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      As my sister’s best friend and barely out of college, she’s totally out of bounds…

      
        
        Evan

      

      

      I volunteer to let my sister’s best friend stay with me for a few weeks when she moves to Manhattan. I remember her as an awkward teenager, but she’s all grown up—though still twelve years younger than me. I shouldn’t want her, but I can’t help it. I dream about touching her, and I don’t know how long my tenuous control will last. My meddling business partner keeps warning me not to get involved to preserve my image, so my desire must be transparent. If Vanessa can see it, so will my family. I don’t want anything to come between us, but how can I give up Keaton?

      

      
        
        Keaton

      

      

      I thought my girlhood crush on Evan had faded away, but it’s roaring back to life the more time I spend with him. I’m afraid it’s not just a crush this time. As we get emotionally—and physically—closer, my feelings deepen. I think his do as well, but we know this can’t last. His family, who is practically like mine as well, will never approve. I know my best friend will hate me if she finds out. How can there be a happy ending for us with so many obstacles in our way?
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            Evan

          

        

      

    

    
      When I volunteered to let Keaton stay with me for the first few weeks after her move to New York City, I had done it out of kindness and the familial connection. After all, she’s my sister’s best friend and has been since kindergarten, and she’s lived with my parents ever since she was fourteen, when her own were killed in a car accident.

      I hadn’t given it much thought either way, and I hadn’t known what to expect, but now as I open the door after the doorbell rings, my mouth becomes dry, and I have the urge to wipe my hands down my jeans as my palms moisten. “Keaton?” I know it’s her. I mean, it has to be, but she sure looks different from the last time I remember seeing her. I haven’t been home much for the last several years, and I’ve skipped three of the last four Christmases with being too busy with my life in Manhattan. She would’ve been nineteen the last time I saw her, and she’d still been kind of chubby and awkward then.

      As I look at her now, it’s obvious all the baby fat is gone. Instead, even with the horrible sweats and T-shirt she wears, I just see a desirable woman—not just one who’s twelve years younger than me and should be like a sister. To be fair, I had already been away from home when she moved in with my folks and Meghan.

      She blinks at me, looking confused. “Of course. You are expecting me, aren’t you?” She nibbles on her lower lip for a minute, looking anxious. “I was afraid this was a bad idea. I told Meghan you wouldn’t want me in your way, ruining your hookups and whatever. I can just get a hotel…”

      Before she can turn and walk away, I gently grasp her wrist and pull her inside. “Of course, I was expecting you. I just haven’t seen you for a few years. You’ve changed.” It’s strange how different she really looks. She still wears no makeup, her hair is in a messy bun, and those clothes do her no favor, but at some point, she’d outgrown the awkward teenage phase to become a lovely young woman.

      I might not have even noticed if I’d seen her regularly over the last three years, because it was the kind of quiet beauty that developed over time. I was able to see the contrast now since I hadn’t seen her, and it forms a lump in my throat. I cough to clear it as I lead her around the apartment. “Let me give you the tour.”

      I take her through the rooms, saving the living room almost for last, aside from her bedroom. I’m sure she’s going to appreciate the view, and I hold my breath with anticipation for a moment as she stands in front of the wall that’s almost entirely dominated by windows and glances out at the city below.

      Her lips part in a gasp, and her cheeks bloom with color as she surveys the city spread out before her. There’s a sparkle in her blue eyes, and when she turns to look at me, she’s clearly enthralled. “I had no idea you have such an amazing view.”

      I shrug a shoulder. “It’s the reason I bought this place.” I don’t bother telling her I was on a list for almost a year, waiting for an opening in the luxurious, exclusive Beaumont Building.

      She looks impressed, and after her awkward comment about me hooking up and her blocking such abilities, I half-expect her to blurt out a gauche comment about the expense, but she says nothing. I realize the silence has lengthened between us, and it threatens to become uncomfortable, so I run a hand through my short dark hair and clear my throat. “Let me show you your room.”

      “Just your guestroom. I wouldn’t presume to call it my room.” She seems perfectly serious.

      I don’t bother to argue with her, for what’s the point? This is supposed to be temporary, but I already dislike the idea of her moving out. I try not to analyze why that might be, and she follows closely enough behind me that I can smell her enticing aroma. Cinnamon and vanilla, and it’s overlaid with a different scent that seems entirely her own.

      When I reach the doorway and step back so she can pass by me, her body brushes against mine, and I get a good whiff of her hair. It has that same enticing cinnamon/vanilla scent, and I want to bury my face in it. Of course, I have more self-control than to do something so crazy. Instead, I move and strive for an aloof expression. “I’ll leave you to settle in, and when you’re ready, we can order in takeout.”

      She nods her agreement as she sets her duffle bag on the bed. I realize I should’ve offered to take it for her, but I had been temporarily stunned by the realization Keaton is all grown up. I close the door behind me as I walk away, going to the living room and standing in front of the windows. Though I paid an exorbitant amount for this view, I’m not really seeing the city before me right now.

      Instead, I contrast the image of the young girl I remember with the woman she has become, and I feel a little anxiety about having her in my place. I tell myself I’d never do anything inappropriate, reminding myself she’s twelve years younger and certainly naïve, particularly when it comes to the lifestyle I lead. Our small Michigan town can’t possibly have prepared her for life in the big city. I recall how bewildering and overwhelming it felt to me when I first arrived eleven years ago, and I know she’s in no place to deal with anything like me panting after her. She’d probably be confused and maybe even disgusted by the old guy.

      That thought is enough to bring me in line, and when she comes into the room a short time later, I manage to control myself even when I realize her hair is now down around her face and falling along her back instead of confined to the messy bun. I have a difficult time looking away for a moment, but she doesn’t seem to realize I’m staring.

      Instead, she walks closer to me, slipping her hands into the pockets of her sweats as she stands in front of me and rocks back and forth lightly on her feet. ‘You mentioned takeout?” As she speaks, her stomach rumbles, and she blushes. “Sorry, but I couldn’t handle the airline food, and my one layover was hours ago.”

      I nod in understanding, briefly wondering if I should’ve offered to meet her at the airport. It hadn’t even occurred to me until now, and I realize how thoughtless it was to just give her the address and expect her to find her way to my apartment. That she clearly handled it doesn’t mitigate the discomfort I feel for the oversight, and I briefly remember the lessons my dad and mom always gave me about manners. Has living in Manhattan changed me so much that I’ve forgotten the basic courtesies?

      I turn away from her, unsettled by my thoughts, and open a drawer to pull out various takeout menus. I have most of them memorized, because I have little time to cook with my business commitments, but I’m sure she’ll want to peruse them all. The maid service hasn’t touched them, and I’m grateful for that.

      She sits down at the kitchen table nearby, spreading them before her. I grin as I see her unbridled enthusiasm. If I remember correctly, Keaton always did appreciate a wide variety of food, and she liked to try everything new. I know for sure there are options among the menus that she was unlikely to ever try in Michigan, unless maybe she visited one of the larger cities.

      Ultimately, she selects one of my favorite places, a little Asian restaurant that has a mashup of Filipino, Malaysian, and Thai cuisine. My eyes widened slightly when she picks the number seventeen, which is my usual. I nod and pull up the restaurant in my contacts, quickly placing the order. I recognize the voice of the owner when she answers, and clearly, Soo recognizes me as well. “Good evening, Mr. Middleton. Will you have your usual?”

      “Yeah, but two of them.”

      “You must be very hungry.” She laughs as she takes my order and hangs up a few minutes later.

      We just have to kill some time until the food arrives, and though I gave her a basic tour of the kitchen earlier, I spend the next few minutes showing her how the fridge is organized, and where she can find the good wine.

      “I don’t think I know anything about good wine.” She laughs as she shares that. “I just finished college. I’m still in the Arbor Mist phase of life.”

      I smile in amusement, though it’s an uncomfortable reminder of just how different we are, and how far apart in our stages of life. I select a rosé, remove the cork, and fill two glasses for us. “You have to let me know if this can compare to Arbor Mist.”

      She takes the glass and sips lightly, and her eyes widen with surprise. “I have to admit, this is way better than the screw-top stuff I usually drink.”

      I don’t bother to tell her she can buy ten bottles of her cheap crap for the price of this one, just enjoying her obvious pleasure in the vintage. It’s a reminder she still has plenty of time to learn anything she might want to know. It’s not like she’s a baby, who has to be protected.

      Except maybe from me. I reach that conclusion when she jumps to her feet as the doorbell rings a short time later, and I catch an enticing glimpse of the jiggle of her breasts as she bounces to the door. She answers, paying before I have a chance to tell her I have a tab with the restaurant. I’m hovering nearby when she closes the door and hands me one of the boxes as she takes the other. She heads to the kitchen, and I follow behind her, going to the cabinet to remove plates. She looks at me askance as she pops open a Styrofoam container. “You’re going to use plates?”

      Unexpectedly, I feel judged. “I don’t like eating out of Styrofoam.” I could mention I have a cleaning service that will deal with the dishes, but I don’t think that will convince her to see things my way.

      After a second, she shrugs. “Your house, your rules.”

      I almost drop the plates as her words inspire thoughts they definitely shouldn’t—the kind involving me telling her what to do, and her instantly obeying.

      Clearing my throat once more, afraid she’s going to think I have a cold with all the times I’ve had to do it so far, I turn to her and hold out a plate. She takes it and dumps her food almost indiscriminately on the plate.

      I’m more methodical, taking time to separate into neat piles. I dislike food touching, and she seems vaguely amused when she sees my plate as I lift it, along with a glass of wine, and suggest, “Why don’t we eat in the living room?”

      When she nods her agreement, the neck of her oversized T-shirt slides down slightly, revealing her bra strap. It’s just a basic white, and I’m certain it’s the chain store kind that offers nothing special, but my mouth is still suddenly dry, and my fingers twitch as I think about tugging down the T-shirt to reveal more. Of course, I restrain myself and allow her to precede me. My gaze does drop to her rounded butt to appreciate the view. I’m not an animal, but I’m sure as hell not a saint either.

      We settle in front of the TV, and I offer her the remote. She selects a comedy show I grew up watching, and I arch a brow. “I’m surprised you like this.”

      “I really like the classics.”

      Ouch. I wince at that and turn my attention to the food. I discreetly observe her use chopsticks, and she impresses me with their mastery. Of course, Chinese food is common in Michigan, so I shouldn’t be surprised that she knows how to use them. I fear Manhattan has made me a bit of a snob.

      At first, we focus on eating, but as she works her way through the food, she starts to talk, clearly more sated now. “I really can’t thank you enough for this, Evan. I know what an imposition it is, and I promise I won’t be in your hair for long. I’ve been looking for an apartment for weeks, ever since I got the job with Star Gaming, but everything is so expensive, or it requires taking a billion subway rides… I don’t know if this is going to work out, but I feel like I have to try.”

      I frown at her. “You can make it work. I was in a similar position when I first arrived, if you recall?”

      She nods tentatively. “Things were a little different though. You were an early graduate with an MBA and impressive possibilities ahead of you.”

      I arch a brow. “That sounds like a textbook quote from Mom.”

      “Lily might’ve said that a few times,” says Keaton with a grin.

      I shrug, feeling uncomfortable with the discussion, since it makes me sound like some prodigy. I was never that. I was just eager to escape our small town and see more of the world, so I worked hard to graduate early and excelled. “I was on the fast track, but you’ve no doubt heard I got tired of working for other people and walked away. I started my own business, as much as it pained my mother and father.”

      She frowns, looking defensive. “I don’t think Lily and Everett were ever upset that you left your corporate job. They were just worried about you.”

      I put up a hand. “I agree, but my point is, even with all my so-called advantages, I still had to do things my own way. If I remember anything about you, it’s that you can be kind of stubborn.”

      Her mouth drops open at the accusation, but then she shrugs and laughs. “Yeah, I suppose that’s fair.”

      “With your tenacity, you’re going to make this work.”

      She still looks apprehensive. “I’ve always wanted to work for Star Gaming. They put out some of the best, and to get hired right out of college is pretty amazing, though I know I’ll be doing a lot of the grunt work. I guess I’m just nervous about meeting their expectations.”

      “I don’t think you can fail.” I genuinely believe that as I say it. It’s true I don’t know Keaton as well as I used to, but I definitely remember how she was always one to accomplish her goals and not give up until she did.

      She licks her lips before sipping wine. “Even if it doesn’t work out here, at least I can say I tried.”

      I nod my agreement at that, and we finish our meal before settling back on the couch. The sitcom is still on in the background, but we spend the next hour talking about everything and nothing. I’m surprised to discover we have more in common than I expect, but I’m kind of clueless about some of the things she talks about. I’ve never been much of a gamer, while I remember she and Meghan were always into it from the time they became friends.

      “It’s an aspect I really enjoy, so I’m trying to incorporate it into my own game.”

      I’ve kind of been tuning out the mechanics of the game she’s discussing, but that catches my attention. “Your game?”

      She looks a little shy as she nods. “I’ve been designing one on the side. It started out as a project for a class, but after I did one level, I thought it had a lot of potential. I kept going, and I hope to finish it someday in the near future.”

      I’m impressed. “I thought it took teams of people to design games.”

      She shrugs her shoulder. “It can, and if I had teams, I wouldn’t have spent the last two years working on it myself. I think it’ll be done in another twenty levels or so though. I might even put it up for sale.” She seems a little daunted by the prospect.

      “I’m sure you’ll be successful.”

      She tilts her head and looks at me. “You’re different than I remember, Evan.”

      I shift slightly in my seat, not sure that’s a good thing. “How do you mean?”

      “You were always busy and self-absorbed.” She blushes as she says that. “I’m sorry. Maybe I’m a little too blunt sometimes. I just remember you being involved in your own world. There’s nothing wrong with that, but you never really had time for me or Meghan. Now, I can’t help feeling like you’re my own personal cheerleader.”

      I blink as I stare at her, not sure how to respond to that. I’ve been simultaneously insulted and complimented, and all she’s done is tell the truth. I’ve always been more focused on me than others, and even being aware of that trait, it is still uncomfortable when someone else calls it out. Especially when she’s twelve years my junior and my little sister’s best friend.

      She’s clearly surprised I’m taking an interest in her and encouraging her. Truthfully, I’m surprised myself, but I’m not about to tell her that. I don’t want her to think my motives are murky, and I don’t want to believe that either. Just because I feel a level of interest in her I didn’t expect to doesn’t mean I’m just telling her what she wants to hear. “People change.”

      She nods, and her gaze is full of appreciation as it sweeps over me. “You have in a lot of ways, but you’re still as handsome as I remember.” She seems completely clueless about the inappropriateness of her comment. “I told Meghan you were going to hate having me here, because I’d stifle the parade. I just want to let you know that I don’t expect you to change anything just because I’m here. I can stay in my room or whatever, and I won’t get in the way of you and your friends.” She gives special significance to the pronunciation of friends.

      I frown, feeling a little confused, and also a sting of outrage as I suspect I know what she means. “Can you clarify please?”

      She frowns, apparently recognizing there’s some displeasure in my tone. “I didn’t mean to make things awkward. I just wanted to state upfront that I don’t expect you to act like a monk or something while I’m here. This is your place, and I’ll stay out of your way any time you want to bring home your women.”

      I scowl. “Just how many women do you think I’m juggling, Keaton?”

      She opens her mouth, but she doesn’t speak for a long moment. She starts to blush as she looks away. “I don’t know, but probably a lot.”

      I lean forward to put my empty wine glass on a coaster. “What have I ever done to give you the impression I’m a glorified man-whore?”

      She giggles, but she still seems a little ill-at-ease. “It’s just some stuff we’ve heard over the years. Things Meghan heard from Becket, I guess.”

      I frown at the mention of my best friend. He lives across the country now, so we haven’t maintained as much contact as we did for the last few years, but we used to be inseparable. I blush as I realize he’s seen the worst of me, particularly my wild phase during college and graduate school, which was difficult to maintain while focusing on graduating early, but I somehow excelled at education and sex during that phase of my life.

      I can well imagine the things he might’ve relayed to Meghan, though I’m dismayed that he would do so. I didn’t even know he and Meghan were really friends, since he’s twelve years older than her. I start to feel a spark of outrage, wondering if my friend has behaved inappropriately with my sister, when it smacks me in the face what a hypocrite I’m being. I’m sitting beside my sister’s best friend, who is twelve years younger than me, and as much as I’d like to pretend it’s not true, I’m attracted to her. I should be wanting to kick my own ass right about now.

      Instead, I struggle to put more distance between us, both physically and emotionally. I lean back and say, “As you said, people change. That phase was a long time ago. Running my own business keeps me pretty busy. About the only woman I see regularly is my partner, Vanessa, and we’re focused on business. If that situation changes, I’ll keep in mind that you plan to stay out of my way, but I assure you, it’s not never-ending orgy time in my apartment.”

      Even though she’s blushing, she starts to laugh. “I guess I’m relieved to hear that. It might be difficult to pick my way through all the bodies scattered across the living room every morning otherwise.”

      My lips twitch in spite of myself. “We certainly wouldn’t want you to be late for work.”

      “I guess I made a mess out of all of this, but I was just trying to illustrate that I didn’t want you to change anything because I’m here. I don’t expect you to entertain me or switch your life around to accommodate me while I’m staying with you.”

      I nod my agreement, and we continue to watch TV for a while until she begins to yawn. It’s early by Manhattan standards, but she spent the day traveling, and she looks worn out. As a gentle command, I say, “Get to bed. You look like you need a good night’s sleep before you start work in the morning.”

      She stifles a yawn, not bothering to argue as she stands up. “I guess it’s been a long day, and wine always makes me sleepy. Thanks again for everything, Evan.”

      I nod at her and watch her walk away. As she disappears down the hall, I recall her assurance that she doesn’t want my life to change just because she’s here. I fear it’s already too late, and I realize I could be in trouble.

    



OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/oob_cover.jpg
USA Today Bestselling Author

KIT TUNSTALL WRITING AS

KIT KYNDALL






