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        For my dad, Virgil.

        He was my hero and always will be.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dylan

      

      

      

      I should not be up this early. Not after last night. We were out long after midnight, celebrating the new year, and I should still be asleep.

      Except, today is the first day of a new year and it is Nina’s eighteenth birthday.

      I haven’t seen my sister since I was twelve—half of my life. Tomorrow I will be at child services as soon as the doors open to find out where she is.

      “Morning,” Kelsey whispers as she comes into the kitchen. She’s smiling, relaxed, and practically glowing. At least somebody is getting some.

      I’ve known Kelsey Fry since high school.  She lives on the top floor of the Brownstone with one of my best friends, Alex Dosek.

      I push my glasses up on my head and rub the bridge of my nose.

      “Are you okay?” Kelsey asks.

      “Yeah,” I answer right before yawning. Maybe I should go back to bed and try to sleep. Unless Nina suddenly makes a profile on a social media site, I won’t have answers until tomorrow anyway. I’ve already checked through all the sites this morning, and she’s not anywhere. Nor is my brother, Noah, or my youngest sister, Jade. I check every day hoping I will find them.

      Kelsey grabs a mug out of the cupboard and pours a cup of coffee. I’ve already drunk half the pot, so chances are that even if I did go to bed, my brain would be just as wired as it was when I got up. Or worse.

      “Did you sleep last night?” she asks.

      “A few hours.” Though I’m not sure if it was really sleep. More like dozing with constant dreams.

      Kelsey stops behind me and starts to lean over. “What are you doing?”

      I close the lid on my laptop. After going through the social media sites, I worked on my novel. It’s a piece of crap, but I keep writing it.

      “Reading something naughty,” she teases.

      She’s close.  Writing something very naughty.

      Maybe I just need to get laid and then I won’t be so frustrated.

      The image of Mary Robins flashes in my mind. She is so not for me and way out of my league, but that doesn’t mean I have erased the image of her in that towel, fresh from the shower, with beads of water still glistening on her bare shoulders. That’s how she answered the door the day I dropped off dinner for Kelsey when the two still shared an apartment.

      Kelsey leans against the large island, the mug in her hands, close to her face. “Okay, since we won’t talk about what you’re reading, let’s talk about Mary.”

      I choke and splash coffee on the counter, barely missing my laptop. Grabbing paper towels, I quickly wipe up the mess. “Okay…” I hope to God she can’t read minds because my thoughts aren’t exactly clean when they’re about Mary. Especially since she was the person I had in mind while writing the naughty scene that nobody will ever read.

      “Maybe not so much her, but you.”

      “Me?” I take a step back, pretending that I have no clue what Kelsey is talking about. Unfortunately, I’m all too aware of Mary. Perfect legs, that beautiful, infectious smile, and sparkling blue eyes that are all Mary. Perky, happy, and so fucking hot.

      “She’s clearly interested. You’d have to be living in a cave, in total darkness, and never look at her, not to know.”

      My face heats, though I’m pretty sure Kelsey is exaggerating.

      I turn around to refill my coffee so Kelsey can’t read my expression as I remember the first time I encountered Mary. It was the Saturday after Thanksgiving and their apartment had been broken into the day before. The thieves hadn’t just taken stuff, but they trashed the place. Me and the guys had gone over to help fix the door and clean. I was in the kitchen when she came into the apartment, stopped at the door, looked at each of us then practically skipped into Kelsey’s room and shut the door.

      She may have thought she had privacy but the walls and door were not that thick.

      So, hot guy number one is installing a dead bolt, hot guy number two is folding laundry and hot guy number 3, and the hottest in my opinion, is cleaning our oven. Can we keep them?

      I was the one cleaning the oven and I never let Sean, who was fixing the lock, or Alex, who was folding, forget what she said. Not that it matters.

      “So?” Kelsey demands.

      “So, what?” I counter.

      “Why aren’t you interested?”

      Oh, if only she knew. Thank God Kelsey has no clue.

      “He’s saving himself,” Alex announces as he comes into the kitchen.

      This, I do not need. It’s bad enough with Kelsey trying to get information. “Sod off.” I unplug my laptop.

      “Sod off?” Kelsey laughs.

      “Bloody hell,” I mutter as I pick up my computer.

      “Novel!” Alex proclaims.

      Like I’d be working on anything else the first morning of the New Year. I certainly don’t have food articles to prepare, nor do I have current assignments for the various newspapers and magazines that I get freelance work from, and nothing for my food blog.

      “He always slips into different dialects when he’s working on a novel,” Alex explains. “If he were writing an article, he’d be all foody. Not that I’ve heard a foodie cuss word, but if anyone knows one, it’s Dylan.”

      I do slip into the dialect since that is where my head’s at, which is currently England. Until that last scene I just wrote, the poor chap had been as frustrated as I’ve been lately. “Are you two quite finished?”

      “No,” they say in unison.

      “What don’t you like about Mary?” Kelsey asks.

      “It’s not that I don’t like her.” They just don’t need to know how much and never will.

      “So, ask her out,” Kelsey pushes.

      “We have nothing in common.” I open the cupboard and grab a skillet. Maybe if I feed them, they’ll shut up.

      Not only is Mary out of my league, if I did date her and it didn’t work out, she is the best friend of the girl my best friend is in love with and that adds complications that I will not bring into my family.

      Family!

      I have my Baxter family—they guys and girls that I went to high school and college with, and some who I now live with, and soon, I hope, I will have a sister back, and that is more important than anything else.

      “How do you know until you have a conversation that lasts over five minutes?” Kelsey asks.

      I straighten and look at her. Kelsey and I come from similar backgrounds in that we were in the foster care system and ended up at the same high school, Baxter Academy of Arts, so she’s got to get it. “What does her father do?”

      “Her dad was killed in Iraq when she was ten.”

      Kelsey’s words are like a fist to the gut. My parents are in prison and Mary lost one of hers because he was fighting the good fight.

      “Her mom?”

      “She’s some kind of engineer at Watervliet Arsenal Army Base.”

      Both parents, honorable and serving their country, even if one is dead. Mary comes from heroes. I come from selfish, filthy, hoarder slobs who made their living cooking meth in the basement while I raised my younger brother and sisters.

      “That doesn’t mean you don’t have anything in common,” she insists.

      I blow out a sigh and turn to her. “Look, Kels, I know you mean well, but I’m not interested in Mary or any woman.” That’s only a partial lie. I’m not interested in any other woman.

      “Dude, why didn’t you tell me you were gay?” Zach cries as he comes into the kitchen. “I have so many friends that would just love to get friendly with you.” Zach wags his eyebrows up and down and grins.  Zachary Hawk is another guy I’ve known since high school and who lives in the house. He’s also a female impersonator who leaves his four-inch heels in the middle of the living room after a late night.

      Why the hell is everybody up so early? We got back from the bar like only five hours ago. It’s a fucking holiday and meant for sleeping in. “I’m not gay.”

      “Prude?” Alex asks and then his eyes go wide. “You’re a fucking virgin. That’s it!” He rushes forward and pats me on the shoulder. “It’s okay, really, and explains why you’ve never had a girl up to that pristine room of yours, or at any time since we left Baxter.”

      That’s because I kept any girl I was seeing away from them. Well, except Patty. But that’s a female I’d like to forget.

      “Do you think if he got some he’d loosen up?” Zach asks with a laugh. “No wonder he spends so much time scrubbing and cleaning shit. He’s frustrated because his dick’s not getting the attention it deserves.”

      Kelsey grins. “Mary would be more than happy to give it all kinds of attention.”

      I’d be more than happy to let her, if things were different.

      “I’ll caution her to be gentle,” Alex adds with concern.

      The three of them laugh and something inside me snaps. “I’m not a fucking virgin. I am not a prude. I am not gay. She’s just not the girl for me.”

      With that I head out of the kitchen with my laptop. “Fix your own fucking breakfast.”

      
        
        Mary

      

      

      

      “What the hell?” I push the blankets away and look at my clock, then groan. It’s only like noon and I’ve gotten a total of two hours sleep.

      Laughter bleeds through my bedroom door right before someone starts pounding on the wall.

      I grab my robe and storm out.  There are a ton of boxes in the living room, and I can barely get around them. Where the hell did they come from? They weren’t here when I got home from the hospital this morning.

      Shelby and Tiffany are in Kelsey’s old room with who I guess is our new roommate. She’s hammering nails into the wall.

      “Oh, hi, Mary,” Shelby greets me with a sugary sweet smile. “This is Brit. She’s moving in.” Her grin gets bigger, but there’s a glint of cold calculation in her baby blue eyes. “Britney and I have been friends since high school. Isn’t it great that she’s living here now?”

      “Great.” I’m pretty sure my dry tone is missed on them, or maybe not. “Can you be a little quieter please? I worked all night and need to be in at eleven tonight.”

      Tiffany over-exaggerates a pout. “Poor thing.”

      “Your friend, Kelsey, wasn’t exactly quiet when she moved out,” Shelby reminds me.

      “Don’t punish me if she pissed you off.”

      With that, I leave them and return to my room, pull the covers over my head and two pillows, but it doesn’t drown out the sound of the drill. A damn drill. This place has been taken over.

      Blowing out a sigh, I grab my noise canceling headphones. I bought them when I needed to study in the dorm, so I hope they work now.

      Silence. Well, almost silence, but it’s better than before. Until something bangs against the wall knocking my favorite piece of art, a reproduction of Renoir’s Woman in a Landscape, from the wall. It hits the nightstand and the glass shatters. Does Brit have a bulldozer in there I missed?

      Grabbing my pillows and blankets, I head to the closet. At least it’s on the opposite side of the room and doesn’t share a wall with anything but the living room.

      After closing the door, I switch off the light and burrow into a nest of clothing on the floor. It’s certainly softer than the hard floor.

      I hope to hell this doesn’t keep up, but now that Brit is here, and she’s Shelby’s BFF, it’s not going to be an easy semester.

      Wait, Kelsey is looking for a new place to live. If we combined our funds, maybe we could get a place together. I’ll still be stuck with the rent here, but if this shit continues, I might commit murder. I didn’t spend the last four years working on my degree to become a nurse at the nearest penitentiary.

      Grabbing my phone, I send her a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Are you still looking for an apartment?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kelsey: No. Why.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: New roommate, Shelby’s bff from high school

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kelsey: Shit

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Yep

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Why aren’t you looking anymore?

      

      

      

      

      

      My guess is that she and Alex finally made up, as they should, but I don’t want to assume anything either. The other guys in the house may have just insisted she stay.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kelsey: Alex is back

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Happy for you. Sucks for me

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kelsey: Sorry

      

      

      

      

      

      I am happy for her, but it puts me back at square one. I know Kelsey didn’t have any luck finding a place on a budget when she was looking so I doubt I will either. Besides, school will also start back up on Tuesday and we’ll all be on a normal schedule again.

      At least I hope everything goes back to normal.

      Today they are probably just pushing my buttons because it’s Brit’s first day. I can play this game until we are back in classes. If my feathers don’t get ruffled, they’ll get bored.

      Music blares.

      Mama always said to pick your battles, and I’m too tired to pick this one. Plus, I don’t want them to think they succeeded in pissing me off on day one.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Getting a hotel room

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kelsey: Why

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: They’re playing Adele

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kelsey: You like Adele

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Not when I’m trying to sleep and it’s loud enough to make my ears bleed

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kelsey: It’s like noon

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Worked 11 to 9. Got 2 hrs sleep. Gotta go in tonight

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kelsey: Come here

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: And sleep where?

      

      

      

      

      

      Then again, if Dylan offered his bed… maybe sleep wouldn’t be so important.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kelsey: my bed

      

      

      

      

      

      More music blares from a different part of the apartment.

      I only have two more nights of thirds and then my sleep schedule will be the same as theirs. I just need to remember that and not react. Getting pissed will only encourage Shelby and that’s the last thing I want to do.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Heading over

      

      

      

      

      

      I quickly dress, throw some stuff in a bag and head out of my room.

      “What’s wrong? Couldn’t sleep?” Shelby asks with mock sympathy.

      “What?” I ask as if confused. “No. I’ve got to be some place. Thank God, you woke me, or I might have overslept.”

      I finally allow myself to smile at Shelby and Tiffany’s shock once I’m out in the hall. They were counting on pissing me off, and I just took it away from them. Well, not totally. They did piss me off, but I’ll be damned if I let them know it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dylan

      

      

      

      Coffee! I need more coffee and to apologize. It’s not Alex, Zach, and Kelsey’s fault I’m in a pissy mood. And, really, the guys give me shit all the time and I give it back. This is just the first time I let them get under my skin.

      Plus, I’m hungry. Zach couldn’t boil an egg to save his life, Alex makes those box meals, but they taste more like the cardboard the food came in, and I’m not sure if Kelsey has any skills in the kitchen. She certainly didn’t have the groceries to cook with when she lived with Mary. I guess they could all eat cereal and toast, but I want real food. It’s lunchtime and all I’ve existed on so far today is coffee.

      The other guys I live with are sitting around in the living room relaxing since nobody has to be anywhere today. There are six of us and Kelsey. Ryan and Zach are watching the Tournament of Roses parade. Sean is working on a set of floor plans in the dining room, and Alex is sketching. Kelsey and Christian are the only ones not in here.

      I scratch my chin and fight the urge to shave. How much longer can I stand this?

      “I’m liking the beard,” Sean says. “You’re getting all scruffy.”

      He would. He has a beard and refuses to shave in the winter because he often works outside. Mine is a test—to see I can just let something go. I haven’t even trimmed it, which drives me crazy every time I glance in the mirror.

      Baby steps, if I can let my beard go, and my hair, then maybe other things won’t be so important either, like Zach’s stilettoes in the middle of the floor. “Are the girls coming over for dinner?” Sean asks.

      The girls being Joy, Alyssa, Mia, Kate, and Zoe. We’ve all been friends since high school and stuck together once we got to college and out into the real world. Well, at least once we left the stone walls of Baxter that kept us from the real world.

      “I think so,” Ryan answers.

      “That was the plan last night,” I answer. Between sips of champagne, they convinced me that since this was a holiday and we are family, even if there’s no blood linking us together, that I should cook and serve a feast for everyone.

      It’s not like I don’t cook for them anytime they decide just to pop in for a meal, but I did enjoy their groveling and begging.

      “Mia wants to know what time,” Zach says after looking at his phone.

      “Six or seven.” I don’t even know what I’m going to cook yet.

      My day is really thrown off. I knew last night that I’d be cooking for a crowd of twelve, but this morning it didn’t even occur to me to take some meat out to thaw or even plan a meal. Other than thinking about food a little earlier, I haven’t given dinner a single thought.

      “What are we having? Alyssa wants to know,” Ryan asks.

      “It’s a surprise,” I yell back as I head into the kitchen and open the freezer. I’ll be just as surprised if I come up with something.

      Nothing in there is going to thaw in time. Then I open the fridge. Just the basics. Maybe breakfast?

      “Joy wants to know if you want her to bring edible flowers,” Zach says as he comes into the kitchen.

      Really? Edible flowers? I cook with food, like meat, vegetables, spices…not flowers. “Um, no thank you.” I turn around and look at him. “Is that what they are selling at the florist these days?”

      Joy is a flower child at heart, or at least that’s how I see her. Even in high school she was in the gardens helping plant and weed instead of hanging with anyone else. She studied horticulture and design in college and one day wants her own garden shop, which would allow her to landscape too.

      “Mary’s coming over.” Kelsey grins at me as she comes into the kitchen.

      If Kelsey is attempting to set us up, she and I need to have a long talk.

      “Why?” Alex asks.

      “New roommate is Shelby’s BFF from high school.”

      “Bad?” Alex asks.

      Kelsey shakes her head and puts her phone on the counter. “Mary worked ten hours in the ER last night. New roommate moved in and is banging on the walls and the other two are playing loud music.” She grabs a banana out of the bowl. “She’s coming here to get some sleep.”

      “Where?” Alex asks.

      Kelsey shrugs. “I assumed my bed.”

      I slowly turn. “Really, your bed?”

      “What’s wrong with my bed?”

      I think I just offended her, but she and Alex probably spent most the night having sex on those sheets.

      “Wet spots,” Sean yells.

      “Unless there weren’t any,” suggests Ryan.

      “That’s kind of sad, if that’s true,” Sean returns.

      The more the guys go on, the redder Kelsey’s face gets. I should tell them to shut up, but she might as well get used to them.

      “What’s sad?” Christian asks as he comes in the front door.

      “No wet spots in Kelsey’s bed,” Sean answers.

      “That’s more depressing than me sleeping alone,” adds Zach.

      “No shit,” Christian grunts. “I thought you two made up,” he says to Alex.

      By now Kelsey has her face buried in her hands and her shoulders are shaking.

      “You okay, Kelsey?”

      She blinks up at me and cracks a smile. “I was just thinking how sad it is that the guys don’t know how long it took for a wet spot to dry.” She winks at Alex. “They should all be gone now,” she yells into the living room.  “All ten of them.”

      “That’s cruel!” Zach cries.

      “Really?” I say. “Ten? When telling fiction, the story should still be somewhat believable.”

      

      
        
        Mary

      

      

      

      Maybe I should have asked Kelsey if Dylan’s bed was available. If he wanted to share it with me, I’d certainly stay awake and sleep later. Not that he ever would of course. The guy hardly notices me, and I’ve tried almost everything except stripping down in front of him. I did come close to doing just that when I answered the door in only a towel. Had it been anyone else who wanted buzzed in, I would ask them to wait while I put on a robe.

      He didn’t even blink an eye.

      He’s gay or his dick is dead.

      Or he doesn’t like me and doesn’t find me attractive. There’s always that and it’s nothing I can fix.

      And it sucks!

      Kelsey opens the door almost before I can knock, and I go on in.

      Six guys and Kelsey live in the brownstone, and it looks like everyone is home. Furthest away, kicked back in a recliner is Ryan with his short blonde hair and green eyes. The photographer.

      On the far end of the couch is Christian, with shoulder length, straight brown hair and warm brown eyes. The saxophone player. That’s what he was playing the day I came here with Alex and Kelsey.

      At the other end is Zach, the female-impersonator. Or so I’ve been told. He’s a handsome guy, and tall, with light brown hair and the lightest blue eyes. Kelsey said he’s a beautiful woman. I’m not seeing how that’s possible, especially with the scruff on his chin. There is nothing about him that screams beautiful.

      Sean, bulky guy who looks like he works out a lot, is sitting at the dining room table looking at floor plans for a building or something. He scratches his nearly bald head then takes a drink of what I assume is coffee from a black cup.

      Alex is at the end of the table drawing. Probably a tattoo or something. Dylan is the only one not in here.

      I’ve been here enough that I’ve met them all before and have kind of gotten to know them, and a few helped repair and clean the apartment after the break-in.

      The guys in the living room are watching a football game.

      That’s right, it’s New Year’s Day. Isn’t there a bowl game today? Probably more than one.

      It’s a homey room and reminds me of the places I lived as a kid. The base housing wasn’t near this big, but the furniture was the same. Worn and a hodgepodge with nothing matching. But it was comfortable, warm, and inviting when it was just me, Mom, Dad, and my brothers.

      The Christmas tree is plugged in, a fire is burning in the fireplace, and there are a row of stockings along the mantel. There are twice as many as the number of people who live here, and half the names belong to girls. Why didn’t I notice that the other night? Kelsey and I sat down here and watched TV all night.

      Maybe it was because my focus kept switching between the movie we were watching and Dylan, who was working on his laptop at the dining room table.

      Who are the girls? Girlfriends? Does one of those girls belong to Dylan? Maybe that explains why he doesn’t even notice me.

      “Is it really that bad?” Kelsey asks, drawing my attention back to her. “Wow, you are out of it.” She laughs.

      I groan. “She is just like them.”

      “Why are those rich girls living there anyway?” Dylan asks as he comes from the kitchen.

      My heart skips a beat. What is it about him? Every time he’s in the room my temperature rises just a bit, and my pulse kicks up.

      “There’s nothing wrong with the place, don’t get me wrong,” he continues. “But it’s basically student housing for a budget. I assume these girls are loaded.”

      “The college experience,” Kelsey answers.

      “They told us that their parents wanted them to experience college life, from the tiny rooms, to sharing a place, classes, all of it.”

      “They call it slumming.” Kelsey rolls her eyes.

      “Then they have no clue about the real world.” Christian snorts.

      “They only know the Kardashian one.” I confirm and then turn to Kelsey. “I’m going to head up. You sure you don’t mind?”

      “Of course not.”

      Dylan comes forward. “You’re not sleeping in Kelsey’s bed.”

      I blink at him. Did I come all this way not to have a place to sleep? Does he dislike me that much? “It’s one day, I promise.” I am not above begging right now.

      He holds up his hands, defensive, as if I’m going hit him or something. I may be tired, but I’m not violent.

      “Use Alex’s room.”

      “My room?” Alex looks up from his sketching in surprise.

      “It’s not like you’re using it,” Dylan reminds him. “You haven’t slept in there for two weeks.”

      “I don’t want to be a bother.” Really, I just want a bed. Any bed.

      “You don’t want Kelsey’s bed, trust me. Alex has clean sheets on his bed.”

      “I do?” he asks in surprise.

      “I washed your sheets while you were brooding above your tattoo shop.”

      “I wasn’t brooding,” Alex argues indignantly. “You washed my sheets?” he adds in disbelief.

      “Your bed was unmade, and I was doing laundry,” Dylan counters defensively.

      “What’s wrong with Kelsey’s?” This is really too much.

      “Wet spots,” Zach answers.

      I roll my eyes. “As if I care. Before I came here, I was trying to sleep in a pile of dirty clothes in my closet because it was the quietest place I could find.”

      Dylan’s eyes widen in shock, or maybe disgust. It’s hard to tell with him. “Really?”

      “Well, maybe not all of them were dirty.” I bite my lip. “Maybe some.” Then I shrug. “It doesn’t matter. I just need sleep.”

      Dylan grabs my bag and heads up stairs. “Alex’s room is better.”

      “At least let me get a few things,” Alex calls as he follows me up.

      I hate to put anyone out.

      Dylan stops by an open door on the second floor. “Here you go.”

      Alex walks in and looks around.

      “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

      “Actually, I don’t need anything from here. It’s all upstairs.”

      “See,” Dylan says and then pulls Alex from the room and shuts the door.

      I pull my shirt over my head as their voices bleed through the door.

      “I think I know why you want Mary in this room.”

      “Clean sheets,” Dylan counters.

      “And it’s close to yours,” Alex teases in a sing-songy voice.

      “Sod off,” Dylan counters from a little further away.

      I move to the door and try and listen, but they are gone.

      Hmm, so Dylan may want me close. I’ll just have to figure out how to make that work to my advantage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dylan

      

      

      

      What was I thinking when I decided to put Mary in the room on the same floor as mine?

      Well, I was thinking that she didn’t need to be sleeping in Alex and Kelsey’s DNA.

      But was there more? Was Alex right?

      Of course not. Mary will be back at work before I go up there again or even think about going to bed.

      Why are Alex and Kelsey pushing me toward Mary anyway? They’ve got to know we come from two different worlds, and it will never work out. I learned that lesson from dating Patty. The girl I thought I was in love with.

      Once Mary learns the truth about me, she’ll get over ever thinking I’m hot. She probably doesn’t even think that anymore anyway. It was just a fluke and I need to stop thinking about her.

      Ha! Like I’ve succeeded in doing that before. She’s crept into my brain, often, since I first met her, but it really does need to stop and now.

      Stepping inside the grocery store, I look around and grab a cart. What can I make for a dozen people that isn’t going to require me to be in the kitchen all afternoon? It’s too late to cook anything complicated, especially if we plan on having supper at 6 or 7.

      What would Mary like to eat?

      Does she have a favorite food?

      It should be filling since she’s got to work all night again.

      “Stop it.” I’m cooking for a dozen friends, not just Mary. Then again, the rest of them will eat anything I put in front of them. They’d not even complain if it was just cooked spaghetti noodles and no sauce.

      In the produce aisle I grab stuff for making a big salad and head into the dairy section. Cheese!

      Decision made. Who doesn’t like pizza?

      I’ll do more shopping later in the week. Once I find Nina.

      Determination settles in my gut. I will find Nina. I will not leave child services until I have answers and can hopefully bring her home. Then I’ll shop again and cook all her favorites.

      Grabbing a couple boxes of mac and cheese I toss them in the cart. I haven’t made this in years, but at one time, it was Nina’s favorite. Hopefully, her palate has improved, but if it hasn’t, this will be familiar, and we can pick up with the meal I was cooking when everyone was taken away from me.

      

      
        
        Mary

      

      

      

      “It’s 7?” I groan and roll over. I could go back to sleep. It’s like I’m drugged or something. Sleep drugged.

      As much as I want to keep lying here, I know I need to get up.

      I need coffee. Once the magical brew is pumping through my veins, I’ll be able to think. To focus.

      Pushing the covers away, I get out of bed and evaluate whether I should change my clothes or not. This is an all-guy household, plus Kelsey, but it’s not like I’m running around naked. I’m in pajama bottoms and t-shirt.

      Bra?

      God, I don’t want to put that thing on until I have to.

      Hell, it’s not like anyone would notice if I am wearing one or not anyway, and I can keep my arms crossed over my chest if I suddenly get cold.

      Damn, I need coffee. Why else would I be standing in the middle of Alex’s bedroom wondering if I should put a bra on or not.

      In a compromise with myself, I decide no bra but grab the robe out of my bag. It’s not much of a robe, but it will help give the girls some extra coverage.

      The house is so quiet! It’s as if nobody is here. Maybe they aren’t. I’m not used to silence. Every little sound in our apartment bleeds through the walls. Thank God I shared a wall with Kelsey. She was quiet. Seriously, so quiet that you’d think it was empty. Not so much with Shelby or Tiffany. More times than I could count I’ve come home in the evening to echoes of moans coming from one or both of the bedrooms. I sometimes wondered if they were in competition to see who could have the longest and loudest orgasm.

      Living in a quiet place like this would be heaven. Especially since such heaven contains Dylan White.

      As I reach the landing just to the left of the front door, I start hearing voices from the dining room, and they aren’t all guy voices. There are more girls here than Kelsey. The girlfriends? People to match the names on the stockings?

      I tilt my head and listen. Silk and leather? Are they talking about what I think they are? Then someone says that being tied up was a lot more fun than she ever dreamed possible.

      They are talking bondage! At least, I assume they are. Maybe I should go back upstairs.

      But I really need coffee.

      Walking into the living room, I stop. People are crowded around the large dining room table. When I saw the table for the first time, I thought it was too huge for the space and the six guys who lived here. Apparently, they need it if they dine together with their girlfriends a lot.

      Zach glances up. “What’s your opinion, Mary?”

      “About?” I ask slowly.

      “Silk or leather?”

      I’d only picked up on a bit of the conversation, but I go with it. “That depends. Spanking or binding.”

      Dylan’s head snaps up and he pierces me with those intense grey eyes of his. At least I got his attention for a change.

      Zach leans back and grins.  “Why?”

      “Well, silk isn’t exactly effective for a spanking, especially if it’s punishment, but leather can really irritate the wrists.”

      “See, I told you.” One of the girls with short black hair holds out her wrists. “No chafing.”

      “Apparently we have an expert in the room,” Sean chuckles.

      Dylan is so focused on me, studying me over the rims of his glasses. I’m not sure if he’s shocked, intrigued, aroused, or disgusted.

      “Not really,” I finally answer. “I just read a lot.”

      I do read a lot of BDSM, but it’s not something I’ve ever participated in. I’ve yet to meet a hot, playboy billionaire who wants to tie me up. Maybe one will show up in the ER who needs me but doesn’t realize it yet, or something like that, and I’ll get my chance. That is how it seems to happen in the fictional world. But, since that isn’t likely to happen, the only experience I have lay within the pages of the many books I’ve read.

      “We saved you a place, and even managed to save some pizza.” Kelsey points to an empty spot beside her.

      “Are you sure?” I don’t really want to intrude on their party.

      “There’s also a fresh pot of coffee.” She grins at me, already knowing from living with me that half my blood consists of caffeine.

      “Thank God.” That is the only invitation I really need and head past them into the kitchen.

      When I come back in, clutching the coffee cup as if it is life itself, they are all staring at me.

      “Have a seat,” Alex says.

      I hesitate. I didn’t even look in the mirror when I got up. My hair is probably a mess, not to mention there is probably mascara under my eyes. On top of that, I’m in my pajamas.

      “Sit!” Kelsey insists.

      “Okay,” I finally say.

      “Mary, right?” the girl who was talking about scarves asks.

      I nod.

      “Mia.” She grins.

      “Let me introduce everyone,” Kelsey says.

      “Joy.” She points to a girl with dark hair and brown eyes. “She’s a florist horticulturist.”

      “Alyssa.” Kelsey nods to a girl with brown hair, striking blue eyes, and bright red lips. “She is an actress.”

      “Struggling,” Alyssa corrects.

      “And bartends at The Poison Apple.” Kelsey nods to the next girl. “Kate, a musician and nanny.”

      A woman with dark blond, wavy hair gives me a shy smile.

      “Zoe and…”

      “Freddy.” The blond picks up a small terrier and scratches behind his ears before putting him back down.

      “She walks and trains dogs,” Kelsey explains.

      “And she better not be feeding it beneath the table,” Dylan warns.

      “No people food for animals,” Zoe assures him then looks at me. “I prefer dogs to most humans. Nurse, right?”

      “Student. I graduate in May.”

      Her light eyebrows draw together over her nose. “You work in the ER though?”

      I shrug. “All part of the learning.”

      Alyssa’s blue eyes light up “You are the one who was with Alex when he passed out,” She laughs. “I would have loved to have seen it.”

      For a tattoo artist, Alex doesn’t do well with needles or blood and almost passed out when he had a blood test, and then actually passed out at the blood bank. He claims it is different and that it isn’t the needle but the long needle going into a vein that freaks him out.

      Alex shoots Alyssa an irritated look and frowns.

      “I’ve got pictures.” Ryan reminds them.

      “Until your camera and laptop disappear,” Alex warns.

      Ryan just laughs before taking a bite of his pizza.

      “Stone wants to take me to a club,” Mia announces.

      Every guy at the table stills and Dylan snaps his attention to her.

      Who is Stone and what’s the big deal?

      Unless she’s dating one of the guys. I glance around the table and mentally count. Six guys. Six girls, me being the 7th. Are these all couples? If so, who goes with whom? I know Alex and Kelsey are together, but they aren’t sitting next to each other, so that doesn’t mean the girl next to a guy is involved.

      And, by the way Dylan reacted, I have to wonder if he and Mia are together. Why else would such intensity, almost anger, flood his grey eyes as he straightened and leaned toward Mia? It would explain why the others reacted too. A girl just announced she’s going out with another guy to a room full of people that may include the guy she’s currently dating.

      Or maybe they had dated, and Dylan doesn’t like being reminded about another guy. He wants her and doesn’t like the idea that someone else was going to tie her up with silk scarves.

      My stomach tightens as I sit back. I’ve never been so out of place in my life. Instead of a third wheel, I’m a 13th.

      “What kind of club?” Ryan asks slowly.

      She shrugs. “You know, the kind with leather.”

      “No!” Zach’s tone is firm and crisp.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to go,” she assures them. “It’s one thing to be tied up with silk scarves in the privacy of my bedroom, but I’m not into the idea of being in a club full of strangers.” She shakes her head. “Besides, I don’t think he really gets what is involved with that kind of relationship. He thinks it’s about power, humiliation and pain. He read a couple of books and said he could get into that, totally missing the whole point of the trusting and loving relationship.”

      The guys relax back in their chairs. “So, when are we going to meet this guy?” Zach asks. “Stone!” he says it like he’s making fun of the guy.

      Mia shrugs. “Probably never. I’m ending it tonight.”

      “Why?” Alyssa asks out of curiosity.

      “Something isn’t sitting right.”

      “Follow the gut,” Christian says.

      “Yep,” Mia agrees. “Even though I’ve had a lot of fun with Stone, warning bells are going off.”

      Dylan and Zach lean forward.

      “Has he hurt you?” Dylan demands.

      “No,” she’s quick to assure them. “But he’s getting pushy, that’s all.” She tilts her head as if in thought. “Maybe not pushy,” she says after a moment. “More like a short fuse. He got pissed the other night when the waiter didn’t come to our table quickly enough. The place was packed, we had drinks, and it wasn’t that big of a deal. He’s just used to getting what he wants, when he wants it, as if the world revolves around him.” She shakes her head. “It was a real turn off and when we got back to my apartment, he got pissed because I wasn’t in the mood for sex. He was a jerk, and I don’t fuck jerks, so he stormed out after telling me to watch myself. I don’t have time for that shit and I’m going to tell him tonight.”

      “Be careful, Mia,” Dylan warns.

      She waves away his concern. “He isn’t going to do anything to me.”

      “Maybe you should text him instead,” Kate suggests.

      “I’m not breaking up over text. It’s going to be face to face.”

      Zach is staring at her. “Be careful.”

      “Geez” she rolls her eyes. “I should have never said anything. I’m a big girl and can take care of myself. Besides, Stone needs to be told a thing or two. Like how to treat people.”

      I glance around the table. This is a tight group and even though I’ve been invited to the table, and they’ve been friendly enough, I still feel like an outsider.

      I also still don’t know who is dating besides Kelsey and Alex, and I’m pretty sure Dylan has a thing for Mia. He’s the one who is most concerned about Stone. Has he been waiting for her to break it off with this guy so he can swoop in?

      The others are interested in what’s happened, but not on the same level as Dylan and Zach. I don’t care if it’s Zach who wants to date Mia, but I’m pretty sure that it’s Dylan who wants her, and it sucks that she’s going to be free so he can pursue her.
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      As much as I try to sleep, I can’t. I’m too anxious. Tomorrow, I head to child services to find Nina.

      They’ve got to tell me something.

      I’ve done what I can to go around the system but can’t find any of my siblings on social media or anywhere else. Either they aren’t on the various sites, and I am on all of them, or their names have been changed. If that’s the case, were they lucky and got adopted? I doubt Mom and Dad would have fought to keep their rights. They’ve been in prison for a long time now and have another ten years to go by last count.

      Closing out Facebook and Twitter, I stare at the words on the screen of the chapter I wrote before I got on social media.

      I know I should try to sleep, and I have, but my mind isn’t shutting down. If I’m not thinking about tomorrow, I’m thinking about Mary, which I’ve got to stop doing. If it’s not the image of her in the towel, then it’s the image of her earlier tonight. Before she got up from the table, after eating the pizza, she stretched and that robe she was wearing fell open revealing her t-shirt, molding her boobs and outlining her taut nipples.

      My phone lights up and I grab it. I don’t know the number, but since my siblings are still out there somewhere, I answer every call that comes in.

      “Hello.”

      “Dylan?”

      “Yeah, who’s this?”

      “It’s Mary.”

      There’s a catch in her voice. She works in an ER and as much as I wish this was a friendly call, I doubt she’d be making it at two in the morning. “What’s wrong?”

      “They’ve brought Mia in.”

      My heart stops before it speeds up. “What happened?” I ask as I jump out of bed and pull clothes from my closet.

      “She’s been beat up pretty badly.”

      What the hell? “Stone?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did he do anything else to her?”

      I know what he is really asking without saying the word. “No, he didn’t do that.”

      He still beat her and Stone is going to wish he’d never met Mia once I’m done with him. “Did you call her mother?” Mia is the only one of us who has a mother that stays in contact. For the rest of us, our mothers are either dead, out of the picture, or in prison, like mine.

      “She begged me not to tell her, but somebody needs to come here and will need to take her home.” There is a pause. “She’s afraid of what the guys will do, but after I told her that I had to call someone, she decided that she wanted you and gave me your number.”

      “Why not one of the girls?”

      “She’s afraid,” Mary says, and my gut tightens. “Mia wants to go back to the brownstone when she’s released, where she’ll feel safe.”

      Grabbing a pair of shoes, I sit down on the bed. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Dylan.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t bring anyone else. She doesn’t want to face everyone at once.”

      This stops me. I had intended to wake the guys who are home, which is only Sean and Alex right now. “Okay. Just me.”

      “I’ll let her know you are on your way.”

      

      
        
        Mary

      

      

      

      After pocketing my phone, I go back into Mia’s room. She’s on her side while a doctor stitches up a deep gash in her back.

      “Can I get you anything?”

      She just shakes her head.

      “Dylan is on his way in.” I sink down onto the chair beside her bed so she can see me better.

      Her green eyes fill will tears.

      “They can’t see my injuries.” She grabs my hand and squeezes.

      The guys are going to have a good idea when she can’t lay on her back or sit. “They are going to see the bruises on your face.” Those can’t be hidden.

      “But not my back, or my other bruises. Promise me.”

      That’s going to be difficult because someone is going to have to change the bandages and apply ointment, or whatever the doctor prescribes. She’ll have a really hard time doing that herself. Of course, that person could be me. I’ve already seen everything. “I promise.”

      Mia blows out a breath. “Thank you.”

      The doctor starts wiping her back before bandaging it while giving Mia instructions on care.

      Her eyes are boring into mine, panicked almost.

      “I’ve got it,” I tell her.

      She gives me a weak smile and closes her eyes.

      “Okay, Miss Marin, we just need to wait for the x-rays to come back.”

      There is some concern about fractured ribs from the bruising around her ribcage.

      “Thank you,” she whispers.

      After the doctor leaves, I lean in. “The guys are going to want to know what happened.”

      She winces.

      “Do you think they will really let it go without asking after seeing your face?”

      A tear slips out of the corner of her eye and over her nose as she turns to bury her face in the pillow.

      “I just can’t talk about it,” she mumbles. “It’s so embarrassing.”

      I clutch her hand tight. “You have nothing to be embarrassed about,” I insist.

      “I was so stupid. My gut warned me, but I let him talk me into sex.” Tears wail in her eyes.

      “Look at me.”

      She turns her head slightly so I can finally see her eyes.

      “You did nothing wrong. So, what if you had sex with him one last time. That didn’t give him the right to do this when you told him you wanted out of a relationship that wasn’t working for you.” My voice is firm because I don’t want Mia to think that any of this is her fault.

      “Dylan is going to demand answers. I just don’t want him to know I fucked Stone first.”

      Why would Dylan care, unless Dylan’s part of the reason Mia decided to break up with Stone, other than he’s an abusive fuckjack.

      Of course, none of that is any of my business. My only concern right now is Mia. She’s going to be in a lot of pain for the next few days, and maybe longer if her ribs are fractured. Plus, there could be emotional and mental fallout from tonight. What can’t be seen may not emerge right away, and those who are close to her will need to be prepared to help her through everything that fucking asshole did to her.
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