “I’m going to start all over again; this time, taking it slow,” he promised. “I’m going to make you scream my name and beg for release.”

      Her answer was a sexy grin and hooking her right leg over his shoulder. “Show me what you’ve got.”

      Toby lay in bed a few hours later, stroking himself—once again hard—as she dressed.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      She zipped up her jeans, her expression closed off.

      “Leaving. I have work.” She stared in the mirror and ruffled her hair before clipping it up with a hair accessory she pulled from her pocket.

      “Then, what was this?” He released himself and crossed his arms.

      “A fuck.” She reached for her shirt and hid her bra from his gaze. Brisk, efficient movements were used as she buttoned up.

      “So, that’s it?”

      “Yes.” Bending down to swipe her heeled sandals, she then walked out of the room.

      Tossing on a pair of sweats, he hurried down where he found her on one foot putting on her shoe. He positioned himself against the door, blocking her exit.

      “One more thing,” she said, grasping the handle as if he weren’t in her way.

      She smelled like his soap after the shower they’d shared, and he loved it. Made her his in a way. “What would that be?” How pissed would she be if I tossed her over my shoulder and carried her back up to bed?

      Mellie leaned close, breasts brushing his chest. “Stay away from my father.” She pulled open the door and slipped away.

      Fuck.

      Later that afternoon, he sat at the picnic table in the yard. Across from him, with lunch between them, sat Vicki, whose highly amused expression made him regret telling her.

      “Now, let me get this straight,” Vicki said around the bite of salami sandwich in her mouth. “You’ve fucked Melinda Glazer. Dr. Melinda Glazer?”

      “Why are you so shocked by that?”

      She sipped her drink, lips curling around the straw, still holding a ghost of a smile. “Tryin’ to figure out how it happened.”

      He smirked. “Surely, it hasn’t been so long you’ve forgotten?”

      “Cobwebs, Toby. Fucking cobwebs. Around here, there’s just no one I’d like to have wipe them out. Then, there’s the badge. I don’t need to do anything to disrespect it.” She chuckled, elbows off the table. “Before you told me about you the doc, I had contemplated asking you to help shake them out. Especially, since I don’t have to go through the wondering period with you. I know how you are. Not now, I recognize that look.”

      He swigged some beer. “What look would that be? And, I’m grateful you don’t think fucking me would be disrespectful.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Infatuation. Whatever happened between you two, it’s serious. And, with you…” A shake of her head, and the humid air stirred the escapee strands of her hair from the severe bun. “It is not my business. I’m staying out of it.”

      “We’re friends, Vicki. Say your piece.”

      Wadding up her trash, she stood. “I know you’re a businessman now, Toby. Just…we like this town how it is. Please consider that. If we wanted bigger, more congestion, pollution, and crime—you know what comes with growing by leaps and bounds—we would move to one. Or Cottonwood Falls would already be there. We like the clean air and small-town life. I like not being busy with shootings or worse.” Her eyes overflowed with compassion and a bit of sympathy. “I’m sorry you have lost your love of our town.” A brilliant smile completely changed her visage. “I see the rest of The A-Team are arriving. I’m getting out of the way of what is sure to be a good number of law violations. Catch ya later.”

      She sauntered back to her squad car, exchanging raunchy comments with the guys.

      “What’s up?” Bobby set a case of beer on the table. “You hooking up with Vicki again?”

      Toby drank the rest of his open beer and reached into the box for another. “Nope,” he commented over the pfft the can made as he opened it.

      There was another woman who had his attention in Cottonwood Falls. When he wanted something, he had the reputation of being relentless. And, he craved Mellie.
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      “You are supposed to be taking it easy, Papa,” Melinda said as she flipped through the chart of her next patient.

      “What is me sitting here in my office going to do? Tax me further?”

      “Yes,” she said, leveling a glare at him. “You know, as do I, that the only reason you’re here is because Mama is out of the house. She wouldn’t have let you leave and drive here on your own. You’re not supposed to be around germs.”

      “This is my practice,” he reminded her.

      “Yes, sir. I’m well aware of that. Just like I’m well aware you are supposed to be home, resting. I came back to this town to work here in order to help you, so you didn’t have to travel in and do it. So, get up, go home, and let me do that.”

      “You know you’re bossy.”

      She nodded even as she bent to press a kiss to his cheek. “I know, just like Mama. Go home, Papa.”

      “Will you tell her?”

      “I won’t have to, if you don’t hurry; she’ll beat you there.” She made her way to the door. “Love you.” A brief wave, and she left him there. “Janelle,” she called out as she headed for the exam room holding her next patient.

      “Yes, Dr. Glazer?”

      “If my father isn’t out of here in the next ten minutes, come get me, please.”

      “Will do, Doctor.”

      She knocked on the door. “Thanks, Janelle.” Opening it, she stepped in. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Laps. How are you and Trixie doing this lovely day?”

      Mrs. Laps held the leash of her Jack Russell and smiled. “It’s so good to have you home, Melinda. Oops, I’m sorry, I mean Dr. Glazer.”

      She crouched to pet the aging pup on the head. “You taught me in second grade, Mrs. Laps; feel free to call me Melinda, if you so desire. Now, Marcus said you had some concerns about Trixie here. What’s going on?”

      The rest of her day went pretty much the same. Check-ups, a few minor stitchings, a litter for tail docking. Much more laid back than most of the days she’d experienced at the emergency clinic she’d been at before returning to Cottonwood Falls.

      “Would you like to join us for a drink tonight?” Janelle asked as they were closing up.

      Melinda smiled. “Maybe some other night. I have to finish unpacking my things; well, start, actually. It was delivered today. But, thank you, and I will definitely take a rain check.”

      “See you tomorrow,” Janelle called as she waved over her shoulder.

      “Night.”

      Melinda locked the door behind her and retreated to the office where she sat at her father’s desk. She smoothed a hand over the top of it. “I remember wanting to sit behind here so much as a child.” How things have changed. Now, she wanted her father to be back there and not fighting the biggest battle of his life.

      She finished up her paperwork and walked out, taking a moment to cast a lingering glance behind her. Shutting off the lights, she exited the building, set the alarm, and locked the doors again.

      As she went to her vehicle, she wondered how it would be living in the small one-bedroom place. Her parents had offered her the room she’d grown up in, but she didn’t want to be an imposition and figured, if she were close, she could still help out but not be in their hair. And, sometimes, she could send her mama to her place for a break.

      “All of which is predicated on me emptying out those damn boxes I know are stacked in the house.”

      She drove away, only to stop a few miles down the road and turn around. “Gods, I can’t even remember how to get to my new place.” Shaking her head at her craziness, she laughed aloud when she passed the cop car for the second time in a matter of minutes and Tim who leaned against the door beneath the lights of the parking lot. He waved and gave her a wink.

      Pulling into her new drive, she parked by the house. The outside light shone through the approaching darkness. She dug in her purse for her new key she’d picked up on her way to work. You mean after you were fucked so delightfully by Toby? That was one way to put it. She didn’t need to think about him or his long, thick cock. The pleasure he had given her. She whimpered. Nor did she need to relive the abrading of his scruff along her tender inner thighs right before he blew her mind with how thoroughly he ate her pussy.

      “Oh, damn,” she uttered, unlocking the door and stepping inside her new digs.

      The movers had done a great job. She had a path to walk through in order to get to each room. She bumped the door closed with her hip and waded through the maze to the room she’d chosen for her bedroom. They’d put her bed together, which she loved seeing. She’d showered and changed at the clinic so there was no need now. But, she did want to have on something cooler to begin unpacking. So, she exchanged jeans for shorts, popped in her ear buds and attached her iPod to her arm then got to work.

      At eleven-thirty, she stopped to get a drink. Her bed had sheets and blankets on it, clothing had been put away, and the boxes were all broken down. Now, she was in the kitchen, trying to make some semblance of order. She loved cooking and wanted her kitchen to rights. Jamming to Talking Heads, she frowned when a knock came to the door. Turning down the music a little, she danced to the door and opened it.

      “You.”

      Her heart tripled in speed as she stared at the man outside her place.

      His grin covered her skin in flames and had her contemplating dirty, nasty things. With him. “Hot and sweaty, just how I like you. Although, it would be better if I’d been the reason you were this way.”

      “What do you want, Latner?”

      His gaze raked her body, and she looked down at the torn shirt that hung off one shoulder and shorts that barely covered her ass. She flicked her stare to his crotch, not shocked but hungry for the rigid length resting blatantly there.

      “You naked in my arms and my cock buried balls deep inside you.”

      She turned off her music. “At what point did you think this was going to be a common thing? Us fucking?”

      “Since you showed up at my house.” He stepped forward, and she retreated the same amount. He was inside before she knew it and had closed the door behind him.

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because we lit it up,” he said, reaching out and hooking his finger in the cutout collar of her shirt.

      She crossed her arms. “It doesn’t matter how good we were together; I’m not selling my father’s business to you.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Is that what you think this is about?”

      “What else would it be?” He jerked her closer, and she gulped at the heat of his body along hers. “You want his practice for your big expensive eyesore.”

      “I am not here because of work. I’m here because I want you. End of story.”

      His blunt response had her pausing. She searched his face, unable to find hint of any deceit or chicanery. “Why?”

      “Are you going to question everything?” He nibbled along her jaw, shooting sparks from live wires through her system.

      “Yes.” Her response, all breathy and needy.

      “Any way I can stop that?”

      “Making me too tired to talk would be a way.” Her hands burned with desperation to slide along his skin.

      “You have a bed in this mess or should we just go for boxes?”

      She gave into to the demand pulsing through her blood and sank her hand into the thick hair at the back of his head. “Start here; go to the bed later.”

      “I’m staying for the night,” he vowed.

      “I don’t need people talking,” she said, despite cupping him through his jeans.

      “Then, try not to scream too loud.” He shoved a hand down the front of her cotton shorts and buried two thick fingers into her wet pussy.

      She whimpered, and his grin was pure evil.

      “Oh, I think, I know, we can do louder than that.” He added a third, and her welcoming cry of pleasure echoed off the walls. “Better. Much better.” Toby maneuvered them to the couch, which he bent her over the back of as he yanked her shorts down. Spreading her legs, she gasped at the first lap of his tongue along her clit.

      “Mine,” he growled before he began eating her pussy.
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      Toby snagged Mellie around the wrist as she attempted to sneak out of bed.

      “Now, where are you going? It’s three in the morning, and we’ve been asleep for, maybe, thirty minutes.”

      She clicked on a light, and he squinted against the brilliance. “I didn’t mean to wake you, sorry. I have to run to the clinic.”

      He propped himself on one arm. “Is there an emergency?”

      Her soft smile touched him. “I have a patient I need to check on. Make sure he’s recovering fine and change out his IV bag.”

      “Why isn’t one of the techs doing it?”

      “Why would I interrupt their nights? I’m capable of doing it.”

      “And me?”

      She climbed into a pair of Daisy Dukes then reached for a green tank top. “Thought you’d seen I was capable of doing you, too. Go back to sleep. I’ll be back within the hour, unless something has happened.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “You’re not telling me to leave?”

      “You said,” she replied, rooting in her closet, “you weren’t leaving. There you are.” She tossed out a pair of shoes. One landed on the bed beside him, the other on the floor.

      He lifted the canvas shoe. Purple. She tried to take it from him, but he tugged it and, subsequently, her forward. Their lips met, and he slid his tongue into her mouth. Her hand gripped him through the sheets, and he hardened at her touch.

      “I’ll be back,” she muttered against his lips. She hopped on one foot then the other as she shoed her feet. There was no glance back; she just left.

      He stayed there a few moments then left the bed. Pants on but unbuttoned, he went to her kitchen. Dodging boxes, he found and started some coffee. This situation is becoming extremely complicated. My feelings for this woman are derailing my plans, and I’m not sure how I feel about that.

      He’d taken care of some emails on his phone by the time she returned. He observed her over the divider. Her slightly wavy hair brushed forward over her left shoulder. She yawned.

      It’s pathetic when something such as yawning turns me on.

      “How’s the patient?”

      Her smile was fleeting. “Good.” She toed off her slip-ons and waved as she headed back down the hall. “Night.”

      He stared briefly at his empty cup to the pot, which held enough for another cup, and rose. Flicking the switch, he turned off the machine, followed by the lights as he made his way back to her room.

      Entering, he paused and took in the sight of her wearing nothing as she bent over and pulled back the coverlet on the bed.

      “You’re hell on my libido, Mellie.”

      “You say that likes it is a bad thing.” She patted the mattress beside her.

      He pushed free of his pants and joined her. “Not bad. No, never that.”

      She clicked off the light, and he drew her into his arms. Contentment settled over him, and he scowled. This was supposed to be about sex. That was it. Right?

      “I have to be up in three hours,” she said, resting her cheek on his shoulder as she draped one arm over him and wedged her thigh between his.

      His fingers lingered on her ass, and he closed his eyes. “Okay, I have to get some work done today, anyway. I can just start when you leave.”

      She stiffened. “You’re not staying here all day.”

      “You left me here while you went to the clinic.”

      “Way different. I don’t need the entire population of Cottonwood Falls to know you’re here. The few which are up at this time to perhaps see your car is way different than you being here once the day truly begins.”

      He couldn’t explain why it bothered him, her wanting no one, or as few as possible, to know he was in her bed.

      “Fine, I’ll leave when you do.”

      “I know.” Her body relaxed, sinking into his. He buried his nose in her hair and closed his eyes. Stubborn. Headstrong. And a few other adjectives he could use to describe the woman in his arms.

      That afternoon, as he ate lunch in Topper’s Diner, a shadow fell over him. He looked up and swallowed his burger bite. Bobby stood there, hat in hand.

      “Hey,” Bobby said. “Do you mind?” He gestured to the seat across from him.

      “Not at all.”

      He slid into the booth and asked for a Coke when Sherry came to take his order. Toby waited for him to say something, but he just sat there, toying with the napkin holder.

      “Spit it out, Bobby. What’s bothering you?”

      “I ran into Tim.”

      “Tim who?”

      “Tim Retals. He was a year ahead of us in school. Anyway, he’s one of the other deputies.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “And?”

      “Tim was on patrol last night, and he said he saw your car outside Dr. Glazer’s rental.”

      “Get to the point, Bobby.” He took another bite of his burger.

      “Here you go, hon,” Sherry said, placing down the drink and walking away.

      “Are you serious? Sleeping with Melinda Glazer?”

      “One, I fail to see how my sleeping habits are anyone’s business, and if they were—which again, they’re not—what’s wrong with Mellie?”

      “Wrong with? Nothing, man. But, crap on a cracker, Toby, her father is sick with cancer. Are you taking advantage of her weakened emotional state?”

      Toby flicked his tongue to catch the ketchup in the corner of his mouth. “Are you telling me to stay away from Mellie because you think she’s in a delicate emotional place?”

      Bobby didn’t even crack a smile. In fact, his expression was identical to the one time in school when they came to fisticuffs. Heated anger and a tenuous grip on his control.

      “Shit,” Toby said. “You are.” He shifted in the booth seat. “I thought the two of us were friends. Remember The A-Team?”

      “You’re different, now, Toby. All flash and money. The fast life is where you are. That’s not what we do or who we are around here. We’re not ignorant hicks just because we choose to keep a piece of the past surrounding us and not totally conform to the mainstream way of life and welcome all the hate and crime you live with in your world. When I first heard you were coming back, I thought it would be for something good. I’ll admit, I had a moment when I thought your money would help us out. Now, I know better. It won’t, and we don’t want it. Not how you’re trying to do it. So, yes, in this instance, I’m doing exactly that.”

      Toby sat forward, resting his elbows on the table. Instantly, three elderly women sent him a disapproving look. He focused on the man across from him. “In no world does Mellie need your help in protection. That woman is fire and ice. She doesn’t crack. Secondly, life is a business. Either I do this or someone else will. It’s called progress—you get onboard or get out of its way.” Why is it churning my gut to think of him protecting her? And, why am I focusing on that bit?

      Bobby held his gaze for a while. “You really mean that, don’t you?”

      “It’s the way the world works, Bobby. You can’t have your head in the sand.”

      His laughter was anything but jovial. “Right, because we’re not in your league here; we must be back in the Stone Age. I remember you used to consider yourself the Hannibal of our group.” He finished his Coke and stood. “This is one time, Hannibal, when your plan won’t come together. And I, for one, will be glad.” Bobby walked away and pushed out of the diner without a look back.

      The patrons were watching Toby and making no qualms about doing so. He finished his meal, paid, and left. Bobby’s words rattled around in his head as he walked up the main drag. This was the third person he’d heard this from, and it had begun to make him question what he was doing here. Gazing to each side of the street, he tried to envision his strip mall in place of the buildings there now. It wasn’t as easy as it had been before.

      The town square would have to go, probably become more parking. He pivoted to take it all in. The towering Cottonwood trees surrounding the square offered shade to those who chose to sit on the numerous benches. In the center was a fountain. Right now, small children with their families ran around and played with reckless abandon. Something they’d not be able to do if it was a parking lot.

      “There are other parks in Cottonwood Falls,” he muttered, turning his back to the square and walking on.

      Logic told him some of those would have to go as well, again, for parking and to have a place to store the construction vehicles. He again observed the way the people interacted with one another.

      Once he reached his car, he ducked inside. He drove around, looking at places that could use a complete makeover or just be torn down. Toby passed his old high school and smiled at the boys playing football. A little farther, and he reached the hospital. He’d been born there. It wasn’t a massive twenty-plus-floored building that did it all, including elective surgeries. It had one floor. On his way back to his parents’, he passed the police station. Four cars, that was it. And, they didn’t double up in the vehicles. They had the sheriff and three deputies. Another fact that would definitely have to change.

      He walked in the house and was met by the scent of fresh lemon pie. His mom welcomed him with a smile as she walked toward him, wiping her hands off on her apron.

      “Bobby was looking for you,” she said, kissing his cheek. “Did he find you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good, good. Dinner is at six sharp.” She went back to the kitchen and began rolling out the dough. “Chicken pot pies tonight.”

      “You’re spoiling me, Ma.”

      “Good, then maybe you’ll stay around. You know the old Felton house is up for sale.”

      “You mentioned that already.”

      “Sometimes, as I’ve learned being married to your father all these years, you Latner men need more than one reminder.” She shooed him away so he jogged up to his room and pulled out his computer to get some work done.
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      Melinda walked out to her vehicle, exhausted. The day had been long and trying. Her father’s chemo hadn’t gone as they’d expected. He didn’t do well on it and had been sick much sooner, so she’d been home to help her mother. Then, someone had hit a stray dog right before closing, and she had to head back to the clinic for an emergency surgery. It was ten at night, and they’d just finished up.

      She unlocked her SUV and tossed her bag across to land on the passenger seat. Starting the engine, she called her mother.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Mama. Do you need me to come by and do anything?”

      “Are you just leaving the clinic?”

      “Yes, ma’am. But, I haven’t left the parking lot yet so I can head to your house if—”

      “No, dear. Thank you, but he’s finally settled into sleep. We’ll be fine. You can come over, and I can fix you something to eat if you’d like.”

      Food was the farthest thing from her mind, but she heard the need in her mother’s tone. “That,” she said, pushing her bone-weary fatigue away, “would be perfect. I’ll be right there.” So, instead of heading back to her small place, she turned the nose of her vehicle toward her parents’.

      Her mom, Inez, stood out on the porch as she drove up. Melinda parked and hopped out with a wave. She hugged her mom then trailed her in the house. They went to the kitchen where she’d spent many an hour watching her mom and grandmother whip up fantastic meals.

      “How was work, other than the emergency that kept you late?”

      “Papa has a terrific staff, and they handled it all extremely well. Tomorrow is surgery day, so I will be out of touch most of the time, but I’ll call you in between my surgeries.”

      Her mom set a plate of grilled salmon, asparagus, and rice pilaf before her. “You don’t need to do that. We’ll be fine.”

      “I need to do it, Mama, so I’m fine.” She picked up her fork, grateful she’d listened to her mom, for her belly was grumbling in anticipation. “This looks delicious, thank you.”

      Her smile was sad. “I thought I would fix some of his favorite food; didn’t do much good, as he didn’t want to eat.”

      She reached out and squeezed her mom’s hand. “They said he wouldn’t feel like it much, and that his nausea will get worse before it gets better. It’s new for all of us, Mama.”

      Her mom poured some tea and joined her at the table. “I know; it’s just hard.”

      Melinda ate a bite of the fish, so flaky and moist it fell apart in her mouth. “Perfect,” she said after she swallowed.

      She stayed for an hour after her mom went to bed, just in case her father woke, then she dragged herself back out to her vehicle and headed to her place where she stumbled into bed with a groan.

      When her alarm went off, she fumbled around to smack it silent. Pushing up, she wiped her hand along her face, rolling her eyes when she felt drool. “Cripes, that’s pathetic.” Yawning, she navigated to the shower and stood under the hot spray.

      Dressed, she made herself some breakfast that she ate slowly. Dishes in the sink, she stared at the mess and said, “I promise, when I get home today, I will put more things away.” Then, she closed the door on it and walked to her vehicle, mug of coffee in hand.

      “I’ll be in my office if you need me,” she mentioned to Janelle as they passed in the hall.

      “You got it, Doc. How’s Dr. Glazer doing?”

      “It was rough yesterday. I’m going to call and see how he’s doing today. Thanks for asking.”

      “We all love him here and send our love.” Janelle pushed through back to the kennel area.

      Melinda closed the office door and sat at the desk. Her hand shook as she called her mom to find out he was, as predicted, nauseous but in okay spirits. That finished, she looked over her day.

      The phone beeped, and she pressed the button. “Yes?”

      “Dr. Glazer, there’s someone here who wants to speak with you.”

      She checked the time. “I have a few moments. Send them back.”

      Had she been thinking clearly, she would have gone up front. As it was, she hadn’t, and now, she had a visitor coming to her. The door opened, and before she even lifted her head, she knew who it was. Her body’s betraying arousal told her all she needed to know. Toby.

      “What do you need?” she asked, daring to peek at him.

      Big mistake. He had dressed in another suit today. The charcoal suit fit him perfectly. The ends of his brown-blond hair tapered down to the collar. She longed to drag her fingers through the silken strands. His blue eyes were vibrant against his tanned skin.

      “Most people start off with ‘good morning’ or some other nicety.”

      She rocked back in the chair. “So, this is about work? Your useless attempt to get my father to sell?”

      “Actually, no,” he corrected with a frown. “This was about me coming to ask you out for dinner.”

      She froze, allowing the chair to bring her back level. “I’m sorry, you’re asking me on a date?”

      He strolled closer, sucking up her air supply. How does one man look so damn fine? He leaned forward and rested his knuckles on the desktop. “That’s exactly what I’m doing. And, no, it’s not got anything to do with my business or this one. I’m asking because I want to take you out.”

      She picked up a pen and tapped it on the wood, doing her damndest to remain calm about this situation. Sure, I can handle working emergency vet situations, but have Toby Latner ask me for a date, and I’m about two seconds away from a meltdown. What the frack is wrong with me?

      His scent, combined with the soft undertones of sandalwood, was turning her into a horny slut. She wanted to slam the door shut and spread her legs for him.

      “Mellie?” His voice was a low thrum of decadence.

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes.” He stood fully upright again, bringing more attention to how well the suit fit. “Is that a problem?”

      “You want to go out to eat here in Cottonwood Falls?”

      “No. Macon. Somewhere upscale. I want you in a dress, Mellie. So, I can see everything you’re blessed with.”

      More heat flushed through her. “Haven’t you already seen that?”

      “Humor me. Will you be done by seven?”

      “I can be.” The words slipped out before she could contemplate saying no.

      “Excellent. I will pick you up then.” His gaze raked over her once more before he spun on his heel and strode away.

      Janelle popped her head in seconds later. “Are you going out with Toby Latner?” Her question ended on a small squeal.

      “I think so,” Melinda replied.

      “I was going to invite you again for drinks, but hell, go with him.”

      “I should call him and cancel.”

      Janelle scowled at her. “Oh, no. Why not go out with him? He’s hot, nice, a gentleman.”

      And fucks like a god. Thank goodness her lips remained closed and didn’t let that statement pass. “I don’t know if I should.”

      “You should. If a man like that walked in and asked me out, I’d be after him right now. He said seven. You’ll be done with surgeries by five; we can handle things after that, which gives you plenty of time to get home, shower, and dress in something to knock his socks off and into your bed.” A wicked grin. “Or you into his. Either way, I’m sure he’s awesome.”

      You have no idea, Janelle. You just have no idea.

      “This isn’t for sex, Janelle.”

      “Your loss,” she said candidly. “All I know is I would be after that. Right quick. Now, call your mother and let her know about the date. First surgery is in ten minutes.”

      Her day passed in a mixture of uncertainty and panic. It didn’t fade as she swung by to check on her parents, nor as she stood in her shower. It increased when she got up from the couch to answer the doorbell that rang exactly at seven.

      She smoothed her hands down the red cross-front ruched bandage dress she’d chosen to wear for the evening. It hit her around mid-thigh, and she’d chosen some red stilettos to accompany it. A diamond necklace and minimal hand jewelry completed her outfit. She’d left her hair down and took a deep breath, bypassing her red beaded clutch on the way to the door. One final deep breath, and she swung open the lone barrier between her and Toby.

      Fuck! He stood there, a bouquet of roses in hand. Another two-button gray suit as he’d worn earlier, only this one had a sheen to it the other hadn’t. His crisp white shirt worked perfectly with it.

      “Jesus,” he breathed. “You’re fucking gorgeous.” He offered her the flowers, and she took them, backing up and allowing him entrance without saying a word.

      To be true, she wasn’t sure she could speak. He accompanied her to the kitchen where she took out a pitcher and filled it with water.

      “Not finished unpacking yet,” she explained.

      “No problem.” He trapped her between him and the sink and slowly turned her to face him. “You’re beautiful, Mellie.”

      “You, too,” she uttered. “I mean, handsome, you’re handsome.”

      “Let’s go before I find out what kind of underwear you have on under that slip of a dress.” His deep voice struck chords in her no man had ever come close to hitting before.

      Somehow, his words put her back on solid ground. She flashed him a smile full of the promise of sex and reached for her clutch before walking to the door. “What makes you think I’m wearing any underwear, at all?”
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      Toby admitted to himself with no hesitation he was having a difficult time concentrating on the drive. What makes you think I’m wearing any underwear at all? Her question ran on an endless loop in his head. His cock threatened to burst through the seam of his slacks.

      His gaze continued to leave the road and linger over her firm, brown, toned legs, exposed from the bottom of the dress she’d wrapped herself in. She looked damn good on the black leather of his seat. He shifted gears and wove around some traffic.

      Sex kitten. Temptress. And a whole other slew of words came to mind when he saw her like this. The outfit she’d been wearing when he first saw her in her father’s clinic had been hard enough on his cock; this one could rightfully claim torturous.

      He tugged on his tie, trying to loosen it up a bit, helping him breathe a bit easier. Nothing worked, and he knew, until he had her again, he was doomed to be uncomfortably aroused. He kept the talk light on the way to the restaurant. He pulled up to valet and nodded to the man who met him at his door. Striding around the car, Toby swore under his breath as she stepped from the interior. Many of the men around stopped and gave her more than a once-over. He smirked as he held out his arm for her.

      The light wispy scent of wisteria dug its claws into him and rode him like he wanted her to do. Christ, I’m horny.

      He gave his name, and they were shown to a table by the window. The candle burning between them only added to the intimacy of the scene.

      “So,” he said after he placed their orders. “What are you thinking right now?”

      “Honestly? I was thinking about my parents and if my father had gotten past his nausea.” She lifted one shoulder. “Sorry, not exactly date chatter.” She reached for one of the rolls in the basket between them.

      “It’s perfectly understandable. He’s your father.”

      She tossed her hair back and ripped open the bread. Steam spiraled out from the inside. “Okay, you got me here; what is it you want with me?”

      He watched her over the small table. “You know what I want from you, Mellie. But, this date is to get to know you better.”

      She chewed slowly and swallowed before she answered. “What’s to know me better about? We grew up in the same town. You know me from that. Otherwise, I’m a vet. That is my life. I’m an open book.”

      Their waiter returned and showed him the wine he’d asked for. After sampling it, he gave the nod for their glasses to be filled.

      “Thank you,” Mellie said as he finished before he left. The man smiled at her.

      “I disagree. You’re a complex woman.”

      She dabbed the corners of her mouth with the napkin. “Let me ask you something. If you get your mall deal done, are you even staying in Cottonwood Falls or will you be traipsing back to New York City?”

      He paused with the wine glass partway to his mouth. “Back to New York, I suppose.” Why did those words sound so wrong?

      “Then, why is it so important for you to bring your desire to the town if you won’t even be around? And, why needing to get to know me better? I thought this was about sex between us. Nothing more.”

      It had been at the beginning, or so he was trying to convince himself. The first kiss they’d shared had pushed that possibility out of the solar system.

      “Is it so wrong for me to want to know you?”

      “No, I’m just curious.”

      “Fair enough. Now, let me ask you something.” He ate a bite of his shrimp linguine. She waited for him to speak, not rushing him. “Why are you so against helping the town?”

      “You asked me that before,” she replied, hands in her lap. “I’m not against helping, but what you’re doing, isn’t that. If you truly want to help the town, then pour your money into it. Help them redo storefronts, upgrade buildings and technology. Knocking down our history isn’t helping. Support the people who make Cottonwood Falls home, not by bringing in faceless corporations who, in all actuality, don’t give a damn about anyone but their bottom line.”

      “And, you think that’s what I am doing? Essentially selling out?”

      “I think you already have. There is a beat, a pulse, that flows around Cottonwood Falls. You either hear and feel it, or you don’t. For those of us who do, what you’re suggesting and trying to accomplish is a violation of everything we love and support.” She sipped some wine. “I know you came in waving the promise of big money. That’s how it works; I get that. But, what’s so wrong with investing in the people who know and love the town? When did that become such a taboo suggestion or ridiculous idea?”

      She rubbed her shoulder. “Why not back Mrs. Lucy and her canning business, put some money in there, and help her learn how to reach more people? She already sells the crap out of her jams and jellies. Help the school or hospital. Stu’s custom furniture business, Mrs. Doris’ dressmaking one. Hell, even the bakery gets orders of things to ship out. Across the country. Our town is thriving, but honestly, what you want to do will kill it.” She held up her hands. “I’m sorry. This is supposed to be a nice evening, not about us fighting over this.”

      “No, it’s fine. I asked.” He lifted his glass to her and drank. The beat and pulse of Cottonwood Falls. She was right; he had lost it.

      Despite the rest of dinner going without the topic being breeched, he still detected a hint of tightness around her mouth as he walked her to the door and handed the ticket to the valet. Storm clouds rolled in from the distance.

      “We’re in for a big one,” he commented as the clouds illuminated with the lightning flashes.

      “I hope so,” she said, swiping her hand over his cock as she stepped forward to be assisted into his car.

      Right on cue, his cock, which had been semi-hard all through dinner, jerked to full attention. “Tempting minx,” he muttered.

      Tipping the valet, he slid into the car and shifted into gear. He drove off the moment the man closed his door.

      “So,” Toby said as they headed for the outskirts of town, “are you wearing underwear?”

      She laughed. “Were you thinking about that all dinner?”

      “Damn near. I was listening to what you had to say, but yes, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t wonder about your clothing situation.”

      “I’m wearing some. Red, the same color as my dress,” she said, shifting toward him. Her hand landed on his thigh, and he jumped when she raked her nails along the inside of it. “A lovely item with an open back and cage strap detail. There’s a satin bow, lace.” She leaned up to his ear and nipped the lobe. “Oh, and they’re open crotch.” She sat back and sighed.

      The wheel jumped in his hands as he tried to focus. “I’m confused,” he said.

      She patted his leg. “Open crotch is like crotchless. It doesn’t have one.”

      He grabbed her wrist and put her hand on his cock. “I’m well aware what that means. I was speaking to the fact you don’t seem to have a problem sleeping with me. But are adamant about me being in the wrong as far as what I’m trying to do here.”

      “Why can’t the two things be exclusive? I’m not a prude; I enjoy sex. We’re both consenting adults. If I want to sleep with you and you do me, what’s wrong with that?”

      “Bobby thinks you’re doing it because you’re vulnerable.”

      She flexed her touch around him. “I suppose, in some sense, I am. You let me get away from it all, and I don’t have to think on it. Still doesn’t change the fact I won’t move from my position on selling. Is it a problem for you?”

      He slowed when the skies opened up and released the rain. “No, just wondered.”

      “Do me a favor?”

      “What?”

      “You remember how to get to the old Mickleson barn?”

      “Sure. You want to go there?”

      “Yes.” She released him and, to his surprise, laced her fingers with his.

      They dashed through the rain to the barn. The door creaked as he opened it and allowed her past him. She immediately took his hand and led him down the aisle, fearless. The aroma of fresh hay filled the air. While Old Man Mickleson no longer had animals, he still had a barn full of hay.

      “Open it,” she said.

      He slid open the large back door. Instantly, the scent of rain intermixed on the air. He stepped up behind her, his left hand on her waist, right holding her upper arm and the strap of her dress that slid easily beneath his touch. She angled her head to the left, allowing him easier access to her neck.

      “What are we doing here?” he whispered.

      “Doing what people used to do in high school.”

      He kissed her skin. “What’s that?”

      “Finding the magic.”
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      Melinda stared at the man outside her door. Toby had a suspicious grin teasing the corners of his lips as he stood there, hands in pockets, on her porch. It had been a few days since their date.

      “Something you needed, Latner?”

      “Are you busy?”

      Her body responded to his nearness. She didn’t blame it; she still replayed the adventures in the barn repeatedly in her mind.

      “Just cleaning up a bit. What do you need?”

      “Do you have a few hours to spare?”

      She crossed her arms. “What is going on?”

      “Is that a yes?”

      She ran over her schedule. She didn’t have anything pressing to do at the moment. “I’m free for a bit. Why?”

      “Put on some shoes and come on.”

      Sliding her feet into a pair of sandals beside the door, she also swiped her keys and stepped outside. The warm sun shone down and she was grateful for the porch. “Where are we going?”

      “I’m taking you out for a picnic.”

      “A what?”

      “Picnic. Surely, you’ve heard of them before. Typically entails eating outside. Possibly on a blanket on the ground or at a table in a park.” He slid his hand along her upper arm, guiding her down the steps. “I have everything we need.”

      He held the door for her and she got in his Audi. “A picnic.”

      “You’ve been on me about remembering more about Cottonwood Falls, Mellie. Don’t you recall having them growing up?”

      She curled her lip at his use of Mellie. “I am well aware what a picnic is and I remember them. What I’m not getting is why you want to have one with me.”

      “Humor me.”

      She held up her hands and settled back in the seat. “Where are we picnicking?”

      “The falls.”

      He had her attention now. “Really?”

      “How long has it been since you’ve been there?”

      “Far too long.”

      “Why is that?” He put the car on the road and drove them to the destination.

      “Busy.”

      “And that means you don’t have time to go there now?”

      “I forget sometimes how beautiful it is out there. We have the other parks around.”

      “I know. Life gets in the way. That’s why I thought you could use this. Take a break from everything.”

      The gesture was very sweet and she appreciated it. He slowed and began up the road to the falls the town was named after. She held her arm out the window, enjoying the warmth and the slight breeze as they traveled along the tree-lined road.

      “These cottonwoods must be so old,” she muttered as she stared up at their leafy branches.

      “Pretty sure they are. Beautiful though.”

      “I know. I love it here. Especially in fall when the leaves are all changing colors. It’s such a stunning array of hues.”

      They arrived at the falls. The three all combined into a large pool, which some kids swam in on hot days. Currently however, there was no one else there. Not another vehicle in sight. Toby shut off the engine and climbed out. She unbuckled her belt and followed. He was withdrawing items from the trunk of his car.

      She took the blanket from him and waited as he shut it behind him. He brushed a quick kiss along her cheek. “Where do you want to sit?”

      “Your picnic, your show.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he teased with a wink.

      She trailed him to a flat spot under another large tree. They could hear the rush of water over the falls and see them easily. She spread out the blanket then helped him pull out the food from the basket.

      “Who made this?” she asked as she opened the containers.

      “Would you be surprised if I said I did?”

      “Yes,” she answered immediately.

      “I’d be offended but hell, I’d be surprised as well. My mom made it for us.”

      “In that case, I’m ready to enjoy the food.”

      “I think you just insulted me,” he said.

      “Would you eat what you cooked, Toby?”

      He scrunched his face up in pain. “Is that my only choice? I mean, are there no bugs, or twigs around too much on to tide myself over?”

      Her laughter spilled from her, lighting her heart and soul. “You should learn to cook. At least the basics.”

      “I have my mom.”

      She accepted the offered plate and settled back to eat. He was right, this was what she’d needed. After they ate, they splashed around in the water, lay on the blanket, staring at the sky and the shapes of the clouds floating overhead. He allowed her to just be her and to take some much needed relaxation.

      Melinda ended up falling asleep on his lap and woke later, cradled in his embrace. For a moment, she knew there wasn’t anywhere else she longed to be. There, with him, had everything she could need or want.

      “Thank you,” she muttered as they packed up when the first stars of the night began to pierce the sky.

      “For?”

      “Giving me a wonderful day and asking nothing in return.”

      He kissed her. “I’m tempted to say something about how much of a nice guy I am, but I’ll stick with you’re welcome.” His grin warmed her all the way to her toes.

      
        
        αβ

      

      

      “I hear Mickleson found your earring in his barn,” Janelle said with a wicked grin on her face. “Is it true?”

      The others at the table all turned to Melinda for her explanation. She flushed and mumbled, “It’s true.”

      They all hooted before clinking their beer bottles. Melinda shook her head and drank. It had been five weeks since her date with Toby. The news had spread around town that she’d gone out with him. That wasn’t the only change. He’d changed, sitting with her while she hung out waiting for her father to get his chemo. Playing cards with the man when he didn’t feel much like doing anything else. Stopping by the clinic to bring her lunch or say hi. Taking flowers to her mother. No matter if Melinda wanted to admit it or not, they’d grown closer. It was no longer just about the sex. At least not for her and, from all appearances, not for him either. Only recently had the bit about her earring popped up.

      “So?” Janelle prodded. “How was he?”

      All of the women there leaned closer. She worked with them all, and at her left, was her best friend growing up, Hermione Windsor. She balled up her hand and punched Melinda.

      “I can’t believe you neglected to tell me you slept with Tobias Latner.”

      “Would you keep your voice down?” she begged. “I don’t need everyone in town knowing.”

      The women laughed. She knew, yeah, good luck with that.

      “How many times?”

      “Hermione,” she said.

      “What? I’m not getting any. It’s my time to live vicariously through you. And, girl, it’s been a while, so please tell me you got a lot.” She shook her head, braids moving along with her.

      “I did. Now, can we please talk about something else?”

      “His size?” Janelle said.

      “How long he goes?” Ruby, another tech, spoke up.

      “The freakiest position you did it with him in or if you’ve done it in your father’s office?” Hermione added.

      “Such a shame I meant something not involving my sex life.”

      “What fun is that?” Janelle again.

      “Bitches.”

      More laughter, and this time, she joined in.

      “Do tell, when are you seeing him again?” Hermione posed the question.

      “I don’t know when I’ll see him next.”

      “Why not?”

      “Been busy, Janelle. Most of my free time is spent helping my parents out best I can. I’m still unpacking as y’all would have seen if you’d come to my house instead of us coming here.”

      “You needed to get out.” Ruby pointed at her right before belching and reaching for another beer.

      “Such class,” she teased.

      “Hey, I have five brothers, and I can burp better than any of them.”

      “Such pride in that statement, Ruby.”

      She nodded. “Hell, yeah.”

      “Okay, back to the topic at hand. Why is he avoiding you?”

      “Janelle, I never said he was. I said I have been busy.”

      “Sounds to me as if you’re avoiding him.” She arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Yes, Mellie, do answer the question. Are you avoiding me?”

      Heat flushed her at Toby’s bedroom voice. Glaring at Ruby, who sat across from her and hadn’t felt it necessary to warn her, Melinda spun the bottle in her fingers.

      “No. I thought you would be gone by now.”

      He sank his fingers into her hair and teased the nape of her neck. “You know all those rumors?”

      “Yes.”

      “I like them.”

      He tugged her head back and kissed her like she was the air he needed to breathe. She lost herself over to his touch until the whistles of her friends and others broke into her small bubble.

      “What did you do that for?” she demanded, doing her best to ignore the catcalls.

      They remained nose to nose. “You know I’m staking my claim on you. I have to head back to New York for a while, but I wanted to tell you I was leaving, and I will be back.” He kissed her again. “I’ll see you soon.”

      He walked away, and she closed her eyes when she could no longer see him. I can’t believe he just kissed me in public and left to go back to New York, so I’m here to deal with questions about it alone.

      Her friends watched her with a look of astonishment on their faces. All she could do was shrug, for she had no answers.
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      Melinda’s mood hadn’t improved a month later. She hated the fact she craved a word from Toby but had received nothing. Her father wasn’t doing all that well either, and she worked from sunup until her head hit the pillow at night.

      She washed her dishes as Hermione sat on the sofa. “Are you serious?” she asked her friend.

      “Yes. He walked in today like nothing had happened between us. Then dared approach me in the parking lot and act all surprised when I said I had a date tonight.”

      Melinda put down the rag and went to sit beside her at the distressed tone. “Are you okay?”

      “No. I wanted to punch him in the face. How dare he?” she seethed. “Stroll back into town and my life after leaving me as he did. If I never saw Brody Paget again, it would have been too soon.”

      Melinda caught her gaze and opened her arms. Hermione sagged against her, crying. “He was my fiancé, damn it. He’s not supposed to be doing well when he was the ass who walked out.”

      “What a mess we both are.” Melinda got back to the sink and finished the last few dishes. “I say we need a girls’ night in. Junk food, movies, and the like.”

      Her friend curled up on the couch, hugging a pillow to her gut, looking more lost than she’d ever seen her. Is this what happens when you pine after someone? I don’t want to be like this.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said and walked to her room. Digging on her dresser, she found the business card for one Tobias Latner. She called the work number and waited for the time to leave her voicemail.

      “Mr. Latner, it’s Dr. Glazer. Whatever we may have had is over. Good luck in your life.” She hung up, tossed the phone on the bed, and left the room before the reality of what she’d done could hit her and she understood how horrible it was. Right now, she could be there for Hermione.
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      “Did you get your message, Mr. Latner?” Sherliyn, his secretary, asked him as he strode by into his office.

      “I did, thank you.” The reply, while polite, hid the rage simmering unchecked inside him. He dropped his briefcase and flopped down in his chair, spinning around to take in the New York skyline. It had changed so much since 9/11, but he was growing accustomed to the way it was now. He whirled back to the desk.

      “I don’t think so, Mellie. You don’t get to break up with me over a message.” He pushed a button on his computer, and the screen jumped to life. Everything was in order on this end.

      A knock on the door drew his attention from the words he read. “Enter.”

      His partner, Jacques Perrot. He swaggered in and lounged in the chair across from Toby. “Are you sure about this?”

      “I am. Look, there’s minimal risk to you in this venture, but it’s something I want to see through.”

      He shrugged easily. “I’m not condemning your decision, Toby. I’m on board with you. I was talking about this”—he waved a hand about—“heading back to Cottonwood Falls.”

      “Trust me, I’m sure.”

      “This woman, she means so much?”

      Toby rocked back in his chair. “She’s special; there’s no denying that. I feel things for her I didn’t think I would for any woman. I have no desire to be with another. I’m not promising there’s wedding bells on line for next month, but I’m in love with her.”

      “And, this is the woman, you say, told you there is nothing left between you?” Jacques gave him a pointed look.

      “To a machine. She didn’t tell me to my face.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “No, I’m relentless when I want something. And, I want her.”

      Jacques leaned forward, dark eyes glittering. “So, wedding in two months?”

      “If it is, you’ll be my first call.”

      “I hope so. Let me walk you out.”

      The men left, and Toby gave Sherliyn a hug, along with a present. “Open it when you get home,” he said with a wink.

      “Good luck with your doctor,” Jacques said, standing by the car door.

      “Thanks. I’ll call when I get there and let you know progress reports.”

      His friend sobered. “I hope this works out for you, Toby.”

      “Don’t worry; the money will be earned back.”

      A brief smile. “I was talking about you and Mellie.”

      Toby grinned, slid behind the wheel, and shut the door. He had a two-day drive ahead of him and wanted to get started. With a wave, he backed out and drove away. Grateful he’d thought ahead, he left New York City before rush hour truly began. It was NYC, after all; there was always traffic.

      Two days later, he drove into the drive of what used to be the Felton house. Now, it was his. He climbed out and dug for the key he’d gotten from the realtor before coming here. A large two-story home with ample yard. His things would be arriving within the week.

      He unlocked the door and let himself inside. After a tour and a rest, he got back in his car and drove to Mellie’s place. Her SUV in the drive had him parking beside it and walking to the door.

      He tested the knob, not shocked at all to find it unlocked, and pushed in. “Mellie?” he called out, shutting himself inside.

      Unlike his last time here, there were no more boxes cluttering the floor. The place was spotless.

      “Mellie?”

      “What are you doing in my house, Mr. Latner?” she demanded, appearing at the end of the short hall.

      “Looking for you.”

      He raked his gaze up and down her body. She just didn’t know her effect on him. Ripped sweat shorts and an older t-shirt, and the way he reacted one would think she was in something from Fredericks or Victoria’s.

      She crossed her arms over her breasts. “Why?”

      He stalked toward her, loving the way her pupils dilated and her nose flared. “Did you really think I would let that go as a break-up?”

      “Breaking up implies going out. If you recall, we were fucking.”

      “Trust me, baby. I recall all of that fucking, as you put it. Having you stretched out beneath me as I moved in you slow, ignoring your pleas to go faster. Holding your gaze as I came deep inside of that pussy. All our times together. Fast, slow, and in-between. Your place, my bed, the barn. Even under the waterfall.”

      A tremor overtook her body, and he held his smirk back.

      “Either way,” she said, as if their times together were inconsequential. “It’s done.”

      He prowled around her, predator stalking prey. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “So you’ve moved on, then?”

      She lifted her chin. “Yes.”

      “I haven’t. I still wake up in the morning with your name on my lips as I fist my cock, wishing it was your hand, your pussy, or your mouth around it.” She whimpered and shifted her stance. He stopped in front of her. “Ours was an odd discovery of one another, I’ll give you that. But, if you can look me in the eye and tell me you felt nothing during our time together and want absolutely nothing to do with me, I’ll walk out that door right now.”

      “And leave me alone?”

      “God no, I will work on courting you and changing your mind.”

      She licked her lips and his pants grew tighter. “And, if I don’t say it?”

      “If you don’t utter those words, I take you in my arms and kiss you like I’ve wanted to do since I saw you standing here.” He stepped closer. “Then, after I make love to you for a good few hours, I will tell you about what’s going to happen here in Cottonwood Falls with the backing of L&P Global Funding.”

      “I’ve heard the rumors.”

      “I searched, and I found the beat I’d been unable to hear.”

      Her smile was sad. “I’m glad. But, what does all of this have to do with me?”

      “I want you to share it with me.”

      “In what fashion? I’m not moving to New York City. I’ve done a large place, and I prefer it here. I’m not into long-distance relationships either. So, how is this going to work?”

      He cupped her upper arms and smoothed his hands along her skin. “I would like you to move in with me.”

      Her brows rose below her hair. “In your parents’ place? I don’t think so.”

      “God, no. That was just where I stayed the first time I was back. I have a house here. I bought the old Felton place.” Her shocked expression had him chuckling. “Glad to know not all secrets are spilled in this town.”

      “You bought a house.”

      “Yes. Somewhere, in all this craziness we’ve been going through, Mellie, I fell in love with you. Yes, we started with nothing but passion, but out of those flames grew something more. I want you to give me, us, a chance.”

      Her fingers trailed along the collar of his suit jacket as she mouthed the words he’d just said to her. One day, she’d say them back; he had utter confidence in that belief.

      “So, you’re staying here, then.”

      “Yes, woman. I’m staying. Would you tell me if I can kiss you now or if I have to leave?”

      She bestowed upon him a crooked grin. “Well, I’m dirty and sweaty while you’re in this nice suit.”

      “Fuck the suit.”

      “Rather fuck you, instead,” she mumbled before covering his lips with hers.

      “You’re the doctor,” he replied, lifting her in his arms and making his way back to her bedroom.

      He didn’t have a crystal ball for their future, but given his gut reaction to this woman, the visceral and newfound emotional one, he was doing the right thing. It had taken him years to find his way back home, and he had no intention of leaving again.

      “Tell me again,” she said as he slid into her welcoming heat.

      “I love you, Mellie.”

      “I figure I must love you, as well, for you’re the only one I allow to call me that dreadful name.”

      He stared into her eyes. “I think the name fits you. Sexy.”

      She wrapped her legs around his waist. “You had an agenda of what to do, and I believe this was down for a few hours. Get to it.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He kissed her and began moving within her.

      

      Epilogue

      Melinda wiped the tears from her eyes as she listened to the preacher speak over her father’s casket. He’d never fully recovered from his cancer and hadn’t made it past the New Year. At her left, her mother sat rigid, face devoid of emotion. Melinda reached over and cupped her hand. There was no response, nothing back.

      The majority of Cottonwood Falls had turned out for the funeral. The cold winter day had thick clouds skimming the sky overhead. The man at her right squeezed her hand in his show of silent support.

      She slanted her gaze toward Toby, grateful he was here. He’d been at her side since she’d gotten the call about her father. He’d assisted in the preparations and doing what he could to lighten the load on her shoulders.

      She rose with her mother, taking the rose from her lap to lay it across the casket. Then they gathered in the limo to ride back to her mom’s house where they would have the wake.

      Toby slid his arm around her in the back of the car. “How are you holding up?”

      “I’m on automatic right now. I’ll be strong until this is over then I’m going to be the one who’s a wreck.”

      “You have every right to be, Mellie.” He brushed his lips along her cheek. “I know people will want to be around you at the house but if you need me, I will be there for you, okay?”

      She rested her head on his shoulder. She couldn’t say how she would have managed to do all this without him beside her, offering support. “Thank you.”

      With the passing of each hour, her own grief grew. Only after the last person left and she’d finally gotten her mother to take to her bed, did Melinda make her way to the couch and sink to the cushion.

      Hands over her eyes she allowed more tears to fall. The light touch at her ankles had her looking through her fingers. Toby was there, suit shirt unbuttoned at the top, his tie loosened.

      He removed her shoes for her and set them aside before he rose to pour her a drink. She took the tumbler and drank some whiskey, the burn welcome as it slid down her throat.

      “Thank you for everything, Toby,” she mumbled.

      “You don’t have to thank me for being there for you, Mellie. I love you. It’s what couples do for one another. I’m just sorry you had to go through it at all.” He sat beside her on the couch.

      She curled up against him, head on his shoulder, and arm over his torso. “I miss him so much.”

      The tears began again. He kissed her forehead and allowed to cry it all out. When she woke later, she noticed the kitchen light was on. She pushed up from where she lay on the couch. Toby wasn’t with her. Sliding to her feet, she padded into the kitchen. He was doing dishes and cleaning up.

      He’d rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and had completely discarded his jacket and tie.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, walking to his side.

      “Dishes.” A brief kiss for her. “What are you doing awake?”

      “Just woke up.”

      “Are you hungry? I think there’s some leftover casserole from Ms. Candace that I haven’t put away yet.”

      She wrapped her arms around him and just held him. “Eat something with me?”

      “Let me just finish this up.”

      Tears threatened. “I’m going to miss him so much. His smile. His laugh. His hugs.”

      He rinsed off one hand and tipped her chin up. “It will get easier, Mellie. It’ll take time, but eventually, it will get easier.”

      “I love you, Toby.”

      His smile meant the world to her. “And you, Melinda Glazer, are my everything.”

      She believed him. On both fronts. One day it would get easier and until then, she had him at her side to be her support when she needed it.
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      “Copy that, dispatch. I’m slowing down to check it out now.” Vicki Boshay ended the call and slowed her cop car to make the easy turn into the park. She loved her job. The full moon shone above, but what was odd was the fog, thicker than normal. Her headlights struggled to cut a clear path through it.

      Even so, they highlighted a darkened truck as her turn swung them over the vehicle. “All’s quiet from outward appearances,” she informed Tim, who was running dispatch tonight. Pulling up behind the rusted beater, she scanned around her while inputting the license plate number in her computer.

      “Daniel Ellery? That’s not making sense; Dan’s been dead for five years now.” She ran it again to make sure she’d not made a mistake. Same reply came up on the screen. “Now, that’s just weird. Tim?”

      “Yes, Vicki?”

      “This vehicle is registered to Daniel Ellery. I’m going to check it out and before you ask, yes, I ran it twice. Everything is up to date on it, and we both know Daniel’s been dead and buried for a few years now.”

      “Be careful, Vicki. I’ll let the sheriff know.”

      “Will do.”

      Clouds began to cover the moon, and the fog grew thicker than pea soup. Opening her door, she stepped out. She clicked on her MagLite, the LED cutting easily through the gathering fog.

      “Hello?” she called out, approaching slowly. “Is anyone there? CFPD.”

      Behind her, the red and blue lights from her car faded a bit. She checked the bed. Rusted holes on the wheel wells and a few spots by the tailgate were the only things she found, along with a pair of relatively new boots. Stepping up to the driver’s door, she shone the light in the rolled up window. Nobody was there, and other than remnants of fast food eating, nothing else jumped out at her.

      She made her way around to the hood and checked it for heat. Cool to the touch, so it had been there a while. This park was the farthest from Cottonwood Falls, a good thirty miles out, but her department still patrolled it. Reaching up for the mike on her shoulder, she informed Tim of what she’d discovered, or lack of.

      Vicki widened her search just a bit and did a few laps around the truck, calling out to see if anyone was there. After her unsuccessful attempts, she strode back to her patrol car and slipped behind the wheel.

      “Heading back in, Tim.”

      “See you in a few.”

      She put the car in gear and drove on. Small town life fit her perfectly. She’d done the larger city living and had hated it with a passion she still wasn’t able to put into words. Her headlights gave her a five-foot view from the hood of her car. Even so, when she saw the silhouette, the shock of seeing someone before her hit her.

      “What the hell is someone doing walking out here? And at this time of night?” Two in the morning was typically the time when nothing went on.

      She hit her cherry bar lights, and the figure slowed, angling toward the road. Male. Six-four, about two-thirty-five.  A large pack was slung over his left shoulder. His face was hidden by a ball cap he’d pulled down over his eyes. What she could see of him was harsh, a firm mouth that didn’t appear to have smiled in ages.

      She lowered the window and pulled up next to him. “Can I help you? Offer you a ride into town?”

      “No, thanks.” His low voice plucked at her like a guitarist picks his strings. Deliberate.

      He turned away and resumed walking.

      She edged along, as well. “I’m not done talking to you yet. May I see some identification, please? Is that your truck back there in the parking lot of Tourin Park?”

      Everything about him went rigid, and she settled her hand on her service weapon, ensuring not to change her expression.

      “Yes, it’s my truck.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a small rectangle of plastic. His movements slow as if he knew she was jumpy. Or he knew the routine.

      She maneuvered ahead of him and got off the road. Light in hand and the other lingering on the butt of her pistol, she neared him. “Can you explain why it’s registered to a man who’s been dead for five years?”

      His hat continued to hide his eyes, but she had no doubt he was sizing her up. He reached out and handed his ID to her. “Sure. Daniel was my brother.”

      Those words barely registered as she read the name on the card. Chase Aaron Ellery.

      “Chase,” she said. “Haven’t seen you around these parts in a while.” Not even for your brother’s funeral. He took back his card.

      “Haven’t been back until now. Can I go now?” The hint of impatience in his tone grated on her nerves.

      “Why don’t you let me give you a ride back to town. I’m assuming that’s where you’re headed.”

      “No, thanks. I’ve spent enough time in the back of police cars, and I’m sure not entertaining another Boshay by allowing them to put me into one. I’ll walk, if it’s all the same to you.”

      She couldn’t ignore the anger that tinged his words that time. Vicki understood his comments. She’d been the rich girl. Him—wrong side of the tracks.

      “So ride in the front. Christ, Chase, we used to go to school together. Let me give you a ride. It’s way to dangerous to be walking out here in this fog, and you still have another fifteen miles to town.” She put steel behind her words. “Get in.”

      The defiant set to his chin increased before he stepped forward, allowing her to see his facial features. Damn. Chase Ellery had gone and got himself all growed up. The boy had become one hell of a man.

      Harsh. Cold. Angry. Still had those incredible cerulean blue eyes, however, that she recalled from school. Right now, they were focused on her.

      Chase walked by to the passenger seat and climbed in. She closed her eyes before breathing deeply and getting behind the wheel.

      “You have a room at the hotel?” She put the car in gear and shut off the flashing lights.

      “Nope.”

      “Need one?”

      “Nope.”

      She ground her jaw. “Where are you staying that you’d like me to drop you off?”

      “Home. If you go to that side of the tracks.”

      Another dig. Also well deserved. Didn’t stop her from gritting her teeth. “Not a problem.” She called in to Tim and informed him she was headed out to the old Ellery place. Then, she focused on the road and anything but the masculine scent filling her nose.

      The tension grew with each passing mile until it stifled her. If it affected Chase, she had no way of knowing, for he didn’t show it. Hell, the man didn’t show anything at all. He sat on his side of the vehicle, bag between his legs on the floorboard, and didn’t move. He could have been marble for all the moving he did.

      She slowed and rolled over the tracks, taking her to the portion of Cottonwood Falls she’d never visited until she’d donned the uniform.

      Chase continued his Oscar-award winning portrayal of a Greek statue. She pulled up before the singlewide trailer. He hopped out and slammed the door behind him. She lowered the window.

      “Mr. Ellery,” she called out. He stiffened but stopped. “Vance’s Auto Repair, which used to be Devon’s Towing, is still in business. I’d recommend you call him to take a look at your truck. Welcome home.”

      She drove away, uneasy by the rioting emotions within her.
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      Chase paused before the steps. He peered behind him at the retreating patrol car. Vicki Boshay. Never guessed she’d put on a uniform. Thought she’d be wed to some uppity rich guy with the expected one boy and one girl by now.

      A light snapped on to his right seconds before a screen door squeaked.

      “That you snooping around, Chase Ellery, like you ain’t got the sense God gave a gnat?”

      Since he’d begun heading to Cottonwood Falls, this was his first smile. “Yes, Mrs. Candace.”

      “Come over here so I can see you proper.”

      He listened without a second thought, leaving the shadows that served him so well. Candace Mallery didn’t look a day older than when she’d driven him to the bus station the next town over so he could escape this one. All those years ago. Her nut brown skin, smooth and wrinkle free. She had a crocheted shawl around her shoulders.

      He held her gaze for all of ten seconds before she opened her arms. His bag fell forgotten to the porch as he was engulfed by the woman who’d treated him like a son. The scent of warm gingerbread filled his nose, taking him back to many meals eating around her table with her daughter.

      “I’ve missed you.” Her statement held no reprimand, just straightforward honesty.

      “I’ve missed you, too. Sarah told me about Jason. I’m sorry.”

      She kissed his cheek. “He chose his life.” She stepped back. “You look exhausted.”

      “Long trip,” he said with a lopsided grin.

      “Uh huh.” She opened her screen door and waited.

      “I’m fine sleeping over there.”

      “That place ain’t fit for anyone right now. You’ll sleep here, and after breakfast, we’ll get to cleaning.”

      “It’s not—”

      One black eyebrow rose. “You’re acting like this is up for negotiation.” She snapped her fingers and pointed inside.

      Chase swiped his bag and entered. More memories covered him in a deluge. While updates had been done, it was still home. The only one he’d ever known. The place next door had merely been his address.

      She left him in the doorway to Jason’s old room with a kiss. “Sleep as late as you want.” Then, she was gone.

      His body clamored for the bed, and he obliged it. Stripped to his boxers, he slid between the cool sheets and allowed himself to relax.

      The smells of bacon, biscuits, and eggs woke him. Sunlight streamed in the window. He sat up and scratched his chest. I didn’t dream.

      After a quick shower, he pulled out his last clean set of clothes and donned them. Barefoot, he padded along the polished floor to the linoleum kitchen.

      “Sit.”

      He listened as he took in the large array of food. Despite wanting to protest her serving him, he kept his mouth shut except to say thank you. She joined him and curled her hands around the mug of coffee before her.

      “Tell me what you’ve been up to.”

      So, he complied and talked as he filled up on the best food he’d had since he left this place. Chase helped her clean up then went next door to the trailer he’d come back to. Digging in his pocket for the key, he unlocked it and swung open the door. Stale air smacked him in the face, and he frowned. The floor was filthy. Then again, so was the rest of the singlewide. He walked through and opened all the windows to help the stench escape.

      He tried to locate a phone book but was unsuccessful, so he headed back over to Candace’s house. When she called for him to enter, he did.

      “That bad?” she asked when he walked in the kitchen.

      “Worse,” he said. “May I use your phone book?”

      “Under the phone. Don’t you have a cellular device?”

      “Dead.”

      “Are you charging it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She grunted, and he went to look up the number for the garage. When the pickup of his broken down truck had been all arranged, he hung up. A noise behind him had him turning around. Mrs. Candace stood there a leather jacket in her hands.

      “Here.” She held out the item.

      “What’s this for?” He accepted the black leather from her.

      “You and Jason were similar in size. Use it. And come with me.”

      He accompanied her to the small garage beside the house. It was new; she’d not had it when he’d lived next door. She opened it up and walked in. When she stood beside it, she gestured for him to remove the tarp. Yanking off a cover, he found himself facing a motorcycle.

      “I reckon you can drive one of these things?”

      He could. “I can’t use that, Mrs. Candace.”

      She frowned. “Why not? He’s not coming back for it. I won’t use it, and Sarah has her own. You need something to get around while your truck is being fixed. Take it.”

      He hugged her and kissed her cheek. “You’re too good to me, Mrs. Candace. I love you. Are you sure you don’t want to ride on it? I’ll take you.”

      She smacked him in the arm. “A woman my age doesn’t need to be straddling something like that.”

      “You haven’t aged a bit. Come on. Come for a ride with me.”

      “No.”

      He batted his lashes at her. “Please?”

      “Chase Ellery, I’m far too old to be on one.”

      He slipped the jacket around her shoulders then straddled the bike and turned the key. It rumbled to life with ease. With a grin, he crooked his finger at her. Even when she shook her head, he did it again.

      Chase balanced on it and kicked up the stand then rolled it to her. “Come on.”

      “I’m not getting on that thing.”

      “Just put your leg over and hold on to my waist. We’ll take a short ride. You’ll love it.”

      “All that sweet talking may work on younger women, Chase, but not me.”

      “Imagine how shocked Sarah will be when you tell her you went riding on one.” He beckoned to her again. “Just a short ride.”

      She smacked him in the arm as she shoved on the jacket and swung her leg over.

      “Hold on to me, Mrs. Candace.”

      “What will people say?”

      He revved the engine and laughed. “That I am out riding with not only the most beautiful woman in Cottonwood Falls but the world, and I’m one lucky bastard.” Chase got them going before she could change her mind.
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      Vicki did a double take and pivoted on the soles of her shoes to follow the passing motorcycle with her gaze. “Was that Mrs. Mallery on the back of that bike?” she asked her lunch companion. I never thought I’d see the day when that woman got on a motorcycle.

      “Looked like her,” Toby replied. “Who was that driving?”

      “Chase Ellery.”

      A grunt. “He’s been away a long time.”

      She faced her friend, eyebrows up in amazement. “Really? You’re going to talk about being gone so long?”

      He grinned. “This isn’t about me. And, how did you know it was him?”

      She finished her drink to buy herself time. “I had him in my cop car last night.”

      Toby paused, fries almost to his mouth, and raised his brow. “Did you now?”

      “Mind out of the gutter, perv. I gave him a ride to town. His truck broke down.” Even as her mouth delivered the information to Toby, her mind happily skipped down the road she didn’t need it to traverse. Being in Chase’s— No way, I won’t do this.

      “I see that look in your eye. You want to fuck him.”

      “Toby,” she said, glaring at him.

      “Was I not supposed to speak so bluntly?”

      “Don’t you have your own sex life to think about?”

      “I do, thank you. Mellie and I have a great sex life. If you were getting some, you may be happier.”

      She scowled. “I’d be happier if you would drop the subject.”

      His grin was unrepentant. “I’m sure you would.”

      “Have you and the good doc set a date?” She prayed he would take the bait and change topics. Thankfully, at the mention of his fiancée, he swiftly latched onto it.

      “Not yet. With her father still suffering from the chemo, she is staying focused on helping as much as she can, as well as running the clinic.”

      “I understand. Is Dr. Glazer any better?” I need to stop by and see him.

      Worry leached into Toby’s gaze. “No,” he said, sobering. “The cancer has spread.”

      “Damn it.” She stretched out her legs. “I’d hoped he was improving.”

      “We all did, but this is a very aggressive strain. It’s starting to weigh on her.”

      She squeezed his arm. “She’s very lucky to have you in her corner, Toby. Give her my best.” She stood. “I have to go. Are you okay?”

      Toby gave her a grin. “Fine here. Meet again soon, yes?”

      “Definitely. I’m glad you stuck around.”

      “Me, too. Now, go on. I’m calling Mellie, and you don’t need to hear our convo.”

      “No argument here.” She walked away with a wave. At the grocery story, she meandered through the aisles, plucking things from the shelves and depositing them in her cart.

      A high feminine laugh had her rolling her eyes as she walked around a corner. Chase and one of the Anderson twins. Vicki wasn’t sure which one from the back. Whichever, or whoever it was, leaned close to Chase, no doubt showing off ample cleavage.

      He glanced up in that moment, piercing her with those stormy eyes. Her belly tightened as her heart rate accelerated. What’s wrong with me?

      His expression was mocking and cold until he dismissed her. When he returned it to the woman before him, his features morphed into raw sexual promise. A look that made Vicki think of nights of unbridled passion.

      The jealousy coursing through her shocked her. Okay, it’s official—I need to get some dick because, in no world, should I be jealous of attention another woman is getting. She pushed her cart by and kept her focus on the shelf to her left.

      “Hi, Vicki,” the woman said.

      She stopped and angled back to the couple standing there. “Hi, Jen.”

      “How’s being a cop this week?”

      Pasting her patient smile on her face, Vicki replied, “Same as it was last week. The best job I could ask for.”

      “Can you believe our Vicki Boshay went and became a cop?” she asked Chase, leaning closer still to him.

      Why don’t you just hump him here in the store, so I can arrest you for a public display?

      “Nope,” Chase said, voice deep. Once more, he allowed his gaze to meet hers.

      Infusing steel into her spine, Vicki held his judgmental stare. “People change.”

      “And, sometimes, just the outside does, but the inside remains just as rotten as before.”

      She wanted to smack him but nodded. “Very true. Have a good day, you two.” Vicki walked off before she snapped off something inappropriate. Pausing in the cracker aisle, she searched for her craving.

      The warning up her spine wasn’t nearly enough. Not even close. She turned her head to see Chase standing there behind her. The hunger that poured through her nearly took her to her knees. Under the artificial light of the store, he appeared even harsher and harder than he had last night. Worn jeans clung to his legs like a lover who never wanted to let go. His cotton tee molded to muscles that didn’t seem to end.

      “Something I can do for you, Mr. Ellery?” She flexed her fingers along the Wheat Thins box.

      “Just curious as to what your father thinks about you being in the uniform.”

      She replaced the box and faced him fully. “Not that it’s any of your business, but the day I joined the academy, he disowned me. Does that tell you what you want to know?”

      He stepped closer, bringing with him the pure scent of man and a light hint of sandalwood. “No,” he whispered along her ear as he reached for the box she’d just returned. “What I really want to know is what your pussy tastes like. How loud you scream when your orgasm. And how your pussy will feel around my cock.”

      Her knees trembled, but he had put a respectable distance between them before she could even recover or respond. His expression blank as he read the box.

      She closed her eyes briefly and opened them to find she was alone in the aisle. Chase had gone. She looked around but couldn’t see him, at all. It had to have been my mind playing tricks on me. Had to have.

      Whether it was or not didn’t matter. Her body wanted it. She wanted him between her legs, licking and sucking until she came. Wanted him fucking her until she couldn’t move. Craved his cock deep inside her.

      “Shit,” she muttered. Swiping two boxes of crackers, she made her way to the checkout line. After she paid, she pushed out to her Jeep Patriot and loaded the bags into the back. She was being watched. She closed the hatch and did a slow perusal around the parking lot.

      At the far end sat a man on a bike. Chase. She knew it was him as she knew the back of her hand. He straddled the bike that rumbled beneath him. Glasses covered his eyes, but she knew he had focused on her. She looked away from him and climbed behind the wheel.

      As she passed him, he pulled out after her. Her brain had a moment of weakness, wondering if he would follow her home and make good on what he’d said in the store. When he went the other direction from her, she shook off her fantasy.

      Had to be a figment of my imagination. She latched onto that explanation, for it was her reason for not smacking him for being so forward.

      As she unloaded her groceries and began putting them away, his words—or hers if she could ever fully convince herself of that—rattled around in her mind again. She wasn’t a prude nor was she the same young woman who had used the Boshay name to get what she wanted. The one who would have told her brothers to get the person beat up or jailed.

      “No, now, I’m a slut who wants him to put action to words and fuck me.” She folded up the reusable bags and stored them. “Not a slut, okay, a woman who knows what she wants. And, she wants Chase.” She stared at her reflection. “Okay, Boshay, admission is the first step. Now, what are you going to do about it?” She wasn’t sure yet, but she’d figure it out.
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      Chase opened a beer and drank half of the bottle before lowering it. Sweat drenched his clothes. But, the house had been cleaned out, well, about seven-eighths, anyway. He looked across the yard to the neighboring property. Mrs. Candace had gone back in her house to make dinner.

      “I’m pathetic,” he said. “She’s twice my age and not sweating half as much as I am.”

      It had been two days since he’d run into Vicki at the grocery store. Unsure what had possessed him to say those things to her, he figured he had best stay away from her. Part of him had an idea. It was to take her mind off the statement she’d made about her father disowning her.

      That information had been a shock. She’d been the apple of Victor Boshay’s eye. Even her brothers hadn’t been doted on as much as Vicki had. Perhaps she has changed. He drained his beer and tossed the bottle in the box holding all the broken glass.

      “Doesn’t matter.” He couldn’t forget the days of growing up here. Vicki had been his weakness in school. He’d wanted her to notice him. He’d been willing to take the beating her brothers delivered for talking to her; that hadn’t bothered him. When she asked him to meet her beneath the bleachers, he knew, just knew, the ass-whooping had been worth it. So, he’d snuck out to do as she’d requested. Despite his father smacking him around and telling him to stay away from the girl.

      She and her girlfriends had been there, and she’d informed him he wasn’t worth soiling herself for. A boy like him was only good for being a pool boy or a gardener. Perhaps, one day, he could be a chauffeur. Her brothers had arrived and proceeded to beat him once more. Sarah had followed him and helped him home to her house where her mother had patched him up.

      When his father had come looking for him, Candace had not allowed the drunk bastard into her house. When Chase had made it back home, his father had forgotten and had found something else to yell at him about.

      A truck pulled in the drive. Another guy he’d grown up with, Harry Sizemore, was at the wheel.

      Bending to swipe the box of glass, Chase stepped outside and down the two steps. “Hey, man,” he said.

      Harry hopped out and clapped him on the shoulder. “Good to see you, man. Let me take that.”

      “Thanks for helping out.”

      “No problem.” He carried the glass to the bed and placed it there.

      After a few more trips, they had all the recycling out and in Harry’s truck. Chase took the passenger seat while Harry went back behind the wheel.

      “So, how long are you here for?” he asked.

      Chase rolled down the window and waited for the hot Georgia air to flow over him. “Not sure yet. A while.”

      “So, you were in the Army while you were gone?”

      “I was.”

      “See any action?”

      Chase stared out the window. “A bit.”

      “Well, I’m married now. You remember Nicole Bardy. I married her and keep her knocked up and barefoot.”

      Grateful Harry dropped the topic of the military, Chase asked questions about his family. At the recycling plant, they dropped off and paid. On the way back to Cottonwood Falls, they passed a car that had been pulled over by a cop. His heart sped up a bit when he realized it was Vicki who had stopped them. He watched surreptitiously in the side mirror after they went by.

      The way her uniform clung to her made him want to peel it off one layer at a time. He couldn’t explain how shocked he’d been to find she’d joined the fraternity.

      “Can you believe it?” Harry asked.

      “What?”

      “Miss hoity-toity Victoria has donned a uniform.”

      “No. I hear her father disowned her for it.”

      “Oh, he did more than that. Took her out of his will, blackballed her from certain places. No one in her family speaks to her. Unless she stops them. When that happens, pretty much the entire town turns out for the court date.” He laughed.

      “So, he doesn’t have Judge Harrolson in his pocket anymore?”

      “That old bastard died. Judge Wilder doesn’t care how much money Mr. Boshay or his family have. If they broke the law, he makes them pay.”

      “That’s a change around here, then.”

      “Sure is. All happened when the new sheriff took over. He didn’t want anyone getting away with anything.”

      “And, Vicki went along with the changes?”

      “Oh, that was done before she returned. She had been living in Atlanta and working on their force.”

      Chase tried to imagine the princess working those mean streets and even getting dirty. “Atlanta?”

      “I know, shocked all of us when she left to attend the academy there. We actually had bets on how long before she’d return to Cottonwood Falls. We were all wrong; she only came back two years ago.”

      “Do you know why she left?” Chase couldn’t explain why he was so interested in the answer.

      “I heard she’d been shot during some drug raid.” Harry shrugged. “Then, I also heard she broke up with her boyfriend and had to come home. I think she was also caught sleeping with her captain, who was a married man.”

      Small towns. “So, you don’t have a clue.”

      “Not a one,” Harry said with a grin. He parked before the trailer. “What’s next?”

      They spent the rest of the afternoon working. After thanking Harry for his help, showering, and eating with Mrs. Candace, Chase rode to one of the bars, this one out on the outskirts of town.

      The music was loud and shook the area as he strode to the door. He passed by two large men to enter the establishment and sidled up to the bar.

      The bartender caught his eye, and Chase said, “Bottle of beer. Something dark.”

      She gave him a thumbs up and finished her conversation with the man she spoke with. Chase drummed his fingers along the smooth top and waited.

      “Sorry about that, handsome; here you go. Anything else?”

      “No, ma’am. Thanks.” He paid and sat on a stool.

      A brush against his arm had him turning to see Vicki sliding onto the seat next to him. She reached out and took a handful of the peanut-pretzel mix on the bar.

      She wasn’t in uniform, and he had no problems admiring the way her jeans hugged her long legs. Her shirt had crisscrossed lines in the back, showing off some skin. The vivid blue of it blended well with the tan of her skin. He didn’t see any paler lines. I wonder if she sunbathes nude.

      She didn’t look at him, just ordered her drink and took a sip. When he put his bottle to his lips, she spoke.

      “Did you mean what you said earlier or were you just trying to annoy me?” She stirred her drink. “Because if you did mean it, I want to know, as well.”

      Well, fuck.
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      Vicki stepped back and let Chase enter her house first. He brushed by her and paused in her entryway. She knew he was expecting something more for a place where she slept. “Not what you expected, is it?”

      “Nope.” He turned and stared at her.

      She gulped and closed the door behind her. He pressed her back until she could go no farther. One hand on either side of her, he leaned close and said, “What is this? A tumble with the bad boy?”

      She placed her hand on his chest. “This is about you and me. Nothing else. Either you want it or you don’t.”

      His eyes flared with heat, and her gut tensed.

      “I don’t want it; I want you.”

      “You’ll have me.”

      He lifted her in his arms and kissed her. Vicki shuddered as his tongue slid into her mouth, his taste filling her. She wound her arms around his neck and legs about his waist. Submerging her hands into his hair, she yanked the stands and tangled her tongue with his.

      He palmed her ass with one hand and ground against her, his cock hard and there. She nipped his tongue and muttered, “Strip.”

      The moment her feet hit the floor, she began tearing at her clothing. It fell to the floor and mingled with his. When he stood naked before her, her breath left her in a rush. Hard muscles flowed along his limbs. His abdominals were decidedly cut, she wanted to drop to her knees and run her tongue along the ridges. A bit lower, his cock rose, hard and thick. The large mushroom head shone with pearlescent drops of his precum. She flicked her tongue along her lips, wanting him in her mouth.

      She sank to her knees and grasped him. Tipping her head, she fisted her hand up and down his shaft. The groan slipping from his throat was music to her ears. She flicked out her tongue and tasted him. Salty. Male. Hers. Opening wide, she drew him in.

      “No,” he rasped, lifting her up.

      “Why?”

      “I want to taste, as well. If you don’t want to do this on the floor here, tell me where your room is.”

      “Ain’t that many rooms in here. One’s my bedroom, and one is the bathroom.”

      “Come on,” he said.

      Her place wasn’t that big, so it didn’t take him long to get her to the bedroom. He kissed her again as he cupped her pussy, slipping his finger deep inside her. She moaned and bucked her hips.

      He laid her back and placed his mouth over her core.

      “Shit,” she said, arching up, encouraging his fingers in deeper. His tongue laved at her clit. She gripped the blankets as he ate her out with extreme skill. A scream ripped from her throat as she came, hips flexing. She struggled to sit up and brought him up on the bed, as well. Soon, she was on top of him, his cock deep in her mouth as he continued to eat her.

      Up and down, she bobbed her head. He stretched her mouth as she took as much of him as she could. Her pussy wept at his assault of fingers and tongue. She ground on his face, loving how he gripped her hips and kept her tight to him.

      Her body quaked with another orgasm, and his cock pulsed before filling her mouth with his seed. She didn’t release him until nothing else came. Only then did she remove the warm suction she had around him.

      “Come here.”

      His voice, a deep rasp, ratcheted up her pulse once more. She turned and straddled him, closing her eyes tight in rhapsody when his thickness pushed through her muscles. Fully seated on him, she held still and gave herself a moment. He watched her, his large hands with square nails resting on her thighs. His stormy eyes blazed with barely contained passion.

      He reached up and undid the loose ponytail her hair was in. The tenderness he exhibited while doing it surprised her. Although, she couldn’t exactly explain why.

      She squealed when he rolled them over. He rose over her and began driving home. His strokes were long and sure. Fast, slow, deep, shallow. He changed it up and kept her on pins and needles, guessing. She latched her legs around him and held on, undulating and writhing beneath him.

      Over and over, he took her to the edge, only to drag her back and make her scramble to reach it once more. Her throat burned for water and some relief from her cries, but she didn’t slow nor did he.

      Their sweaty skin slid along one another. No words were passed between them other than her out-of-breath yells and his grunts. This wasn’t a deep, soul-connecting, intimate exchange. It was a fucking. Sex. Raw and gritty. Her hair, he’d wrapped in one large hand and angled her head how he wanted it. He took, and she gave all he asked for and more.

      When he came hard inside her, her body, exhausted, quivered and came once more. She hadn’t any energy to move. Time had lost all meaning; all she knew was the man above her who nuzzled her in the side of the neck.

      He lay beside her, still fully buried inside her, and held her tight. Twining her arms around him, she allowed the cuddling. Normally, she wanted to leave immediately after, but even if she had wanted to, she didn’t have any energy to do so. Plus, this was kind of nice, him making her feel safe and protected. Not many men could do that.

      She closed her eyes and listened to the rhythm of his heart as it slowed over time, as did hers.

      Three more times during the night, they had sex. As with the first time, they kept comments to themselves. When she stirred early in the morning, she cracked her eyes open and found him shoving into his pants across the room.

      “Leaving?”

      He stared at her, that coldness back in his gaze. “Figured you’d not want anyone to know you went slumming.”

      Her eye twitched, and she climbed from the bed, naked. His eyes darkened, and she watched the rapid uptick of his pulse on the side of his neck. She strode to stand toe to toe with him.

      “You need to get over yourself. This isn’t high school, anymore. We’re not kids.”

      “Yet, at the end of the day, I’m still an Ellery and you’re a Boshay.”

      “You have a dick, and I have a pussy. What’s your point?” She slapped her hands on his chest before pushing his hands away and undoing the pants he’d just done. “I told you, I’ve been disowned by my father.”

      “So, now, I’m okay to be with?”

      She cupped his cock, glad when it was in her hand once more. She loved touching him and hadn’t had enough of it last night. “You were back then, as well. I just was too full of myself to know. I get it. I was a bitch in school. People change.”

      She began stroking him, not really wanting to go down that memory lane. She hadn’t been a nice person in school. Toby had been one of her real friends because he had come from money, as well. They’d been mean together. She’d hung out with a group of girls, cheerleaders, who had run the school with spite and evilness. “You really want to rehash this now?”

      He bucked his length into her hand. “No.”

      Neither did she.
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      “So, what’s with the scowling I see you do?”

      Chase lay on his back, one arm behind his head. Vicki’s toned, naked body was pressed along his. They’d been sleeping together for a month now.

      He went to her place or they met out of town. Or had quickies in and on her cop car. Something hot about having her in uniform. Everything about her was the antithesis from the Victoria Boshay he recalled from school years. She didn’t seem to miss the opulence she’d grown up living with. Her place was small, a one-bedroom. She’d said she didn’t need any more than what she now had.
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