
        
            
                
            
        


	


		Night Moves

		By Andrea Smith

		(Book 3 – G-Man Series) 



 


Table of Contents

Play List

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Epilogue

Bonus Chapter

About The Author


Copyright © 2013 2015 by Andrea Smith

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locations is purely coincidental. All rights reserved. Except as permitted, under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior express, written consent of the author.

Violation of copyright, by domestic or foreign entities, is punishable by law, which may include imprisonment, a fine, or both.

This book is intended for mature audiences only.


 

Play List

 

 

“Love of a Lifetime” by Firehouse

“The Search is Over” by Survivor

“You are so Beautiful” by Joe Cocker 

(Lindsey & Taz’s Wedding)

“Viva La Vida” by Coldplay

“Rolling in the Deep” by Adele

“Set Fire to the Rain” by Adele

“Where Does My Heart Beat Now” by Celine Dion

“Drive” by The Cars

“We’ve Got Tonight” by Bob Seger

“Wrecking Ball” (Cover) by Madilyn Bailey

“Unbreak My Heart” by Toni Braxton

“Night Moves” by Bob Seger

“[Do - Do - Do - Do] Heartbreaker” by Rolling Stones

“Fuck Me Pumps” by Amy Winehouse

“Unbreak My Heart” by Toni Braxton

“Second Chance” by Shinedown

“All of Me” by John Legend

(From my home town of Springfield, Ohio!!!!!)




Prologue

~ Darcy ~

 

I was on my way to Darin’s apartment to surprise him. We’d met a year ago tomorrow, Christmas Eve, making that entire year feel like Christmas. Darin officially graduated from the FBI academy in Quantico last month. He would now be given assignments as an “agent” instead of carrying the title of “agent trainee” with the FBI. He was stoked and so was I.

I was trying to finish up my degree program on-line from the University of Virginia in Charlottesville. It made it so much easier pursuing it while living at home with my parents in Georgetown, making it possible to be closer to Darin.

On-line classes were definitely not a cakewalk. I was forced to study more than I had before when attending classes on campus, but it was well worth it to be able to spend as much time as possible with my G-Man, Darin.

I had talked to him earlier in the day. He had been out on post-graduate field practice for covert operations. That’s all he could tell me—or would tell me. He said he was going to shower and crash. We would see each other tomorrow for a celebratory one-year anniversary dinner date with a major fuck-fest scheduled afterwards.

I guess I should admit that I’m rather spoiled. I’m not a big fan of delayed gratification. My man and I hadn’t seen each other in nearly a week as I finished my finals for the semester, turning in the remaining essay projects for my classes.

As an only child from a somewhat wealthy family, I suppose I can blame my parents for my penchant for “instant gratification.” It’s true. They’d denied me nothing over the years and now I’d come to detest having to wait for anything I wanted badly. Right now, I wanted Darin Murphy between my legs, so there was no stopping me.

I was totally decked-out in “fuck-me” couture, having shopped the entire afternoon with my BFF, Lindsey Dennison. Linds had been through the wringer over the past year as well, but for entirely different reasons. Our shopping trip was supposed to be for Christmas and not trashy lingerie, as Lindsey so eloquently pointed out.

Actually, it was through Lindsey and Taz—or I should say Trace Matthews, that I’d had the opportunity of meeting Darin a year ago. So much had happened to both of us over this past year. Mine had been great; Lindsey’s had been pretty fucked-up, at least for the first half of the year.

I was so happy for Lindsey now. She’d just had a beautiful baby girl with Taz, another G-Man in D.C. and an agent that Darin really looked up to. He said Taz was one of the best special agents in the bureau. He loved being on assignment with him. Lindsey was entirely wrapped up in her new baby girl, Harper. She deserved that happiness and, in some ways, I was a bit envious, I admit, but I certainly didn’t begrudge her that. She’d been tortured nearly to death by a crazed student on campus that was in to all kinds of evil. Taz had literally saved her life.

I pulled my car over to the curb in front of his apartment complex. The winter darkness was descending as I walked up the concrete walk to the door of his townhouse. My heels clicked against the hard surface of the cold cement and echoed in the quiet tranquility of the complex. My heart did a major flutter as I saw lights on in his apartment. Darin was likely still awake, probably watching something on his flat screen in the bedroom before he fell asleep. That was his habit. He wouldn’t be grumpy for long when I took off the belted trench coat I was wearing and displayed the sexy outfit underneath. I giggled silently at the thought of what he would do to me when he did.

I could hear soft music from the stoop as I pulled the key he had given me to his apartment a few months prior out of my coat pocket. I wanted to boost the effect of the surprise. He was probably stretched out on his massive, leather couch, dozing off to one of his music satellite channels.

I slipped the key into the lock noiselessly and slowly opened the front door, stepping inside quietly…ready to rock my man’s world. Nothing prepared me for what I saw taking place on his leather sofa once I was inside.

Darin’s ass was up in the air. I watched as he plunged his dick inside someone beneath him over and over again. Whoever it was underneath, was moaning and digging her painted fingernails into the skin on his back. I didn’t realize until his movements suddenly stopped that I was screaming. Yep. I was screaming loud, vulgar things. At both of them.

“You rotten, mother-fucker! You whore-hopping son-of-a-bitch!”

Probably not my finest moment…but hey, I really didn’t care about that at the time.

Darin was up and off of her in a flash, his still-hard cock cloaked in a festive condom. It was then I saw the chick he’d been fucking so furiously, perched on her elbows, glaring at me as if she had the right to be indignant at my untimely interruption. It was Dee-Dee or “Dirty Diana” as she was better known throughout the bureau. Yes, a female FBI agent, whose slutty reputation for doing all the dudes in the bureau was evidently notorious. Darin had joked about it with me many times, appalled at her total disregard of her professional reputation. Now he was doing her. 

Time seemed to go in slow-motion as my brain sorted it all out. Darin was frantically groping around for his jeans that lay on a heap of clothing on the floor next to the sofa.

I flung the key to his apartment at her, watching it bounce off of her forehead and land on her bare crotch.

“Here slut, have at it!” I screeched. I turned to Darin and in the calmest tone possible hissed, “I hope your dick rots off.”

I stumbled out of his apartment, wet tears now streaming down my cheeks, as I tried to run in the stupid, four-inch heels I’d purchased earlier for this special occasion. I wasn’t having much luck. I stopped momentarily to remove the heels, giving Darin just enough time to catch up to me on the sidewalk. He had managed to pull his jeans on for the chase, but nothing else.

“Whoa, Darce, hold up there, baby. It’s not what you think.”

Not what I think? What the hell?

His hand reached for my shoulder, turning me to face him. I immediately clawed at him with the heel of my shoe, gouging his still-bare shoulder over and over again with it. He didn’t even flinch.

“Baby, please? It didn’t mean anything, I swear to God! It just happened. It has nothing to do with you or how I feel about you.”

“How can you say that?!” I screeched.

“I’ll make her leave, we’ll talk it out,” he pleaded. “I love you, Darce.”

“Go to hell Darin!” I hissed. “It’s over. We are done. Don’t ever call or come around me again. Do I make myself clear?”

I looked up into his dark eyes and saw the tears welled up in them. Too little, too damn late. He started to reach for me again, but something in my eyes must have registered with him because he stopped and drew back. My tears had dried up. All I felt was coldness in them now as I directed an arctic glare at him. He felt it too, taking a half-step back from me.

“Do I?” I repeated, my voice having a steely edge to it that even I didn’t recognize.

He nodded slowly, swallowing the lump in his throat. The realization had hit him with full force. I watched as the comprehension sunk in. Darin Murphy had messed up in a big, big way. No one, I repeat, no one breaks Darcy Nicole Sheridan’s heart. It’s just not done.




Chapter 1

 

The flight attendant in first-class roused me from my sleep gently.

“We’re preparing our initial descent into Belize City. I need for you to bring your seat into the upright position and fasten your seatbelt now.”

I kind of wanted to kill her. Just a little. I settled for smiling at her and obliged, groggy as I was, to comply.

It was Christmas day in Belize. I was relieved to be spending it in another country, not back in the U.S., where everything had imploded as far as my love life was concerned. My parents were spending the holidays in Cancun. I had quickly decided to get away, only not with them. I was not up for the pummeling questions I knew would be forthcoming if my mother and father knew what had happened with Darin. I barely had the strength to make the last minute call to Lindsey, seriously not in the mood to go into the details with her at the moment. I was just too raw.

She’d freaked like I knew she would when I simply told her that it was over with Darin and me and that I wasn’t going to provide any details to her at the moment. I told her I’d booked a flight to Belize, leaving Christmas Eve morning; I’d discuss everything with her upon my return. She wasn’t happy. She’d attempted to pry, but I told her I needed to get packed and quickly ended the call.

As soon as I walked into the terminal, I collected my luggage and arranged for a ferry to San Pedro. I was booked at a beach-front villa at the Grand Colony. My parents had taken me there after my high-school graduation. I remembered how totally beautiful it had been; the beautiful blue water and white, sandy beaches. And that was something I desperately needed right now.

I could forget about everything, being thousands of miles away from D.C. I could forget the pain and betrayal of what Darin had done to me. If I had to, I’d drink myself into oblivion to forget. Of course, I’d be drinking fancy, tropical drinks delivered to my villa by a very hot, sexy Belizean dude.

Is “Belizean” a word?

Anyway, all I really wanted was the ability to numb myself from the hurt and betrayal I was trying to deal with. It was a first for me. I’d never been broken. I was always the breaker never the breakee. This was new ground for me.

After I was settled into my beach-front villa, I opened all of the shutters to enjoy the warm sunshine trickling in and the soothing, salty, ocean breeze. I stood at the open window and reveled in the tranquility of this extraordinary place on earth. I hoped it would help to heal my broken heart, at least for now.

My phone rang from somewhere in my handbag. It was probably my parents calling from Cancun to wish me a Merry Christmas. I fumbled around until I found it. Sure enough, it was Mom. I knew she’d worry if I didn’t answer and commence blowing my phone up until I did.

“Hey, Mom,” I greeted, making sure to put my game face on and throw in some fake, red-and-green cheer. “Merry Christmas!”

“Darcy, what’s wrong?”

Shit.

“Nothing’s wrong, Mom. What could be wrong? It’s Christmas,” I reassured her with a grin plastered to my face, hoping like all hell that the explanation for my “Worst Breakup of the Year” award wouldn’t break through my lips.

I totally cracked 2.5 seconds later.

For the next ten minutes, I shared the whole story with her, including the fact I was in Belize alone on Christmas. I told her I needed to be alone right now.

“Nonsense, darling,” she argued. “Your father and I’ll change our plans and join you in Belize tomorrow. Where are you staying?”

“I’m at the Grand Colony in San Pedro.”

“Wonderful, darling. I’ll call you back once our plans are firmed up. Stay put, okay?”

Where the hell would I go?

“I’ll be right here, Mom.”

Me and Captain Morgan…

“Please know this isn’t the end of the world. It’s better you found out now rather than later what type of man Darin is.”

I doubted if the pain could be any worse, but Mom needed to know that I’d get through it.

“I know Mom, and you’re right.”

“Good girl.”

I changed into a summer dress complete with flip-flops, to take a walk on the beach, letting the warm tide wash over my feet in the wet sand. I let my long hair down so I could feel the wind whip through it. It was therapeutic and calming. The ocean had a way of making everything seem so very small and inconsequential, putting things in perspective. 

I was enjoying the relaxing solitude when I noticed a couple coming down to the beach about twenty yards from me. The man was tall, probably around 6’ 3” and extremely handsome. I could tell that from a distance. He had very dark, thick hair and a lean, but muscular build. I noticed he had a five o’clock shadow gracing his tanned face, his features were finely chiseled. I smiled to myself as I noticed his very rugged looks conflicted with the air of aristocracy he had about him. How in the hell I could presume that was beyond me. He wore sunglasses, but I imagined his eyes to be either blue or green. He wore a white linen shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows and the top few buttons unfastened, showing his muscular broad chest with a pair of khaki trousers. That was one fine ass he had going on.

I noticed the young woman with him was now staring at me. She obviously noticed that I had noticed, and didn’t appreciate it by the body language she was giving off. She was shorter than I was, probably about 5’ 2” or 5’ 3” to my 5’ 7” height. She was built nicely, had medium-length blonde hair and a gorgeous tan. She was wearing a bikini that left very little to the imagination. As soon as I knew I was busted, I looked away. I could hear the man’s deep, rich laughter as I did. Blushing furiously, I turned and headed further down the beach.

A couple in love no doubt. Here I was, just a loner with heartbreak in a tropical, romantic place like Belize. What had I been thinking coming here? I’d have been better off holed up in some hotel in London watching the rainy drizzle outside my window. At least the rain and I would have something in common.

My thoughts were interrupted when I heard a raised voice down the beach where the couple had been.

“I’m sick of the way you’re always scoping out other chicks! It might be nice if you paid some attention to the girl you’re actually with once in a while!”

What in the hell?

I glanced back and then around. There were no “other chicks” on the beach except for me.

Really?

The girl was totally gorgeous, looking like Vacay Barbie, so her insecurity really didn’t make much sense to me. I watched as he pulled his sunglasses off and faced her, his index finger jabbing the space in front of her as if reprimanding her. He obviously was saying something to her in a calmer voice, making it impossible for me to hear. I saw her shrink back from him, then whirl around and run back down the beach in the opposite direction, presumably back to their own villa.

The guy put his sunglasses back on, turning to gaze down at me. He saw that, once again, he had my attention. Busted #2! I hurriedly turned away from him and started walking further down the beach, feeling his eyes still upon me. A tingling sensation enveloped my whole body as he did. It was my turn to laugh softly as I put distance between us.

Once I’d finished my walk on the beach, I showered and changed for dinner. I decided I wasn’t going to hole up in my villa and order room service. I was damn well secure enough to dine alone (which would definitely be a first experience for me. But what the hell, right?).

I chose a clingy cobalt-blue cocktail dress that covered the necessities, just barely. It clung to my curves, and damn near lifted my breasts up over the top. I worked hard on keeping my body in shape, so why not flaunt it? It wasn’t as if I’d ever see any of these people again.

I accessorized with silver earrings and a slave bracelet. I slid my freshly-pedicured feet into a pair of black, 4-inch, spiked, Louis Vuitton summer sandals. They were hot. Poor Daddy! They’d set him back somewhere in the neighborhood of eight hundred dead presidents. I tried not to over-do it with his and Mom’s generosity, but like I said, I was their only child and if it made them feel good to indulge me, then why spoil it for them? My mother had been 42 years old when she had me. She referred to me as her and Daddy’s miracle surprise.

At 64 years of age, they both still possessed a youthful air about them. I knew the truth, though. My parents had been “hippies” in the late sixties, early seventies. That’s right, bona fide, sign-carrying, Vietnam-protesting hippies. I had a hard time with making that connection too. It was only because of Mom’s slightly younger sister Bridget that I’d found out about it.

Apparently, my mother attended Antioch College in Yellow Springs, Ohio, which to this day, she claims, is a town still lost in the “sixties.” My father had attended nearby Wittenberg University in Springfield, Ohio but they didn’t actually meet until August of 1969. Guess where?

WOODSTOCK! (A three-day concert held in upstate New York—I had to look it up.)

It’s so hard for me now to picture my parents as war-protesters or hippies. They blend in very nicely with the country club set and international travelers. I suppose youth has a way of putting different perspectives on things before it’s time to bring home the bacon. I’m only grateful that I’d been a late-in-life baby. I can only imagine what my life would have been like if I’d been born as a result of their “hooking up” at Woodstock. God! I’d be like in my early forties and would probably have some Bohemian name like “Moon Shadow” or “Rain Flower.”

I took a deep breath, putting all of that out of my mind as I realized it was time for me to leave for dinner. I left my villa, clutch purse in hand and walked the lonely distance to the resort’s high-end restaurant. I’d made a reservation for one. Don’t think that wasn’t extremely difficult. Fuck it. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger and all that jazz.

Luckily, I passed a Tiki bar on the way up to the restaurant. I stopped and ordered a Mambiscus, one of the tropical favorites in Belize. It was delicious with coconut rum, coconut liquor, apple liquor and peach liquor, along with watermelon juice and some other various non-alcoholic mixtures. I slurped it up in no time flat, getting the tingling buzz of relaxation from the alcohol content. I adjusted my dress downward to shield my said necessities from a mix of perusing male eyes sitting at the outside bar.

As soon as I arrived at the restaurant, I knew this had been a mistake.

It was packed as hell, so naturally I had a wait time for my “table for one”—which, with my current luck, would probably end up being right outside the Men’s room. I was invited to sit at the bar with an electronic device that would light up and vibrate when my table was ready.

Luckily, I found an empty stool at the bar, and proceeded to plop my ass down on it without giving everyone in the house a show. There was an older guy to the right of me, and a younger guy in business dress to the left of me on his cell phone. I gave the bartender my drink order and then took a look around the bar and restaurant, swiveling the bar stool to do a full panoramic view.

Oh hell!

It was him! The hot guy from the beach earlier. Guess who was with him? Yep! The petite blonde that had been with him there and had stomped away after accusing him of gawking at other chicks.

They were already seated; nibbling on their appetizers, while Blondie had her small notebook computer opened, occasionally entering data while he spoke to her.

What’s up with that?

I was still gaping their way when “gorgeous” happened to look over at me. I could see instantly he drew the connection with me being the one on the beach earlier. I felt myself tingle as his gorgeous eyes, now without sunglasses to mask them, perused my body up and down as I sat cross-legged on the bar stool. I hurriedly spun my bar stool back around, presenting my back to them. There was a mirror over the bar and I couldn’t resist searching him out in the reflection and noticing he was still very much checking me out.

God, he looked so hot in his dinner suit. He was impeccable from every angle and trust me; I was checking each and every angle out in that mirror! He was watching me watching him. I wanted to turn my head, but I seriously couldn’t! I was freaking mesmerized with his looks and his charisma that seemed to seep from every pore in that oh-so-lovely body of his. I was lost in the moment, gazing at him gazing at me through the mirror behind the bar.

All of a sudden, Blondie turned her head, obviously aware that he’d stopped paying any attention to what they were doing. Her eyes met mine in the mirror and shot a whole new set of icy daggers at me, which didn’t diminish a bit in the reflection. I wasn’t going to give her the benefit of breaking my gaze first. Finally, she turned back to look at him. My eyes dropped as the bartender placed my drink in front of me. I focused my attention on that, sipping the delicious nectar of this tropical drink.

Already, I was feeling light and giddy, probably because I hadn’t eaten a thing since I arrived in Belize. The older guy next to me turned his attention to me, his eyes flickering over me from top to bottom.

“On vacation?” he asked, trying to give me an appropriate opening line.

“Yep,” I answered, sipping my cocktail.

“Me too,” he replied, scooting his bar stool just a tad closer. “I’m here all alone taking a much needed vacation from my wife and grandchildren,” he explained, as if I were minimally interested.

“That’s nice,” I replied, trying not all that hard to sound condescending.

He bantered on a few minutes longer. Most of the conversation didn’t even sink in to my brain until his hand reached over and rested on my bare thigh.

“Yep,” he continued, “I have a stressful job as a CEO in the States. My wife’s taken to raising my low-life son’s children, so it’s like starting that crap all over again. Thought I was done with all of that once I hit fifty. But no, wifey says it’s for the children; can’t be selfish when it comes to the children. I wish she cared about my well-being as much as she cares about ‘the children’s’ well-being, you know?”

“Well, actually, I don’t,” I replied, politely moving his hand from my thigh and placing it back on his own. “I’m twenty-two, and I honestly can’t fathom what your life is like. I’m sorry.”

“Aren’t you a call girl?” he asked, looking totally perplexed. “Aren’t you paid to listen to my sad tales? Oh, I get it, cash first, right?”

I think my mouth would have dropped open if that initial reaction wasn’t swiftly followed by rage-studded humiliation. “Fuck you, old man,” I said. “I think you’ve stepped into a generation you don’t know a damn thing about.”

I was about to say more, tell him to turn away and leave me the hell alone, when the bartender approached with a fresh drink in his hands for me.

“It’s from the gentleman over there,” he said with a nod towards the table where “gorgeous” and his pouty wife and/or girlfriend were sitting. 

“He said for me to tell you to enjoy, and that he finds you most beautiful, Miss.”

I couldn’t help myself, I had to turn and see if he really had enough gall to send a drink to me in front of his wife, girlfriend—whatever the hell she was to him. And I saw it, his eyes on me, gazing with an intensity that made me shiver in the balmy air. I also saw her arctic gaze, sizing me up in her mind, trying to figure out just why he’d made sending me a drink an issue that she wasn’t comfortable with.

I gave him a saucy wink (which I never would have done if I wasn’t already feeling really, really buzzed) and swiveled back around to face the bar. Of course, my very astute vision allowed me to watch what was happening from behind in the bar mirror without them noticing. 

Blondie stood up, pushing her chair back abruptly from their table, banging it into the man sitting at the table next to them. She threw her linen napkin on her plate, grabbed her notebook and handbag, and then stomped off quickly.

I watched closely in the mirror, trying to ascertain his reaction. There was none. None whatsoever. He sat there cool, calm and collected, and finished his drink as if her storming out of there meant nothing to him.

Probably a player…

Just then, the beeper I’d been given beeped and lit up like a Christmas tree. I collected my drink from the bar and walked over to the Maitre’ D, handing him the beeper.

“Right this way,” he said, nodding for me to follow him. You can imagine my utter surprise when he pulled the chair out that Blondie had recently vacated, indicating for me to take my place across from “Gorgeous.” A fresh place setting had been delivered. All signs of the blonde had vanished.

“Wait,” I sputtered. “This is a mistake. I need a table for one.”

I looked across the table as this smokin’ hot man stood up, flashing his exquisite gray eyes at me, smiling slightly, reflecting a dimple.

Oh. Wow.

“If you’ll excuse my boldness, Miss. I made the request on your behalf, hoping that you might agree to have dinner with me this evening.”

“I thought you had a dinner companion for the evening,” I replied, hearing an audible sigh from the now-growing-impatient Maître’ D behind me.

“Plans change,” he replied with a smirk, tilting his lips. “Join me?”

He was gorgeous, sexy and had to be in his early thirties, likely very worldly, too. What the hell. I lowered myself into the chair, nudging it closer to the table in an effort to shield my bare thighs from his bold gaze. He wasn’t even trying to hide the fact that he was looking. The Maitre’ D left, telling us our server would be with us shortly.

“Gorgeous” took his seat across from me once I was situated. “My name’s E.J.,” he said in a rich, sensual voice. I released a sigh, thinking how his voice could make even initials sound sensual and slightly dangerous.

Jesus, he even had a British accent.

“You were given initials as a name?” I blurted, unthinkingly.

“Not exactly,” he replied, giving me a dazzling smile. “It’s just what I go by for now, and you are—?”

Oh shit. He wants my name and all he’s giving me are initials. Let’s see…

“Nicole,” I replied, returning his smile and holding my hand across the table. 

If he can use initials, I’ll use my middle name.

He took my hand in his and raised it slowly to his sensual mouth, brushing his full lips across my knuckles gently. I shivered at the feel of his touch. Wow! 

“Nicole—a beautiful name for an extremely beautiful woman,” he said softly, his eyes boring through me. He had thick, dark hair that he wore slightly longer than the current norm, yet I could tell his haircuts cost plenty. His piercing silver-toned eyes unnerved me. I pulled my hand back, clasping both of them in my lap.

His elbows rested on the table, his hands clasped together, supporting his chin as he gazed across the table at me. His shirt was Armani. I imagined his whole wardrobe was couture. His nails were neatly manicured. No sign of a wedding ring or a tan line where one had been. Good sign.

“So, why did Blondie run off?” I asked, wanting to break the silence.

He laughed a deep, rich laugh and I liked the ways his eyes danced when he did.

“Her name’s Lacee,” he explained. “I’m afraid you pissed her off.”

“Me?” I asked incredulously. “What did I do?”

“You were on the beach and then you came in here.”

“So?”

“She didn’t like the fact that I noticed you.”

Our server interrupted us at that moment, handing out menus and asking for drink orders.

“Just a sec,” I said, signaling the waiter to hold on for a quick minute. “Before I dine with you, I want to know if Blondie—Lacee—whoever the hell she is, happens to be your wife, fiancée, girlfriend, fuck-buddy, whatever. I don’t like playing the part of a protagonist in some type of drama you’ve got going.”

E.J.’s face grew serious as he instructed the waiter to come back in a moment. He leaned in close; his eyes had darkened at my accusation. I could tell he was ready to clue me in.

“Lacee’s my executive assistant. If she were my wife, fiancée, or girlfriend, I can promise you, Nicole, that I wouldn’t have sent the drink over, or invited you to have dinner with me. I don’t make it a habit of engaging in melodramatic games, I assure you. I’m unencumbered as far as relationships go at the moment. Are you clear on that?”

He left out fuck-buddies…

“So, if Lacee’s your executive assistant, why does she care who you notice at the beach or in a restaurant?”

He shrugged, taking a sip of his drink before answering.

“Let’s just say Lacee would like to be more than an executive assistant to me. I simply don’t reciprocate those feelings. It’s not going to happen.”

“I see,” I replied, processing that bit of info.

E.J. motioned the waiter back to our table. “Are you ready to order?”

“I think so,” I replied, my face hidden in back of the menu, so that he couldn’t see my smile.

Surprisingly, having dinner with him turned out to be quite entertaining and comfortable once we got past the Lacee issue. E.J. mentioned something about owning a company that did various consulting and programming for global government entities. He didn’t elaborate, so I didn’t dig any deeper.

“It’s my turn to grill you now. You know everything you need to know about me at the moment and I know nothing about you,” he said, his eyes studying me with obvious interest as we were having an after dinner liqueur.

Oh God! What can I tell him that doesn’t make me sound so…collegiate?

“Well, I’m from D.C. I’m finishing up my degree in International Marketing next semester and I’m here in Belize because I caught my boyfriend screwing a skank on his couch. That pretty much sums it up in a nutshell.” I giggled and threw back the rest of my second liqueur, loving the nice, warm buzz that was re-emerging since dinner.

I saw E.J. frown slightly while he digested my one-paragraph’s worth of information. Maybe he thought my language was too brash. Or he thought I was getting drunk—which, of course, I was.

I saw him signal for the waiter to bring the check.

He thinks I’m pathetic.

“Are we leaving?” I asked with a slight slur.

Face palm.

“I think it’s time to get you safely back to your villa. I’ll walk you.”

“No, really, I’m fine. It’s not necessary,” I argued.

“I insist,” he said in a very no-nonsense tone, placing his hand on my elbow as he guided me through the restaurant towards the exit.

Once outside, I realized there was no way in my current state I could navigate my way back to the villa in these heels. I stopped, leaning into E.J., and took my shoes off.

“There—much better,” I said, slinging them over my other shoulder as I leaned into his strong body, breathing in the salt air and his musky, masculine scent. He had an arm wrapped around my shoulder as we walked toward the beach to my villa. The breeze off of the ocean whipped my hair back from my face. I felt the sand now under my bare feet and it was warm and moist. Suddenly, E.J. stopped and pulled me closely against him. I immediately dropped my shoes onto the sand and looked up into his face, trying to understand why we had stopped. 

“Such beautiful hair,” he commented, taking several locks and rubbing them between his fingers. He dropped the locks, and moved his thumb to my face, gently grazing it back and forth against my cheekbone.

He gazed into my eyes and I felt butterflies in my belly. I hadn’t felt butterflies in a really long time. The way he studied me at that moment made me feel as if he were debating something.

I melted against him, raising my face upward to his, closing my eyes, wanting only to feel his full, sensual lips on my own. His lips captured mine, very gently at first, but as we continued, his tongue found mine and our kiss grew in passion. His tongue teased mine, his teeth nipped at my lower lip as I wrapped my arms tighter around his neck and molded my body to his. I felt his hands lower to my butt, gripping and aligning every inch of me to every inch of him. Every inch.

I was on fire for this man and wasn’t sure why, aside from the obvious. I mean, he was sexy, single, gorgeous and in the perfect place at the perfect time—did I mention just how fucking sexy he was? I wanted him to fuck me—yes I did. Right here. Right now. On this beach. I wanted another man inside of me. I couldn’t explain my rationale at the moment, only that having another man doing me would give me a sense of relief, knowing it wasn’t Darin who was the last one there, if that made sense. Hell, it made sense to me in my current state of mind and I was determined.

I pulled back a bit and lowered my hand, cupping him while gently massaging his erection which seemed enormous. He stopped kissing me suddenly and pulled back.

“What are you doing, Nicole?”

 “I—I just thought we might want to take this to my villa,” I stammered, confused by his reaction.

“I see. Well, let’s find your villa, okay?”

“Sure,” I said, stooping down to pick up my shoes from the beach, shaking the sand out of them. I smoothed my dress down, feeling my cheeks flush as he continued his relentless observation. “Follow me,” I said, heading down the beach towards the cluster of villas.

When we reached mine, I fumbled for the key in my clutch. I was inexplicably nervous now, as if I had totally lost my buzz. I finally found the key and inserted it in the lock when I felt his hand gently on my arm. I turned to face him and saw an edge of humor in his expression.

“Thanks for having dinner with me. I enjoyed this evening more than you know. Perhaps we’ll meet again.”

Seriously?

“What? I thought…,” I couldn’t finish that thought. I was dumbfounded and a bit humiliated if I had read his apparent brush-off correctly.

He pulled me close to him, capturing my hands in his, raising them up to his lips where he kissed them both. 

He leaned, his lips brushing my ear. “Baby,” he said in a rough whisper, “I want to fuck you in the worst way possible. What I don’t want is to be some revenge fuck of yours in order to get back at your cheating boyfriend, who you’ll most likely get back together with before you touch down in D.C. I’m not that guy, love. When I fuck you, there will be no doubt in your mind as to whom you’re with and why you’re with me, understand?”

I swallowed nervously, nodding my head. He lowered my hands and cupped my chin, kissing my lips again softly and sweetly.

“Get some rest.”

And then he was gone.

 


Chapter 2

 

I woke up the following morning to a grueling headache, cotton mouth, and nausea that had the room spinning. My parents were due in early this afternoon, and I needed to get my shit together before that. My mother would be grilling me on more details of the whole Darin thing, which caused me to dry heave again.

I finally managed to pull it together and jump in the shower. I couldn’t shake the whole incident with E.J. the previous evening. Did I completely misread the guy? I know I was shit-faced, but still, I knew how it felt when our bodies were pressed together. I felt his hardness while we were kissing, there was no mistaking that. I couldn’t help the feeling of total rejection that seeped in now in the light of soberness. I couldn’t possibly deal with double rejection; first Darin, now E.J. Yeah, I knew it was not the same thing, but rejection in any form is still rejection!

After my shower, I dressed in shorts and a tank top. I ordered room service for breakfast and popped some Advil for my headache. I went to the exercise room on-site and worked out until sweat was pouring down my face and back.

My mom called right before I was heading out with my poolside supplies to get some sun without sand. She let me know that she and Daddy had not been able to book a single villa at the resort. They were staying in one of the two-unit condos just down the beach from me. Truthfully, I was relieved. I loved my parents, but having them hovering over me while I was here was not going to help. In particular, it would definitely cramp my style if I wanted to hook up.

I headed down to the Olympic-size pool that was just up from the beach. Luckily, this resort was not kid-friendly, so no worries about having screaming, whiney kids splashing and pissing in the pool. There were a scattering of people on chaise lounges and in the water. I located a chaise with a table next to it for the pool-side cocktails I’d be ordering later. (Hair of the dog and all that.)

I got settled in the chaise, pulling off my beach cover-up so anyone who cared to feast their eyes on my new Agua Bendito Brazilian-cut monokini (which was almost entirely comprised of criss-cross strings and not much else) could do so. I had sprayed on sunscreen before putting it on at the villa. I dug my iPad out to read a steamy novel I’d downloaded, adjusting my sunglasses on my nose to look around and see if anyone interesting was pool-side.

Un-friggin’-believable.

Lacee was stretched out on a chaise right across the pool from me, in a hot pink string bikini that should have been illegal in at least forty-one states. She was on her back, her already-tanned skin glistening with oil, one leg propped up on the chaise; her light blond hair was pulled up in a perky ponytail. She had sunglasses on, which made it impossible to know if she had noticed me. Oh hell—who cares! I continued to glance her way, silently smirking at the way her boobs were spilling over the teeny-tiny triangle of material that barely covered anything!

Uh oh!

There was no doubt in my mind she was now glaring at me behind her shades. I quickly pulled my iPad up, blocking her view of my face at least. I tried my best to put her out of my mind as I started my book. 

Hmm—wonder where E.J. is right now? Maybe I should consider going blonde…

After a very colorful argument with just my thoughts in general, I forced myself to re-read the words on the current page for the third time. I hadn’t read more than a few pages when I heard a chaise being scraped against the concrete surface surrounding the pool as it was moved right next to mine. I peered up from my iPad observing a young, well-built, blond guy getting settled into it.

“Hi there. Hope you don’t mind me sitting next to you. It looks like you’re alone here, too. Thought you might enjoy some company. I’m Eli.” He pulled his T-shirt up and over his head, tossing it to the ground next to his chaise.

I raised my sunglasses to get a better view of this friendly and totally ripped dude.

“Not at all, Eli,” I said, providing him with a dazzling smile. “My name’s Nicole.”

Might as well continue with the charade.

“Nice to meet you, Nicole. I can tell you’re from the States. For a quick sec, I thought maybe you were from France or Spain. You’ve got that European look going on, you know?”

“Really? You know, I was contemplating going blonde.”

“Oh no,” he said quickly, “I think you’re gorgeous with your dark brown hair and sapphire-blue eyes. It’s my favorite combination.”

“You’re too nice, Eli,” I cooed, flashing him another smile. I was checking out Lacee in my peripheral vision; she was still over there all by herself. I made sure I put a giggle out there for good measure. I saw her squirm in her chair, and then she rolled over onto her belly.

Eli and I chatted for a few more minutes. He was from Denver, Colorado and was actually going to be interviewing for a position with the resort the following day. He said winters in Denver were not his thing; he much preferred sand to snow. I filled him in on just enough, not mentioning the thing with Darin, only that I was meeting my parents here for winter break. He was a few years older than me. He’d stayed on in Colorado after he graduated from the University of Colorado several years back.

“So, Nicole, are you going in the pool anytime soon?” Eli was watching me with his boyish grin going on strong.

I glanced over at the gorgeous pool. “Well, I’m not sure. I think this suit might be ‘dry-clean only.’”

“What?” he asked; his voice incredulous. “I think you’re full of shit. I think it’s time we find out if that suit can take being wet.”

Before I knew what was happening, Eli took my iPad from me, and placed it on the table. He scooped me up into his strong, muscular arms and headed towards the pool. I was laughing and kicking in faux protest, making enough noise to draw Lacee’s attention, I’m sure.

“Eli,” I squealed, “put me down. I don’t want to go in just yet! Pretty please?”

“Too late, beautiful,” he replied, laughing. “You’re going in, baby!” He jumped into the pool with me still in his arms, shrieking and giggling as we both went under the water and sprang back up. Eli let go of me, laughing, and dared me to race him to the end of the pool.

My sunglasses were still on and as I looked over at Lacee, I saw that E.J. was standing right there, next to her chaise. He had observed the whole thing with Eli and me; his expression was unreadable. Lacee’s not so much, as a slow smile graced her full, pouty lips.

E.J. wasn’t dressed in pool garb. He was dressed casually in a pale blue polo, and cargo pants. He looked magnificent. I watched as he apparently instructed Lacee that she was done at the pool. She quickly gathered her towel, sandals and suntan oil, getting up from the chaise, where I heard E.J. instruct her in a brusque tone to put on her cover-up. He, apparently, was not happy with her. Again.

I turned my attention back to Eli who was swimming towards me now, dipping beneath the surface of the water where he grabbed an ankle and pitched me up in the air, causing me to fly a few feet and go under. When I sputtered to the surface, all signs of Lacee and E.J. were gone. I felt a bit deflated.

I finally managed to escape Eli’s attention in the pool and climbed out, going back over to my towel on the chaise. He followed a few minutes later, shaking his wet blond locks on me as he passed my chair with a laugh.

“You’re a brat,” I said, drying myself off again. 

“Are you mad?” he asked, seriously thinking that I just might be.

“Well, you can make it up to me if you bring me a frozen strawberry daiquiri, how’s that?”

His replying grin was fully-watted. “You’ve got it, babe,” he said, grabbing his wallet from beneath his towel and heading over to the Tiki bar. I settled back down in my chair, relaxing and letting the sun soothe my raw nerves. Why did this whole thing with E.J. bug me more than the deal with Darin? It was like I wasn’t even thinking about Darin any longer; not so with E.J. though.

Eli and I enjoyed a couple of daiquiris over the next hour. I was feeling fairly relaxed when my cell phone rang. It was Mom.

“Hi Darcy. Daddy and I will be at the resort in about an hour and a half. We’re staying in Unit 12B in the Coconut Grove Condo complex. It’s just east of the villas. Do you want us to come to your place, or do you want to come to ours?”

“I’ll come to your condo, Mom,” I replied quickly. “I’m at the pool right now, but I’m heading back to shower and get changed.”

“Okay, darling. Why don’t you stop by the condo around dinnertime and we’ll go together?”

“Sounds great, Mom. See you then.”

I turned to Eli who was reading a magazine. “Got to go. Meeting the parents and I gotta’ get ready. It was good meeting you. It’s been…interesting.” I shot him my famous smile.

“Do you have plans for dinner?” he asked.

“I’m having dinner with my parents,” I deadpanned.

“Oh sure, right.” He quickly put on his shirt, and grabbed his shades that were lying idle on the small table between us.

Ah, hell.

“I mean, if you’d like to join us, I’m sure they’d have no problem with that—”

Except he thinks my name is Nicole…

“I’d love to, if you’re sure it’s okay with you.”

“Sure,” I shrugged like it was no biggie that I was kind of inviting a guy I’d just met. But the hell with it. This was my vacay and he seemed like a pretty chill guy. Maybe a little lonely…and I knew what that was like.

We exchanged cell numbers and I promised to call him once I was ready so that he could pick me up at my villa and we would head to their condo together. 

Once I got back to my villa, I showered, shaved, and gave myself a facial. I went through my closet, selecting a newly purchased Stella McCartney designed cocktail dress. It was a clingy, silhouette-enhancing two-tone dress. The major portion of the dress was Fern-green; the side inserts at the waist to the top of the hips were black mesh. 

It was sexy, yet conservative enough not to upset my parents. Yeah, the ones that used to wear tie-dyed shirts with peace signs, love beads and bell-bottom jeans that were frayed because they dragged on the ground—those parents. I put on a pair of new Prada open-toed strapped heels, and a clutch shoulder bag to match. I left my hair down, taking pains to straighten it flat; humidity was not my friend. I was ready to call Eli, but I wanted to check in with Mom first. I needed to clue her in on what was happening. She answered her cell phone sounding kind of flustered.

“Mom? It’s me. Did you guys get in okay?”

“Yes, we’ve been here for over an hour now.”

“Is something wrong? You sound kind of frazzled. Does the condo suck?”

“Oh no, it’s not that. As a matter of fact, it’s breathtakingly beautiful with a great view and a lovely outside terrace that’s to die for. It’s just that it’s a double and the people in the “A” unit are kind of noisy. The walls must be kind of thin, I guess.”

“Noisy? Do they have kids or something?”

“No, no—they’re noisy and seem to be on some sort of a sex marathon, as far as I can tell.”

I had to giggle at the way she described it. “Well, Mom, maybe they’re honeymooners or something.”

“God—I’d hate to think so with the language and tone they’re using! They sound like two people who hate each other, but decided to fornicate all afternoon for the hell of it.”

At this I burst out laughing. Yeah, my mom didn’t usually talk that way. As in: at all. And it was kind of hilarious hearing her use the word ‘fornicate.’ “Mom, why don’t you call the office and see if the property manager can request they hold it down?”

“I tried that,” she replied with a sigh. “It seems that this particular condo is owned by the guy currently inhabiting Unit A. In fact, he owns all four of them on this beach. The property manager was not inclined to make that call. In fact, he said the owner specifically wanted the unit free of guests while he was using it this week, but apparently a clerk made a mistake in letting us rent it, so I was told I should be grateful and I was advised to keep a low profile.”

“Well,” I said, trying my best to console her so that we could change the subject, “we’ll be out for dinner soon, so maybe they’ll get it out of their systems.”

“We can only hope,” she replied. “Are you ready to come down? Your daddy found a seafood restaurant down the main road that he’d like to try. We made reservations and since we have a rental car, no sense in not putting it to use.”

“Sounds good to me. There’s one thing, though. I met a really, really nice guy at the pool this afternoon. His name’s Eli and I invited him to come along with us for dinner. Is that okay?”

I could feel her smile over the phone. “Well, of course, darling. He’s more than welcome to join us this evening. I’m glad you’re getting back out there and not sitting around crying over Darin.”

“Great! There’s just one more thing, Mom; can you and Daddy refer to me as ‘Nicole’ instead of Darcy?”

Silence from her end.

“Darcy Nicole, what are you up to?”

“Nothing Mom—it’s just that, since I’ve been here, I’ve been introducing myself as Nicole instead of Darcy.”

“Why would you do that?” I could almost feel her churning over thoughts in her head about how her daughter was probably having personal identity issues.

“I don’t know. Maybe I just wish I was a ‘Nicole’ instead of a ‘Darcy.’ The name Nicole sounds so much more together, you know?” She was so going to speed-dial her shrink after she got off the phone, probably wanting to make an appointment for me as soon as this trip was over.

“I’m not going to be a part of any game you’re playing so, to answer your question, no. And I think I can speak for your father as well on this. Your first name is Darcy and that’s what we call you and will continue to call you, understood?”

I rolled my eyes. It really wasn’t that big of a deal, I thought. 

“Sure, Mom. I’ll explain it to Eli before we get there.”

“That’s my girl,” she said. “Deception almost never works out, remember that, okay? It’s always better to speak the truth than have your deception come back to haunt you.”

“I know, Mom. You’re right of course. Eli and I’ll see you and Daddy soon.”

“Not soon enough for me,” she replied, her tone now totally exasperated. “They’re at it again next door. Hurry up and get here so we can get the hell out. You’re daddy doesn’t seem to mind all the racket, but I sure do. He probably has plans for me tonight after hearing all that dirty talk next door for the past couple of hours. My God, the language…” I could practically feel her cringing.

“Okay, Mom,” I replied, smiling.

 




Chapter 3

 

I called Eli and he was at my villa shortly after, looking fantastic, I might add, in a summer sport jacket and cotton trousers. His blond locks were gelled, and slightly spiked, which was a good look for him.

“You look great,” I said, motioning for him to come in and take a seat. “I need to explain something to you before we meet my parents.”

“You look fabulous, Nicole,” he said, studying me from head to toe. “Stella McCartney?”

“It is—but listen, you need to call me ‘Darcy’ not ‘Nicole.’ Just for tonight, okay?” I saw him quirk a brow. I needed to explain this to him.

“You see, my name’s Darcy Nicole Sheridan. I’ve been—well…going by my middle name since I’ve been here at the resort for…personal reasons. My parents will be calling me Darcy and I just thought you should know.”

“It’s fine. I get it,” he responded, shaking his head slightly.

“You do?” I asked, frowning in confusion.

“Sure. Hey, whatever makes you comfortable is fine with me. I don’t question the way people handle things in their personal lives and I certainly don’t judge.”

Judge what? Wait a sec…

“Eli, how did you know this was a Stella McCartney design?”

He shrugged. “I was in Milan for her fall show,” he replied nonchalantly, as if he’d just told me he was at a Bronco’s game or the U.S. Masters Tournament. He watched my puzzled expression with amusement.

“Oh, somebody’s ‘gay-dar’ seems to be on the fritz, I see.”

“Eli,” I said, the shock apparent in my tone, “you don’t look gay. I mean, it never crossed my mind…”

“Ah hah, I see some stereotypes at play here, beautiful,” he teased. “And may I add that you don’t look butch either?”

Rewind. What?

“What?”

“You know, ‘butch;’ the stereotypical description for a lesbian?”

“Holy hell—you think I’m a lesbian?”

Now he was now the one flustered…getting up from the couch, and running a hand through his thick mass of blond hair. “I guess my gay-dar’s on the fritz as well.”

I burst into laughter as I saw how totally clueless we both had been. Eli joined me and we continued to laugh until tears were rolling.

“Okay, okay,” I said, still giggling. “I want to know why the hell you thought I was a lesbo.”

Eli rubbed his eyes and tried to compose himself enough to explain. “I was watching you from outside the pool area before I even came in,” he said, starting to chuckle again. “I mean damn, girl, the way you were checking out that blonde across the pool from you left no doubt in my mind. Since I didn’t see any interesting males around, I thought it might be nice to hang out with one of my own.” He dissolved into laughter once again.

I gave him a hand gesture that was definitely not mom-approved. “One of your own, huh?” I playfully tossed a few couch pillows at him.

“Sorry, sorry,” he laughed, shielding himself from the barrage of pillows. “But hey—we can still hang out, yeah?”

I loved the idea of having a gay male BFF.

Let’s be honest here, folks. It’s every girl’s dream to have a gay guy bestie, right? I mean, I’m a huge fan of “Sex in the City.” Carrie Bradshaw had Stanford Blatch; Charlotte York had Anthony Marantino and I definitely wanted a Stanford Blatch or an Anthony Marantino of my own!

“I don’t know,” I said in a teasing voice. “Are you sure you won’t mind hanging out with a straight female?”

“Mind? Of course I don’t mind. Every gay guy wants a gorgeous, straight, female to drink daiquiris with him poolside. It’s the American dream. You’re like the ultimate hot-guy bait. Don’t you know anything, girl?” 

“Well, now that we’ve settled that, let’s go meet my folks.”

“Showtime!” Eli said, taking my hand as we left to walk down the beach to their condo.

Dinner with Mom and Daddy went well. They both seemed to like Eli a lot. Daddy and Eli talked sports (yes, gay guys enjoy football like anyone else). It was nice having Eli with us because Mom didn’t bring up Darin’s name at all. I was grateful for that. I knew she presumed Eli was a romantic interest for me, which was fine. I didn’t feel any explanation was necessary.

After dinner, they invited us back to their condo to play euchre. Mom poured a glass of wine for all of us, and it was adding to the buzz I’d gotten at dinner. I wasn’t used to wine. I was never sure how it would hit me. I realized it was affecting my ability to play euchre when Daddy sighed for the third or fourth time at my throws. He was so damn competitive at everything.

“Let’s change partners, Denise,” he suggested. “You take Darcy; Eli’s mine.” For some reason, that struck my funny bone and I started giggling uncontrollably. I felt Eli kick my brand new pair of Prada’s from underneath the table.

“Darcy, are you alright?” Mom asked, her brow furrowed in concern.

“Squueeekhehe,” I giggled, nodding my head up and down affirmatively.

“No more wine for her, Denise,” Daddy replied, taking a serious tone. I changed places with Eli and we started the next game. We were just a few rounds into it when a loud, banging noise against the wall started. It was rhythmic, getting louder and faster and then the moaning started.

“Oh dear God, Martin, they’re at it again,” my mother hissed, throwing her playing cards down on the table. I looked over at Eli and saw a slow grin appear. The female was moaning loudly and as she continued on, her tone got shriller.

“I swear that broad’s going to break glass one of these times,” my father said with a laugh, shaking his head.

“Martin!” my mother scolded. “We have guests.”

“Then they’ll hear for themselves in about twenty seconds.” We all strained now to listen and sweet Jesus, my father was right! That bitch’s moans reached a high soprano pitch that rivaled anything Renee Fleming could’ve belted out.

“Are you sure there’s even a man in there with her?” I asked, giggling. “All you can hear is her screeching and moaning.”

“Oh yes,” Daddy answered; “Trust me, he has his moments too.”

“I mean, the vulgarity they scream,” my mother commented again. “Disgusting.”

Everything had pretty much quieted down next door for the time being. I wasn’t in the mood to continue playing cards.

“I’m really sorry you had to hear all of that, Eli,” my mother said, patting his shoulder.

Ahh…Geez. She probably thinks it gave him ideas.

“I’m tired of cards, Eli. Let’s go out on the terrace. I could use some salt air to sober up a bit,” I said with a sigh.

“Great idea, darling,” my mom replied, starting to clear the table. “You two enjoy the ocean view. It’s spectacular.”

I found my shoes under the table where I’d kicked them off and slid back into them. Eli held my chair out for me like a perfect gentleman. He was scoring so many points with my parents. I could tell by the looks of approval that passed between them all evening. I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing out loud at the thought.

Eli opened the French doors leading out onto the large terrace, and I walked out onto the wooden floor. We could hear the waves splashing against the break wall on the beach. The stars were out, casting their reflection against the ocean. It was magnificent.

“Mmm,” I sighed, leaning against the rail as we both looked out over the water. “I love the beach, the ocean, the sand—all of it. I so envy you. You get to work here all year round.”

“I haven’t got the job yet, and I have no applicable experience. It’s kind of a long shot.”

“Yeah, but I mean they wouldn’t have flown you here unless you had a good chance of being hired, right?”

“Wrong. I paid my own way. Nothing’s guaranteed.”

“What will you do if you aren’t selected then?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t have a Plan B yet.”

“You could always move to D.C., you know? I’m sure my father could use you in his business. That’s where I’m going to work after graduation.”

“What kind of business is it?”

“He owns a consulting firm for international marketing and communication. He founded it more than twenty-five years ago. It’s called “Sheridan and Associates.” I’m going to be one of the associates soon. My father promised me a position before he retires. He eventually wants me to run the whole show there.”

Eli let out an impressed whistle. “That must be nice…to have a career waiting for you. I don’t know, we’ll see,” he shrugged. “I have my heart set on staying here, you know? I studied International Culture and can speak Spanish fluently. I’m not sure those skill sets would fit your father’s business.”

“What do you mean? You’re bi-lingual and he does international marketing, for Christ’s sake! Of course you’d be a great fit. I mean, it’s something to consider as a Plan B, right?”

“Sure, sweetie. Hey, do you wanna do something for New Year’s Eve?”

“Hell yeah. I have the perfect outfit.”

“Somehow, I knew that,” he chuckled, giving me a hug. It was in that brief moment of silence we both heard a male voice clear his throat from the next-door terrace. I leaned over the rail just a bit to have a look.

Oh. My. God.

I felt my heart race as E.J.’s eyes looked over into mine and a slow, sardonic grin graced his handsome face. I realized that he’d been out there the whole time, eavesdropping on our conversation. Holy shit! I backed up quickly so the wall between the two terraces obscured his view of me.

“What?” Eli mouthed to me, looking confused. I didn’t answer him, just shook my head, putting my index finger up to stay quiet. A moment later, I heard the terrace door from next-door open and a female voice.

“Are you coming in to bed?”

“Be right there, Lacee,” his soft, sexy voice replied.

I turned and went back inside the condo, Eli following behind me, still trying to figure out what the hell was going on. “I’ll tell you about it when we walk back to my villa. I’m ready to go.”

We said goodnight to my parents, who ended up inviting Eli to breakfast the following morning. Seriously, I was pretty sure I was going to have a sore jaw the following morning from trying to hold back all the laughter at the thought that my parents were currently thinking Eli and I were some kind of an “item.”

Eli and I walked down the beach towards my place. I told him about my meeting up with E.J. and introducing myself as ‘Nicole,’ and the rest of it.

“Is there someone special in your life?” I asked, after we’d walked several paces in silence.

“There was,” he replied. “It was over before I left Denver, though. I guess I came here for the same reason as you, to heal. Only difference is, I want to remain here permanently. There’s no way I’m going back to Denver.”

I looked over at him, tucking a stray piece of hair behind my ear. “Then don’t,” I replied. “Seriously, if this thing doesn’t work out for you, you should come and work for my dad with me in D.C. The guy friggin’ loves you, and Denver doesn’t want you anymore.”

He nudged me in the ribs, and I gave him a wink.

“So,” I said with finality in my tone, “if the job interview doesn’t go well, I’m considering you as a gift shop item and am taking you back to D.C. with me.”

I really liked Eli. He was easygoing, gorgeous, and I just felt, I don’t know…effortless around him. Like I didn’t have to try and impress him. Plus, I kind of wanted to see the girls at the office completely fall all over themselves as they’d try to get him to go out with them.

I may just have to bring my camcorder.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with a salute and a grin. We’d reached my villa by this time.

“Be by early in the morning to pick you up for breakfast. Sleep well.”

“Night, Eli,” I said, closing the door to my villa behind me. “You do the same.”




Chapter 4

 

Of course I wasn’t completely ready the following morning when Eli came by the villa to pick me up for breakfast. I invited him in while I rushed to finish up with my make-up.

“Okay, I’m ready,” I said, slipping my sandals on as Eli opened the door for me, following me outside the villa.

Now timing’s a funny thing. If this was a movie, who do you think would be jogging past my villa on the path, looking totally sexy and hot, just as Eli was closing the door behind us at this early morning hour? You guessed it: E.J. And he was without his skank, Lacee. He looked over at me and Eli and in that brief second I could’ve sworn a dark scowl crossed over his face. And then he was gone.

Breakfast with Mom and Dad went well. They were taking to Eli as if he was going to be their son-in-law some day. I supposed eventually I’d have to explain the relationship. Now wasn’t the right time.

My Dad coached him on his interview scheduled for this afternoon with the resort. They were chatting together as if they’d known each other forever. My mother was talking to me about going shopping this afternoon—my favorite thing. She mentioned having dinner tonight, alone, which was kind of strange. I was sure they loved Eli, so I was sure it had nothing to do with them giving me some sort of parental lecture on “taking things slowly.” It sounded as if they wanted to have some sort of a serious discussion with me. 

Mom and I shopped all afternoon. I’d told Eli to call me later in the day to let me know how his interview had gone. He promised he would. Back at the villa, I had some time to kill before meeting my folks for dinner, so I called Lindsey. I missed my BFF, since I hadn’t talked to her in over a week.

When she answered the phone, I heard all kinds of chaos in the background.

“Hey Darce, where the hell you been?” she asked, with an irritated tone

“Your phone works as well as mine,” I responded with a laugh.

“I know that. I guess I just wasn’t’ sure what to say to you. I mean, I hate what Darin did to you and trust me, I told Taz everything and he’s royally pissed. I had to beg him to just stay out of it and not say a word to Darin. You don’t need that S.O.B. thinking that he broke your heart or anything.”

“Thanks, Linds. Actually, I’m thinking maybe he didn’t break my heart after all.”

“Oh?”

“No, it’s not like what you’re thinking. I haven’t met anyone else. Well, actually I have met a really great guy, but he’s gay.”

“Shut up!” she shrieked. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that it’s really great having a male BFF, that’s what I’m thinking.”

“He’s not going to replace me, right?”

“No one could replace you.” I was hearing all kinds of commotion in the background, including a dog barking furiously. “Where the hell are you?”

“Oh,” she laughed, “we’re over at Mom and Slate’s. Mom bought a puppy for Bryce. She thought it would help him kind of get over his jealousy thing with the new baby. The dog’s hyper as hell and Slate’s having a fit. Want me to call you later?”

“That’s okay, Linds. I’m going to dinner with my folks. They came in from Cancun yesterday and we’re hanging out. I’ll talk to you as soon as I get back to D.C. I’ve got a lot to tell you.”

“I can hardly wait. I’m so happy you’re dealing with all of this. I miss you!”

“Miss you too. Give Harper a kiss for me and tell Taz hey.”

“I’ll do it. Love you.”

I smiled after our call ended. I was ready to go back. I no longer feared seeing Lindsey, Taz or anyone else that reminded me of Darin. How could this be? Why did I no longer feel destroyed and heartbroken? Maybe it was meeting Eli, or the feelings that I’d felt when I met E.J. that provided proof that I hadn’t really loved Darin the way I thought.

As I reflected, I realized that I’d never once felt the butterflies in my gut that I felt when I was with E.J. that evening. I thought that it was just about a good ol’ rebound fuck, now I knew that it was something different. It was something very foreign to me and I liked the fact that it was scary on top of that. I wanted to pursue those types of feelings, and the way I looked at it, if it happened with some stranger hundreds of miles away, it could happen again with an appropriate man. I wasn’t into pining for man-whores and that’s exactly what E.J. seemed to be.

I dressed for dinner. Mom and Daddy picked me up on the road on the other side of the villas. We were going to an Italian restaurant tonight. My parents were unusually quiet on the ride to the restaurant.

We were seated, waiting for our appetizers, when my father cleared his throat nervously and said, “Darcy, it’s time we talked about your future. Some things have changed and I want to discuss them with you tonight.”

Okay. Not a good sign.

“Am I in trouble, Daddy?”

“No sweetheart, nothing like that. It’s just that, over the past couple of years, your mother and I have noticed that it may not be prudent for you to assume a top level role at Sheridan & Associates so soon after graduating.”

“I don’t understand,” I replied, looking back and forth between them. My mom wasn’t making eye-contact.

“Daddy,” I interrupted his next sentence before he began, “cut to the chase, please. Have I done something wrong?”

“No, it’s more about what we’ve done wrong. Your mother and I have come to realize that over the years, well, we’ve spoiled you rotten, to be perfectly honest. You spend money as if you have an endless supply of it, and you don’t appreciate the value of earning your own living. Even in high school, while many of your friends held summer jobs, you spent your time at the country club, traveling, or shopping. It’s really our fault, not yours.”

Okay. Freeze frame.

You know that scene that most parents have with their teenage son or daughter, where they’re all sitting around the dinner table, and the parents are laying it into the poor offspring about how they need to grow up?

Well. That’s what was happening to me, right now, except that I was their twenty-two-year-old offspring. And that talk was way past due—according to them.

…Shit.

“But Daddy, I never knew that’s what you expected of me. I mean, on the plus side, I’ve never been arrested or anything. I’ve kept my grades up at school.” I gave him the ol’ daddy-I-love-you smile.

“I realize that, Darcy,” he cut in, “but I’m afraid you’re not mature enough to come into my firm at a high-level position. I expect you to earn your way to the top, if that’s truly what you want, just like anyone else. It’s with blood, sweat and tears that your mother and I built this company. I’m not inclined to simply hand it over to someone who’s had everything handed to them over the years, and again, I take full responsibility for that.”

Geez, lay it on thick, Dad.

“So, basically you’re punishing me for the fact that you and Mom spoiled me?” Lame attempt, I know. But right now, I was grabbing at pretty much anything to protect something that was pretty damn important to me. You know—a six-figure salary with job security and all.

I was incredulous at this turn of events. I mean, yeah, sure, I got everything I wanted, but I still treated them with love and respect! I’d never rebelled against them. Of course, I guess I never had reason to, given the fact I had everything I wanted.
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