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I couldn’t find a box big enough to fit him in.

Well, that makes me sound like a murderer or something. Nickel, the man in question, is still very much alive, I assure you. I should probably go back a little bit and explain.

My father went to prison when I was thirteen, and I can’t remember my mother. She left before I could even have a memory of her. He always told me we were better off without her. Things were rough for us, but we always had each other. Well, I had my dad. My dad had me and beer. I can’t remember a time I didn’t smell hops on his breath.

I went to my first day of preschool and asked the teacher why her breath didn’t smell like my dad. That ended up with my dad in the principal’s office for an hour and me crying the whole way home while my dad yelled at me. That was the last time I ever mentioned my dad’s drinking to anyone. I was a fast learner and caught on quick. One mess up, and I never made the same mistake again.

The night my dad went to prison, I was at home, like normal, while he was out at the bar three miles down the road. He regularly walked to the bar and stumbled home, but that night, there was a severe storm predicted to blow in, so he decided he would take the truck. That decision changed my life and made me see everything in a whole new light.

I was sprawled out on the living room floor, watching TV, when there was a loud pounding on the front door, and I figured it was my dad. It was normal for him to forget his keys and bang to get inside.

I opened the door to two police officers, with my grandma, Vivian, standing behind them. I only saw my grandma at Christmas. I knew the second I laid eyes on her, something was not right.

It seemed my father had decided to call it a night after drinking almost a twenty-four pack of beer and tried to drive home. In that three-mile drive to the house that had no turns or curves on it, my father had managed to hit a soccer mom in her minivan with her three children in the back. Only one child survived.

The police told me I had to go with my grandma until they figured something out. Meanwhile, she stood behind them, arms crossed over her chest, tapping her foot impatiently. After they were done, my grandma barged between the two police officers and started firing off orders about packing a bag and getting all my stuff ready to go. We weren’t going to stay in the “hell hole” anymore.

While I was packing up my things, completely in shock, I heard my grandma down the hall, bitching and moaning about having to take care of me. I knew then and there that things were never going to be the same.

After she hauled me over to her trailer—that was not much better than the “hell hole” I used to live in—I begged to see my dad.  Every day, she told me, and I quote, “I couldn’t see the bastard yet.”

Two weeks after I went to live with Vivian—she hated when I called her Grandma—I finally got to see my dad. After I was searched, I was led to a room with a glass wall and partitions separating small stools that faced the window. I was told to sit on the stool furthest to the left and wait. Vivian sat in the corner, pissed off that the guards said she had to be in there with me, even though I honestly didn’t want her there.

It had taken ten minutes before my father walked through the door. He looked the same as the last time I had seen him, except for the orange jumpsuit he was wearing. He sat down on the other side of the glass and picked up the phone. He motioned his hand for me to do the same. I put the receiver to my ear and held my breath.

“Hey, baby.” He always called me baby. I couldn’t remember him ever using my real name unless he was serious, and serious didn’t often happen with my dad.

“Hi, Daddy,” I whispered.

“Everything going okay over at Vivian’s?”

I nodded but didn’t speak.

“I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t plan for this to happen.” My first thought was, what a stupid saying. Who the hell plans to drink twenty-four beers and then plow a family off the road? There’s probably a very short list of people who plan for something like that.

“It’s okay.” What else was I supposed to say?

“I think I’m going to be in here for a while.”

I nodded again, because it finally hit me. Seeing my father behind a thick glass wall in an orange jumpsuit was hammering it home, that life as I knew it was about to change. A tear I had been holding in streaked down my face and landed on the small ledge in front of me.

“Don’t cry, baby.” His eyes were on me, watching the tears I was so desperately trying to hold in finally run down my cheeks.

“I don’t know what to do, Daddy,” I wheezed out. My tears were coming fast and furious now. I was five seconds away from becoming an emotional, blubbering mess.

“You don’t need to worry. Vivian is going to take care of you. I had the police call her as soon as they could,” he said, trying to reassure me.

I was unable to talk. I tried wiping at the tears, but by the time I whisked them away, new ones were falling, taking their place.

“Karmen,” he sternly said into the phone. I glanced up and found him staring at me. “Handel’s don’t cry, Karmen. Dry your tears. Nothing can be done now but to go on and make the best of the situation we are in.”

I wiped my eyes again, willing the tears to stop. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the Kleenex Vivian had pressed into my hand as I walked to the door before. My father’s words rang in my head. He always used to say, “We need to make the best of our situation.” He would always tell me that when we would run out of money or had to find a new place to live.

“I don’t know how to go on, Daddy. Vivian doesn’t want me there,” I hiccupped into the phone.

My dad shook his head and ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know what to tell you, baby. We both have to do things we don’t want to right now. I wish things could be different, but they can’t.”

“I know,” I whispered. I didn’t want my dad to worry about me when he was in prison. I’d have to keep my fears to myself about living with Vivian.

“Go on, I need to talk to your grandma now.” I nodded my understanding. “I love you, Karmen. Please don’t forget that.”

“I love you too, Daddy,” I whispered. I hung up the phone and quickly dashed out of the room before I started crying in front of him again.

After my grandma spoke to him, we went home, where she started making dinner and told me to sit at the kitchen table so we could have a talk.

“We need to get a few things straight, Karmen,” she said, lighting a cigarette and blowing a puff of smoke in my direction. “Your father told me you said I didn’t like you. Is that right?” she asked, staring me down.

I nodded my head yes because there was no point in lying.

“It’s not that I don’t like you, Karmen, it’s just that I am well beyond the age of taking care of a teenager. I’m upset with your father, not you.”

“Okay.”

“I think we will get along just fine if we both just stay out of the other one's way. I know you are thirteen years old and more than capable of taking care of yourself. Lord knows you have been taking care of that sorry excuse for a father since you were old enough to talk.”

I didn’t argue with her because she was speaking the truth. I couldn’t remember when my dad and I had switched roles. I had been taking care of him since I could remember.

“All right then, that’s settled. Now, why don’t you run to your room and work on your homework or whatever,” she said, dismissing me with the wave of her hand, as she turned to the fridge.

I didn’t need to be told twice. I slammed my door behind me and leaned against it and slid down.

After I wrapped my arms around my raised knees, I rested my chin on them. I was so angry and upset at my father, but I had no one to talk to about it. I closed my eyes and banged my head on the door.

“It’s not fair,” I said to my barren bedroom.

Vivian had only given me a mattress on the floor to sleep on and a three-drawer dresser. 

I had boxes sitting in the corner of things I used to have in my room, but I didn’t want to take them out of the boxes. Taking all my pictures and possessions out of the boxes made this real. As long as I lived out of those boxes, this was all just a bad dream.

I thought about how putting everything in boxes made things better and decided to start putting everything I didn’t want to feel into a box. The first thing I put in my little boxes was my anger with my father.

Opening that box in my head and placing that anger inside and then slamming the lid on top helped. I didn’t have to feel that anger anymore.

Every day, for the past twelve years, I filled my tiny little boxes. Sad because I was all alone? Put it in a box and don’t think about it. An “A” on my math test and Vivian ordering me to go to my room when I tried to tell her? Put it in a box and don’t think about it.

All through my teenage years, I had probably thousands of tiny boxes that I neatly put on a shelf and never thought about again. It even worked well into adulthood. Things always fit nicely into the boxes.

Everything except for Nickel. As much as I tried to shove his gorgeous smile in the box, I could never forget about it.

Almost a year ago, his grandmother was transferred to the nursing home I worked at as an RN.  Every week, on Tuesday at nine o’clock, he would come in and visit her like clockwork. 

I still remember the day he appeared in her room while I was checking her blood pressure. He waltzed in as if he owned the place, and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him since. His grandmother was one of my favorite patients. She was sweet but had a smart-ass streak to her.

Every Tuesday, he would hold up a bakery bag and insist on me staying and having a snack with them. He would track me down if he didn’t see me in her room and ask me how my day was going.

He always had a leather vest on that had his name, Nickel, on it and a huge patch on the back that was the insignia of the Fallen Lords. All I knew about the Fallen Lords was that they were a motorcycle club, and they rode bikes everywhere they went. I was seriously oblivious to everything he was.

The only thing I wasn’t oblivious to was his gorgeous smile and dark blue eyes. Whenever he was done talking to me, he always winked and smiled as he walked away. That wink and smile drove me crazy.

That man was everything I didn’t want in my life, and that was the exact reason I needed to find a box big enough to fit him in. I needed to slam the lid down on him and never think of him again. 

If only things were that easy.

**********
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Tuesday. Also known as Blue Ball Day.

Every Tuesday, I would come and visit my grandma, and every Tuesday, I would leave with a raging hard-on from seeing Karmen. I tried to get her to talk to me every time I saw her. I was starting to get desperate.

I had recently started bringing her shit from the bakery in town to try to entice her to sit with me, but she never took the bait.

Today was no different. After she had coolly let me down, I had walked out the front doors, deciding I was done trying to get her to go out with me. I had never worked so hard for a chick in my life. I still had some pride left, and she wasn’t going to strip me of that.

I pulled out a cigarette and lit it. As I was taking my first drag, my phone started ringing, and I dreaded answering it. I looked at the display and saw it was Pipe, my VP, calling.

“Yo,” I said, putting the phone to my ear.

“We need you to do a run tonight. Brinks had some shit come up and can’t make it.”

“Fuck no. I got shit to do this evening. I told Maniac I would help him with the fireworks for Shake the Lake tonight,” I spit out. I was so fucking sick of this bullshit. I seemed to be the only one who could fucking be counted on. You think I would get respect from these fuckers. Fuck no. Don’t even get me started on not wanting to go on these fucking runs.

The Weston chapter of the Fallen Lords had recently voted on taking on muling for a notorious drug lord. The vote had gone through eight to four. Three other brothers and I were the only ones to vote against it.

Except, since the vote happened, I had been the one doing most of the runs and taking most of the risk. This shit was getting real old quick.

“You go now, you’ll be back before fucking sundown.”

“You know I’m not down with this shit, Pipe,” I bit off. Pipe also voted against the muling, but with the vote going through, he had to be behind it now.

“I know, Nickel, but I got no one else to do it. You and Boink just need to drop a couple of things off and grab one thing, and you’ll be done for the night. Promise.”

“I better be back by fucking six, Pipe.”

“You will be, Nickel.” I ended the call and shoved the phone in my pocket. Gah, this was fucking bullshit! I paced the sidewalk, running my fingers through my hair, wondering how the hell shit had gone sideways so quickly in the club.

“Nickel!” I spun around and saw Karmen standing at the door of the nursing home.

“Yeah?”

“Um, I think you might have left your keys.” She looked around nervously, a set of keys dangling from her fingertips. Even in hospital scrubs, this chick drove me crazy.

I patted down my pockets, searching for my keys but didn’t feel them. They must have fallen out when I kissed Nan bye. “Yeah, babe, they’re mine.”

She glanced around again, deciding if it was safe to walk toward me. I should have been a gentleman and approached her, but I didn’t. I wanted to see if she would make a move. She looked like a scared little lamb, and I was the big, bad wolf who wanted to make a meal of her.

“Um, is everything okay?” she asked, taking a step toward me. “I heard you yelling into the phone before and didn’t want to interrupt you.”

I shook my head and laughed. “Nothing a six-pack won’t fix.”

“Oh, well, here’s your keys.” She held them out to me from five feet away and waited for me to grab them.

“You got plans tonight?” I was done chasing this chick. It was time to get straight to the point.

“Um...”

“You say that a lot, babe.”

“What?” she asked, confused.

“You say um a lot.”

“Oh, I guess I never noticed.” She stood there staring at me.

“Plans? You got any tonight?”

“Um.” She realized she said um again, blushed red, and her eyes darted down. “No plans.”

“You ever been to Shake the Lake?”

“Once, when I was seventeen. I didn’t get to see the fireworks, though.”

I reached out to grab my keys but grabbed her hand instead. “Come with me tonight,” I pleaded, our eyes locking.

She tried to jerk her hand out of my grasp, but I tightened my grip. “I can’t,” she insisted.

“Sure, you can. You just told me you don’t have plans.”

“Um, I forgot that I have to go to...um...badminton practice,” she stuttered.

“Badminton practice?”

I didn’t think she could blush anymore, but her cheeks turned a dark shade of red, and she nodded yes. “I felt that I needed to broaden my horizons and figured that would be a good place to start.”

“Well, how about you broaden your horizon with me tonight, and you can pick back up with your badminton practice next week.” Her eyes darted to the left, and I knew she was scrambling to find an excuse not to go. “Please,” I begged.

“Um, what time is it?” she asked hesitantly.

“Dusk. I need to help Maniac set things up, so you can either come with me and wait while I work or I can swing by after we’re done, and we can watch the fireworks together.” Holy shit, I think Karmen was actually going to say yes.

“I have to work in the morning, so I can’t be out all night.” She jerked her hand from mine and clasped both in front of her.

“I’ll have you home in time to slip into bed with a full night's rest.”

She just stared at me, her eyes uncertain. This was the moment of truth. Was Karmen going to give me the time of day?

**********
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Crap. Crap, crap, crappity crap. I couldn’t go out with Nickel. Except I couldn’t think of a reason not to go. The best lie I could come up with was badminton, and he saw right through that. My brain was not functioning, and I had no idea what to say.

“One night, baby, that’s all.”

I swooned a bit when he called me baby. I had never been called anything but Karmen by anyone other than my dad. Nickel calling me baby made me weak in the knees, and I was sure I would say yes to anything as long as called me it again. “I don’t get off work ‘til seven.”

“Dusk isn’t until after nine. I can pick you up at eight.” He shoved his keys in his pocket and looked down at me.

Eight. I could do eight. Maybe. I only lived five minutes away from work, so I would still have almost an hour to get ready. “I don’t know.”

He reached out and caressed my cheek. “Just say yes. It’s easy.”

“Yes,” I breathed out, mesmerized by his touch and his piercing blue eyes.

His other arm snaked out, wrapping around my waist, and he pulled me flush against him. He leaned down, placing a kiss on my forehead. “You just made my day a whole lot better, baby.”

I leaned into him, burying my face in his neck and inhaled his soothing scent. My brain was fogged, and all I knew was, I had never felt more at home than in Nickel’s arms. “Glad to help,” I whispered.

His body shook while he laughed at me. He placed one more kiss on my forehead and pulled away. “All right, you get back into work, or neither of us is going to get anything done today if I touch you any longer.”

I stumbled out of his arms, catching my balance before I tumbled into a bush. “Um, okay. I’ll see you at eight?” I still couldn’t believe that I had just agreed to go on a date with Nickel tonight. I think I was losing my mind.

“Eight on the dot, baby.” He grabbed his keys out of his pocket, twirled them around his finger, and winked at me. Tearing my eyes away when he walked over to his bike was impossible.  I couldn’t move from the spot I was in.

He swung his leg over the bike, cranked it up, revving the engine, and gave me a two finger wave right before he roared out of the parking lot.

“You did it, finally,” I heard from behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Nikki holding the door to the nursing home. She had a huge, smug smile plastered on her face.

I rolled my eyes at her and glanced one more time at where Nickel had been before I walked back in. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

“Oh, please. It’s about fucking time you cut that gorgeous hunk of man a break. He’s been fawning over you for a year. I don’t know any man who would put that much time into a woman who hasn’t given him the time of day.” Nikki held the door open for me, and we walked over to the front desk.

“That man is going to go on one date with me and then run for the hills when he sees how boring and unfun I am.” I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the desk as Nikki walked around to the receptionist chair and plopped down.

“You don’t give yourself enough credit, Karmen. What you see, is not what he sees.”

“He must be looking in the wrong mirror because I’m boring and nothing like the girls he is used to.”

“On that point, you’re right. You’re class, and those other girls are all trash. You aren’t even in the same realm as those skanks from the club.” And that was why Nikki was my best friend and had been since we were fourteen.  She always told it to me straight.

“Oh, Nikki. What the hell have I done? Why did I say yes?” I buried my head in my arms and tried to figure out how to get out of this. Maybe when he showed up, I could say I was sick and couldn’t go. Or maybe when I opened the door—

“Stop!” Nikki yelled, pulling me from my scheming to get out of my date. “You’re going. I’m coming home with you and making sure you walk out with that man when he knocks on your door.”

“What?” My head snapped up, my mouth hanging open. “You can’t be serious. I can’t have you there acting like my mom, watching me go out on a date. For all I know, you’ll yell, ‘Have her home by ten,’ as we walk to his bike.”

Nikki threw her head back laughing, almost falling out of her chair. “You know me too well.”

“I do.”

“I’ll hide behind the curtains and promise not to yell anything besides ‘Nice ass’ when you walk out the door.”

“I’m sure you don’t need to tell him that, he probably already knows.” I laughed, grabbing the chart I needed and walked down the hall.

“I wasn’t talking about his ass,” she called. I shook my head but kept walking. Nikki was crazy and would probably do it. “I’m coming home with you, Karmen. You are not backing out of this date!”

I raised my hand in the air, admitting defeat and ducked into the medicine closet. I tried to calm my breathing, realizing I was on the brink of hyperventilating. I rested against the shelving, the cold metal of the rack cooling my forehead. What the hell did I get myself into?

Let’s review everything I knew about Nickel. 1. He was in a motorcycle club. 2. He had the sweetest grandma I have ever known.

That’s it. Those two facts were the only things I knew about this man. Well, I also knew he was the sexiest man I have ever laid eyes on, but that was something you would know as soon as you saw him.

I closed my eyes and counted backward from ten. By the time I got to two, I knew what I needed to do.

I had to find a box to put Nickel in. All I needed to do was break down everything I felt and knew about this man and put it all away into tiny boxes, then I could toss them all away and never think about him again.

Just looking at Nickel, I knew he was everything that could and would disrupt the tiny, peaceful world I had built.

After I had graduated high school and escaped my grandma’s house, I worked two jobs, went to school full-time, and got an apartment of my own. I still lived in that same tiny apartment because it was where I felt safe, and it always helped to remind me that I was independent and could do things on my own.

I worked my ass off for four years before I graduated and got a job at Acadia Nursing Home and finally had smooth sailing for the first time in my life.

Nickel was not about to walk into my life and mess everything up. All he was getting was one night. I’m sure he would see that I was not the woman he thought I was and that will be that. The only reason he had asked me out was because I was something unattainable to him. I was probably more of a challenge to him than someone he wanted to spend time with.

So, new game plan. Stop the freaking out, go out with Nickel, and then get back to my regularly scheduled life.

I grabbed the meds I needed and took a deep breath. Nickel wasn’t going to get more than I was willing to give him.

**********
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“This is complete bullshit. This isn’t what I signed up for,” Slayer said as we watched the drugs we had just dropped be loaded into a black SUV. Boink had bailed on me, and Slayer had been forced to ride along. Nobody wanted to do these fucking runs anymore.

“You ain’t gotta tell me, brother. I voted against this shit.” Slayer and I were sitting on our bikes, ready to head back to Weston. I had to meet Maniac in an hour and pick up Karmen in two and a half hours. I was tempted to skip helping Maniac and butt my way into Karmen’s house and convince her to stay home with me.

“Things are changing, Nickel, and I don’t like where things are headed.”

I pulled out a cigarette and offered one to Slayer. He couldn’t be more right. Once you get as deep as we were headed, there was no turning back. I had been having a nagging feeling lately that it was time to make some significant changes of my own. “I belong to the Fallen Lords, Slayer, but I don’t think this chapter is the right fit for me anymore.” I lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply.

“You thinking of transferring?”

I exhaled, a cloud of smoke billowing up into the sky. “I don’t know if transferring is the answer, either. I’ve been thinking about asking Wrecker if I can start up a new chapter in Nittleton.”

“No shit.”

“Yeah, brother. I think the only way I’m going to be able to stay with the Fallen Lords is if I can spearhead my own chapter. I need this.” I had been thinking about this before the vote. Now that we were officially muling drugs, I was ready to make my idea a reality.

“I know if I get Wrecker in my corner, I can take it to the mother chapter and get things lined up quickly. I need this, Slayer. I can’t keep going the way things are right now.”

“You get shit rolling; I’ll be there, brother. It’s about time someone breathed some fresh air into this club.”

I couldn’t have said it better myself. Now if I could convince Wrecker of the fact that it was time for a change, and I was just the guy to make those moves.
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“I swear to God, if you don’t sit still, I am going to rip all your eyelashes out with the curler. Calm your tits, woman,” Nikki scolded as she put the finishing touches on my makeup.

We arrived at my house forty-five minutes ago, and we had been going non-stop. I had jumped in the shower as Nikki ransacked my closet looking for something to wear tonight. I had no idea what she was going to find. I knew I had to dress differently this evening, but I also knew my closet was lacking. If I wasn’t at work in my scrubs, I was curled up on my couch wearing yoga pants and reading.

“Sorry, it’s just that he’s going to be here any minute, and I’m going crazy.”

“Just stop freaking out about it, and just go with whatever he wants to do. Did he say what you guys were going to do tonight?” Nikki gave me one last look, scanning the miracle job she had just done on my face.

“Um, we’re just going to the fireworks. He didn’t mention anything else.” I glanced in the mirror as Nikki walked over to my closet, and I didn’t recognize the person staring back at me. “Holy shit, that can’t be me.”

“Ha! Better believe that chick is you, babe. I’ve known all along what a babe you are under those scrubs every day.”

“Please, I am anything but a babe.”

“That’s why I’m down with you going out with Nickel. I believe that man is just what you need to make you see just what you are. Your witch of a grandma needs to be shot for making you doubt yourself so much.” Nikki pulled out my favorite pair of jeans, tossing them over her shoulder at me and continued looking for a shirt.

“You gonna bring my grandma back from the dead to shoot?”

“Phft, in a heartbeat. That woman was stone cold.” Nikki threw her hands up in the air and turned around. “How the hell do you not have anything sexy to wear?”

“Because I have nowhere to go that requires sexy. I work. That’s it.”

“Well, thank God you at least have a pair of jeans that give you a shape that isn’t baggy. Put those on, and I’ll see what I can find that doesn’t look like it’s been washed fifty times.”

I walked into the bathroom, leaving the door cracked so I could listen to Nikki’s rambling. “I just bought a couple of new t-shirts the other day. They are in the top drawer of my dresser.” I shimmied out of my scrub bottoms and worked the jeans up my legs. They were boot cut and fit me like a dream.

“Hmm, this will have to do. Thank God, you, at least, bought woman’s cut t-shirts and not baggy men's.” Nikki reached into the bathroom, the t-shirt hanging from her fingertips. I grabbed it and tossed it on the counter.

“Am I just leaving my hair down?” I glanced in the mirror, taking in my dark, chocolate brown hair.

“Hell yeah. I don’t know how you have such soft, full, bouncy hair. If I didn’t like you so much, I’d hate you for it.”

“My hair is all I have going for me. Now out.” I pushed the door shut and pulled off my top.

“I’m gonna look for shoes. You better have some good ones, or I’m calling it a wash and you a lost cause!” Nikki yelled.

I shook my head, laughing, and pulled the black V-neck t-shirt over my head. Nikki was going to be pleasantly surprised when she saw my unhealthy obsession with shoes. It was my guilty pleasure that I kept to myself. I smoothed my shirt down, thankful I had at least invested in some sexy bras and panties. Not that Nickel was going to see them. I think.

“Sweet mother of God, where have you been hiding all of these shoes?” Nikki exclaimed from my bedroom. I slipped out of the bathroom and saw Nikki in the middle of the floor with all my shoe boxes strewn around her.

“In my closet.” I stood over her with my arms crossed over my chest.

“Oh, my God, none of these have ever been worn! What is wrong with you? This is a crime against the shoe gods!” Nikki cried, outraged.

“I like cute shoes, I just never have anywhere to wear them.”

“Girl, these shoes are not cute. They. Are. Gorgeous.” Nikki held up my favorite pair of purple sling backs and beamed up at me. “Can I please try these on? I will love you forever.”

“Have at it. Just be careful on the rug in the living room, I always trip over it whenever I have them on.” I reached to the left of her and picked up a pair of black flats.

“Are you kidding me?” Nikki said, kicking the boxes out of her way and then slipping on the purple shoes. “All of these shoes you have and you are going with the most grandma-looking ones.” She curled her lip up in disgust as I grabbed my purse and slung it over my shoulder.

“We’re going to the fireworks. I can’t wear four-inch heels in the grass. I’d fall on my face, and then he would have to carry me everywhere.”

“And that would be a problem because?” Nikki waved her hands in front of her and laughed.

“Because I don’t need anyone to take care of me, that’s why.”

Nikki stood up, wobbling a bit and walked over to the full-size mirror I had rested against the wall. “One day, Karmen, you are going to need someone. I know you had a shitty childhood, and it taught you not to rely on anyone, but there are good people in this world who will help you and not ask for anything in return.”

Nikki told me this all the time, but I didn’t believe it. No matter the person, they are always looking to get something. “I think you are the only person I can say that is true about.”

“That’s because I’m awesome.” Nikki winked at me and moved down the hall to the living room.

My one-bedroom apartment was small, but it was home. With a small kitchen, somewhat large living room, and one bathroom, it was perfect for me.

I adjusted my purse and looked in the mirror.

I was plain and ordinary and would more than likely fade into the background with Nickel. What he saw in me, I was blind to.

“Karmen! He’s here!”

I gave myself one last glance in the mirror and slipped down the hall to Nikki. “Would you stop peering out the window like some psycho? I thought you said you were going to hide when he got here?”

I tried nudging Nikki out of the window, but she refused to move. “Shh, can we please just take a moment to recognize the smoking hotness that is Nickel Cunningham and thank his momma for bringing him into this world?”

I caught a glimpse of Nickel as he walked to the front door of my building and had to agree with Nikki. He was one fine specimen of a man. His jeans fit immaculately, tight in the thighs and widened out at the leg encasing his perfectness. He was wearing a light blue t-shirt with the Fallen Lords logo stretched across his back. His dark brown hair was windblown, and it begged for me to run my fingers through it.

“Sweet mercy, can that man be any sexier? I think I just came.”

“Nikki!” I screeched, pushing her out of the window. “You’re freaking crazy! Hide in the bathroom. I’m afraid to have you in the same room as him when he comes in. You might jump him.”

Nikki moved down the hallway, turning halfway. “If anyone is going to jump that man, Karmen, it’s going to be you.” She sprinted the rest of the way back to the window and peeked out at Nickel again. “Oh, man. I need to check my panties.”

I grabbed a throw pillow off the couch and tossed it at Nikki as she raced down the hall. “God dammit, Nikki. Your ass better stay in that bathroom until I leave.”

“You won’t hear a peep out of me,” she promised, shutting the door.

I looked around my apartment, trying to find a place to hide when there was a knock on the door. Crap! I froze, staring at the door. He knocked again, but my feet felt like they were glued to the floor.

“Psst!” I turned my head to the hallway and saw Nikki sticking her head out. “Answer the door,” she hissed at me.

“I can’t!” I whispered back.

“Oh, my God, I’ll—” Nikki started but stopped when another knock sounded.

“I know you’re in there, Karmen. I can hear you talking to your girl,” Nickel called through the door. Nikki waved her hands at me and ducked back into the bathroom, slamming the door shut behind her.

“Baby girl, open the door,” he called again, his voice soothing and hypnotic.

My feet came unstuck from the floor, and I slowly walked to the door. My hand grabbed the knob, but I didn’t twist it. I needed to get a grip. Nickel was just a man I was going on a date with. Something I had done tons of times before.

Okay, well, maybe not tons of times, more like five times. Or was it only four? Ugh, thinking about my almost non-existent dating life was not helping. I twisted the handle and stepped back, pulling the door open.

Holy shit. Nickel looked even better up close. “Hey,” he said, winking at me. Oh my, I think I needed to check my panties like Nikki.

“Hi,” I wheezed out.

“Good, you didn’t wear heels,” Nickel said, his gaze traveling up my body. I glanced down at my feet. I couldn’t even remember putting my shoes on.

“Ugh, I didn’t think heels would be good on grass.”

“Right on, baby. You ready to go? I got Maniac holding a spot for us right now. The park filled up a lot faster than I thought it would.”

“Um, yeah. I think I’m ready.” I glanced around my living room, hoping a big hole would open and swallow me up. The bathroom door was cracked, and I knew it was taking all of Nikki’s will power not to open the door and walk out here.

Nickel grabbed my hand, turning my body back toward him. “Come on, baby, if you don’t have it right now, you don’t need it.” He pulled me out the door and slammed it shut behind us. “Keys?” he asked, holding his hand out.

I numbly dug through my purse and gave him the keys. He grabbed them and made quick work of locking the door and then dropping them into my bag I was still holding open. “I know your girl is in there, but you can never be too safe.” He was still holding onto my hand, and he tugged me behind him down the stairs and out the door, never letting go.
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