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      Playing it safe.

      
        
        “Safe” is Nora Sánchez’s friend. “Danger” is her enemy. Stick with those two words, and she’ll never hurt again.

      

      

      

      Opposites attract.

      
        
        Nora avoids physical contact. Galley Rutherford can’t get enough of the coeds touching him and him touching them. When a night of trouble brings Nora and Galley in proximity, they’re drawn to one another. Why doesn’t she like to be touched? Why can’t he keep his hands to himself?

      

      

      

      Hearts beating as one.

      
        
        The more they learn to use touch and words to understand one another, the harder they fall into a safe friend zone. Or is it dangerous when words and touching take them down a path toward heartbreak?

      

      

      

      She’s played it safe for as long as she could remember. He lives life on the wilder side. When soft and quiet collides with solid and loud, someone is bound to get hurt.

    

  


  
    
      Readers,

      Nora Ever After contains excerpts from my paranormal romance, Nightbound:  Seducing the Vampire Slayer. The excerpts start in Chapter Nine and are noted with the below image throughout the book. If you miss the image in any way and think you’ve been transported to a different book world, no worries, you’re still reading a contemporary college romance. Happy reading! ~ A.M.
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      Nora Ever After is for my love, M.A.H. A quarter century of my life spent with you and I’m still in awe of your patience, kindness, inner strength, perseverance, and of how I fall in love with you over and over again with just a kiss from you or the tender way you look at me.

      

      You make me laugh with your goofiness and set me afire with your sexiness.

      

      Six years ago, you didn’t save me with song. You saved me with your unconditional love. To many more years of our chance at happiness, my love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “We are made of all those who have built and broken us.” ~Atticus
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      Don’t touch her. Nora doesn’t like to be touched.

      She’s different.

      Either way, she’s messed up. A girl with issues isn’t a distraction you can afford. We have to make the playoffs. It’s our last year playing.

      Her friend’s words. My words. My best friend’s warning from earlier tonight.

      I shoot the coed sitting next to me a sideways checking out. Nora is sitting tall with her hands folded on her lap. She has long, jet black hair, a small, pert nose, and a narrow face.

      Nora Sánchez isn’t the most stunning or sexiest girl on campus, but she draws me in with her no-touching rule.

      Why doesn’t she like to touch or be touched?

      Messed up?

      Is she?

      I am for sexing it up with two girls, sometimes three when I’m in the mood. In one sloppy, sweaty, randy encounter. I dig having sex multiple times in a day, too. And with different girls.

      Now that is fucked up.

      Different?

      I drum my fingers on the steering wheel. We’re almost to Nora’s place. I sneak another peek. Nora’s kind of different stokes my curiosity.

      Her quiet is regal-like while her profile is the embodiment of elegance with a hint of stubbornness in the jut of her delicate chin.

      Nora’s silence and inner strength remind me of Dad and what he went through with my mom. Mom was a silent storm that later raged into a cyclone of destruction.

      “Thanks for letting me crash at your place, Nora.” I have questionable sexual inclinations, but I’m not a douchebag.

      I park in front of her rental. Her place is a few houses down from mine. My very vandalized place. The reason I’m with a girl I normally wouldn’t look at twice.

      She shrugs. “Saves you the trouble of finding a hotel room or a different place to stay. It was nice of Asher to offer Zeke her couch. I’m sorry for what happened to your guys’ house.”

      I cut the engine and cram my fingers through my hair. My dad will have a shit fit. If he finds out. A big if. I’ll deal with the mess in the morning.

      The house is his. It’s great of him to fork over money for a place I can call my own. Nice of him to let my two best buddies, Zeke Harrington and Xander Brody, stay rent-free. Not that Zeke needs a free place. He’s as loaded as I am. Xander? He’s just an all-around good guy to have around.

      They are not only my best buddies but also my teammates. We play for Dumas University’s rugby team.

      “Yeah, it sucks to come back to shit like that after what happened at Jimmy’s with your friend.”

      The guys and I decided to stop at Jimmy’s Bar and Restaurant for drinks. By the end of the night, we had acquired three girls—not in a good way, either.

      Nora’s friend, Ryan, ran into an ex-friend from their high school days. The jerk gave her a hard time and said some shitty words to her.

      Xander, our team captain, took one for the team. He stepped up and owned up to being Ryan’s boyfriend, albeit a fake one. Fucking kissed her to prove they’re the real deal. Otherwise, we were in for an ass-whooping from shithead and his friends.

      Xander and Ryan’s kiss was convincing enough for us not to get our asses whooped. But their mouth-on-mouth action wasn’t enough to save my dad’s house from the shithead’s threat to send his cousins after us. I’m certain it was his cousins that trashed our place. He claims they go to DU. When I get a hold of these guys…

      “How bad is it?”

      Nora’s soft voice brings me back to the present and cools my temper.

      “Dog crap and paint thrown on the walls. Rotting meat shoved inside the heat vents. Not to mention the pipe that burst while the guys and I were out of town helping Xander move his grandparents into their new place.”

      She picks at the buttons of her shirt. “You’ve had a rough day.”

      Nice. She’s too damn nice. Too innocent for my taste. My curiosity heightens.

      “I’ll make you hot tea. Tea is safe and comforting after a difficult day.”

      Tea? Is this girl for real?

      I’m messed up, but what’s with this no-touching deal of Nora’s? I’ll drink tea. Give up hard liquor. Do whatever the fuck Nora wants me to do so long as she clues me in.

      “Sure. Tea sounds good. Wait here.”

      I scramble out of Xander’s truck and run around to the passenger-side door. I open the door and skitter back, giving Nora a wide berth. She slides out of the jacked-up truck and lands on her half-boots.

      She studies me with those keen brown eyes of hers. “Asher told you about my hang-up, didn’t she?”

      “Yeah. You were asleep.”

      On our two-hour drive back from Jimmy’s Bar in Ravenna to Dumas.

      “She’s a good friend. Has your back. Is that what you call this no-touching deal of yours? A hang-up?”

      “How would you label it? Weird? Strange? Screwy? Standoffish? Germophobe? I’m a freak? Not in my right mind? I’ve heard them all through the years, so if you want to add something new, I won’t be offended.”

      Her small shoulders rise and fall. She couldn’t care less, but I don’t miss the slight tip of her chin. Nora is challenging me to call her out. I don’t hold back.

      “Interesting. Unique. Sexy as fuck.”

      Her eyes widen. “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      Her eyes light up as though she’s never been given a compliment in her life. I shove my hands in my pockets. Otherwise, I’ll go with this insane urge to cup her face in my palm and strum my thumb across the smooth arch of her cheek.

      But I don’t do shit like that. Tender shit. Romantic shit. Any kind of shit that could be misconstrued as caring. This is my last year at DU. Translation:  don’t start any kind of caring shit with a girl that’ll want more from me than what I’m ready for or am willing to give.

      Then why the hell am I saying romantic, tender words like, “I’ve never met anyone like you, Nora. The honest truth”?

      Her face softens, and that’s my reason. When Nora puts down her guard, the heavens open, and the angels sing.

      What the fuck? Romantic shit like that doesn’t cross my mind. I blink and reset my brain. This girl jumbles my brain with her hang-up.

      I hit the key fob and locked Xander’s truck. He’ll kill me if anything happens to his “baby.”

      I put distance between us and sweep out my arm. “Ladies first.”

      She smiles. “You’re a good guy, Galley Rutherford.”

      I’m not. Good isn’t me. Wild, uninhibited, loud, filthy mouth…that’s me.

      “I’m grateful you drove Asher and me home. Grateful your friend Xander is driving my friend, Ryan, home in her car. She was so shaken up after her run-in with that dangerous guy. But it’s best we walk side by side, okay?”

      The streetlights above us are bright. I see the knowing gleam in her eyes.

      “What, and not get the chance to check you out from behind?” Interesting, unique, and she is sexy as fuck for being onto me.

      She flips her hair and sets her hands on her hips. “I’ve seen the girls you’ve been with. After being with them and the stuff you do with them and to them, there couldn’t be anything more you haven’t seen or done.”

      She’s wrong. I’ve never been with a girl who doesn’t like to touch or be touched. “I take it that’s a no? You won’t change your mind?”

      “Side by side, Galley.”

      I nod. We walk alongside one another. I listen to what she is telling me—what her friend, Asher, had told me in a panicked voice—and give Nora space. She unlocks and opens the door, distracting me with her take-charge attitude when she tells me to go in first.

      It’s dark inside Nora’s place.

      She turns on the lights.

      My jaw slackens.

      I can’t speak.

      For the life of me, I’m speechless.

      Inside my head, though…inside my head, I’m thinking it’s a damn fucking jungle in here.
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          NORA

        

      

    

    
      I turn on the lights. Galley’s mouth drops open, and his eyes widen. I walk past him and move the cart of air plants in the middle of the room to a nook between my refrigerator and my stacked washer and dryer.

      I wouldn’t want him hurting himself.

      “Doing okay?” I rummage in the cupboards for my stash of tea. “I’m sorry for the mess. The girls and I were gone all weekend helping Ryan celebrate her mother’s birthday at Ravenna’s cemetery.”

      He’s so quiet.

      I peek around the cupboard door. Galley’s mouth is closed, and his dark eyes are back to normal size.

      “Sure, yeah.” He glances around and has the decency not to ask any prodding questions.

      Only Asher and Ryan ever come over, so I forget how overwhelming it can be with the sheer number of plants in my place.

      There are pots of plants spread out over the kitchen counter, on the shelves on the walls, on my coffee table, on the top of my refrigerator, in my bathroom, in my bedroom, along the upper kitchen cabinets, and hanging from the ceiling. The only place I don’t have plants is on my small desk in my bedroom, where my computer and notepads take up space.

      “Do you need help?” He’s shifting from one foot to the other in front of my door, taking up a lot of space with his size.

      “You’re my guest, Galley.” I grabbed two mugs from the dishwasher. “Make yourself comfortable. The remote’s on the coffee table.”

      I set the tea bags inside our mugs, put the tea kettle on the burner, and make my rounds watering the plants in my cozy place. As I water, I speak to my plants. I give the African violets sitting in my garden window an idea of what my guest looks like.

      “Tall. Sun-kissed skin. Hair the color of rich soil. Equally dark eyes. Backward baseball cap. Stubble framing his mouth and square jawline. Very sexy,” I say in a low voice.

      I can hear the purple, blue, and pink violets collectively sigh with longing. The money tree plant on my microwave is next.

      “Friendly smile,” I whisper next to the broad leaves. “Has already made me laugh.” When all of us were standing in front of Galley’s place, deciding where the guys would crash at for the night. I don’t disclose to my small money tree how rich Galley is. If I did, she would be jealous.

      I refill the watering can and finish in the kitchen before moving on to my bedroom. I smile when I hear the television. Galley is channel flipping.

      Inside my bedroom, I head straight for the windowsill and water the row of philodendrons. They like the natural light that filters in through the large windows, and their leaves trail down the wall.

      “But Galley’s dangerous,” I tell my hardy friends. “Sex with multiple partners. Plays rugby.” I shake my head. “Rough sport. Too much physical contact. Drives a motorcycle. Has too many parties. Dangerous things could happen at parties. Rape. Hazing. Alcohol poisoning. Fights. Cheating.”

      The philodendrons agree. It’s safest to avoid parties.

      I hear the kettle’s piercing whistle and rush back to the kitchen. I pour water into our mugs and steep the tea. While the tea cools, I grab a kitchen chair and reach for the spider plant hanging from a hook in the ceiling. There are so many babies. These spider plants are naughty, propagating like crazy.

      “Um, Nora, that chair doesn’t look very steady, babe.”

      “I…just a little more.” I reach higher. Galley’s stare burns through my clothes and heats my skin from the inside out.

      Babe. I smile. No guy has ever called me babe before. Then again, I’ve never let a guy get this close. I climb off the chair, put away the watering can, and grab our mugs.

      I walk over and set the mugs on coasters on the coffee table. It’s not safe to set liquids straight on the table, as the sweat could water-stain the wood surface.

      Galley removes his baseball cap and puts it near his coaster. “Thanks, Nora.”

      “Sure. Do you mind if I get into something more comfortable? Wait a minute. You don’t have extra clothes. You’ll probably want to shower later.”

      “With you? Yeah.”

      “Without me, sure.”

      “Darn. Great comeback. You are on top of it. That’s nice. I like that.”

      He smiles. I smile back. This guy is adorable but dangerous with his natural charm. No wonder the girls are wild for him.

      “Should we head back to your place for your clothes?”

      “No worries. I sleep in the buff. And you go on right ahead and get comfy. I don’t mind at all.”

      He sleeps in the nude?

      A mental image of Galley with nothing on crosses my mind and lingers. Massive shoulders. Cords of muscles lining his arms, dancing to his every whim. Rock-hard abs a girl can bounce a penny off. Thick thighs made for straddling. Long legs a girl can get tangled up in. Dark hair everywhere.

      Is it hot in here?

      I swallow. “Okay, TMI. I’ll be right back.”

      I walk-sprint to my bedroom. Deep, masculine laughter follows me. I rummage through my dresser and find a pair of long PJ pants and a long-sleeved shirt; I change.

      I walk out of my bedroom and do something rude. For a moment, I block the television as I make my way to the other side of the couch, avoiding navigating the space between the coffee table and Galley’s legs. It’s too dangerous, and I’m clumsy. Knowing me, I’ll trip over my feet and fall onto his lap, on top of his crotch, sitting atop his, um, his package.

      He sees where I’m looking. The television shuts off. Sly grin on his face. He has the nerve to waggle his brows. This guy. Smiling, I sit on the opposite end of the couch.

      It’s dangerous having Galley here. Why did I invite him over to crash at my place? I’ve avoided the opposite sex my entire life, and I am tired of it, that’s why. I’m also curious.

      Why can’t Galley keep his hands off the girls? Why can’t they keep their hands off his body? What is it about multiple sex partners that turn him on?

      What is it about touching and being touched that drives a woman to cheat on her husband and leave her family? Or for a girl to run off with a guy she barely knows but who promised her the world?

      I have these questions, and I believe Galley can answer them. He’s a dichotomy of safe and dangerous. Dangerous for the reasons I’ve told my philodendrons. Safe because there’s no chance I’ll fall for him in that way. In this all-encompassing way my dad had fallen for my mom.

      Galley likes to touch and be touched. I’m the opposite.

      Sure, opposites are known to attract, but Galley and I are like oil and water. We don’t mix well. I’m water. Boring and safe so long as you follow the rules when around me. He’s oil and can easily catch fire, getting hot and dangerous in seconds flat.

      I’ve trolled Galley on social media and have never seen him with one girl on a consistent basis. And that adds to his appeal. What kind of girl could capture Galley Rutherford’s heart and capture it so completely that he would give up his unconventional—by my standards—preference for multiple partners?

      Unless he is seeing someone, and she doesn’t go to DU.

      “Galley, are you seeing anyone?” I blurt out.

      I groan under my breath and resist the impulse to cover my face.

      “Why? Are you asking me out?”

      A slow perusal from his dark eyes. Hot. Interested. Intense. No guy has ever looked at me the way Galley did. I clear my throat.

      “My answer depends on your answer,” I volley back.

      “I’m not a one-girl kind of guy, Nora. So, no, I’m not seeing anyone. Full disclosure: if you plan on asking me out, I have a handful of friends with benefits, if it matters.”

      It does. I sigh, and it’s deep. A handful of friends with benefits? I can’t compete with his side girls or want to.

      “Never mind. I won’t be asking you out.”

      “You won’t?”

      “No.” I face him and sit cross-legged with my back against the arm.

      My couch is big enough for three people to sit comfortably without worrying they would touch one another. That’s why I bought such a big couch and why Asher and Ryan come over to my place when we binge-watch movies. They don’t touch me, and I don’t touch them.

      It's how I like my life.

      Then Dad had a stroke, forcing me to think over how I’ve lived my life and how he has lived his, too. We haven’t lived enough. But how can I convince him to live life to the fullest when the words safe and dangerous define our lives?

      “I’m a one-guy kind of girl, Galley.” I answer his question. “Multiple sex partners don’t do it for me. Neither do friend-with-benefits arrangements.”

      I fluff my shirt over my knees. Galley stares.

      “You’re swimming in that shirt. It looks like a man’s shirt. Do you have a boyfriend? A beefcake I don’t know about?”

      “Seriously?” I can’t help but laugh.

      “Beefcake is funny?”

      “From you? Yes. But really, though, you think I have a boyfriend? I don’t like touching of any kind. Doesn’t that clue you in that I’m not in a relationship?”

      “A guy and a girl can be in a relationship and not touch.”

      “You believe that?”

      “I do.”

      Said with conviction. My heart pitter-patters. Galley’s words are dangerous and challenge me to challenge him to test this conviction of his.

      We’re safe from one another. Complete opposites. Oil and water. Lots of touching for him. Little to no touching for me.

      “Huh.”

      “That’s all you have to say? This conversation is interesting as fuck. Shit.” He shakes his head. “I’m sorry for the bad language, Nora. From now forward, I’ll keep a tight lid on the f-bombs.”

      “I don’t mind, Galley. Bad language is you. I’m not out to change you, so please don’t hold back for me, okay?”

      “No way.” He stares at me. His eyes are wide.

      “What?” My fingers go to my cheeks. “Do I have something on my face?”

      “Your face is flawless. Perfect.”

      Wow, he is working that charm of his. I bite down on my smile. “Thank you.”

      He smiles back. “For real? You don’t want to change me?”

      “Why would I? If you changed for me, for any girl, you wouldn’t be you. Interesting. Unique. Sexy AF.”

      “AF? Do you swear in acronyms? Fucking adorable.”

      He scoots back and tucks his large body into the corner of the couch with his muscular arm resting along the top of the cushion.

      “Earlier, you said you don’t have a boyfriend. Am a one-guy kind of girl. Not interested in multiple sex partners or a friend-with-benefits deal. How will you know what you like or don’t like if you don’t give something a try?”

      “I don’t have to try something to know I’m not interested. I’m for being with one guy on an exclusive basis.”

      “Your parents were high school sweethearts, weren’t they? They’re still happily married, too, I’m betting. Your parents are your role models.”

      I give him the hard truth. “My mom was a serial cheater. She left my dad when I was ten.”

      “Aw, shit. I’m sorry, Nora.”

      I shrug. “It’s no big deal.” It is and continues to be. “My dad is better off without her.”

      “Did he remarry? Do you have a stepmom? Stepsiblings? Half-siblings?”

      “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “Oh, okay, yeah, sure.” He drums his fingers on the cushion and shifts in his seat, avoiding my eyes.

      I’ve made him uncomfortable. I tip my head at his mug. “Drink your tea before it gets cold.”

      Tea is safe. Something warm is comforting and cuts through the awkwardness.

      I reach for my mug and cradle its warmth in my hands. I sip my tea, close my eyes as the liquid slides down my throat, and hum low in my throat.

      “Mmm, so good.”

      The lavender scent reminds me of the day Dad and I visited a lavender farm on our trip to Dumas the summer before the start of my freshman year. He bought me a basketful of lavender soaps and lotions. Tea, too. I’ve been buying lavender tea from Bliss Lavender Farm ever since.

      I open my eyes. Galley isn’t in his spot.

      “Galley?”

      “In here,” I hear from behind the bathroom door, followed by the toilet flushing and then the water running.

      He walks back to the couch and sits. His knee bounces up and down. Pink splotches on his cheeks and he’s breathing fast. I lean forward.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I overexerted myself.”

      “Using the bathroom? Should I be worried? Are you passing a kidney stone? You’re sweating.”

      “Just jerked off, that’s all.”

      What the⁠—?

      My eyes must be saucers. This guy is something. Now I understand how he earned his nickname. Galley “filthy mouthed” Rutherford.

      He clears his throat. His right knee bounces nonstop. I’m dizzy watching him.

      “I’m sorry, Nora. That was crass. But when you closed your eyes and sipped that tea, I thought of you with something in your mouth. And that sexy humming noise coming from your throat…”

      He bolts off the couch and beelines for the sink. Galley splashes water on his face and rummages through my kitchen drawers until he finds a dish rag.

      Galley touched himself in my bathroom. I should be creeped out or grossed out. I’m not either. I expect him to do something crass.

      “If you need a late-night booty call with one of your FWBs, I won’t think less of you,” I tease. “She might let you crash at her place afterward.”

      He faces me and scowls. “Are you implying I have no self-restraint?”

      “Am I wrong?”

      “Dead wrong.”

      “Wrong enough to test this self-restraint of yours and give up sex?”

      “For how long?”

      “How long was your longest relationship?”

      “Three weeks.”

      “How long was your longest dry spell?”

      “I don’t kiss and tell, Nora.”

      “Humor me.”

      “Two weeks.”

      “Okay, two plus three equals five.”

      “Five weeks without fucking? I mean sex. Coitus. Making love.”

      I roll my eyes and smile, having this urge to pinch myself. Galley Rutherford is in my place, and he is adorable with that mortified expression on his ruggedly handsome face.

      I shrug. “Well?”

      “I can go five weeks without sex if you tell me why you don’t like to touch or be touched.”

      “If that’s the end goal, we should up the stakes.”

      He narrows his eyes. “What are you proposing?”

      My proposition is dangerous, but it’s all or nothing. I pat the couch. “Come sit before you fall over. You look exhausted.”

      “Nora.” Another scowl.

      “Please, Galley.”

      His chest rises and falls. What a deep sigh. He saunters over and sits. Silence. Seconds pass. My courage slowly slips.

      “Nora, the suspense is killing me. Give it up already.”

      “Okay, well…” I run my fingers over the couch. “There’s someone I need to learn to touch, and I would like your help. Help me get to the point I can touch him without thinking he’ll hurt me.”

      “The fuck?”

      Deep grooves between his eyes. Brown eyes darkening to a pitch black. Fierce scowl.

      “Tell me who this bastard is?”

      “Promise you won’t hurt him.”

      “I refuse.”

      Stubborn. Galley and my dad would get along well.

      “Then I refuse to tell.” I sip more tea, not liking that I’ve let it cool down.

      “I have resources and can find out who he is in a heartbeat.”

      “I’m sure you can, but it’ll be game over whether it’s a week or four weeks and six days.”

      “You are brutal.”

      He brings the mug to his mouth and tips his head back. Galley guzzles the tea, shows me the empty mug, and sets it on the coaster. “What I’m wondering is are you worth five weeks of blue balls?”

      His question doesn’t surprise me. The stakes are high for someone with his stamina. And I’ve heard his stamina is off the charts high when rugby season peaks in three weeks.

      “This isn’t just about the guy that hurt me. We graduate in seven months. The jobs I want, they don’t have in Dumas. And my perfect job involves traveling. That means stepping out of the bubble I’ve put around myself. With all the touching that you do and getting touched, too, you’re the perfect person to ease me into this touchy-feely thing called living.”

      “Can your friends help?”

      “My friends are girls. For this experiment, I need a guy.” I need to understand why my sister and mother did the things they did to my father.

      “Gotcha. You’re twisting my arm, Nora, but okay, I’ll sacrifice myself for the betterment of mankind. I’m all in for us touching.”

      A gleam in his eyes. Big, cheesy grin. Too bad I have to be the bearer of bad news.

      “Um, Galley, I’d like to touch you, but you can’t touch me unless I say so.”

      He’ll have to work for my truth. He’s had it easy for too long, the coeds readily accessible to him.

      “Wha-at?”

      “I have to know I can touch you, and you won’t hurt me. I have to be confident I can touch you, and you won’t go out and heavy pet some other girl after I’m done with you. It’ll be me and you for five weeks. Exclusive. Then we go our separate ways.”

      “You think it’ll be that easy to walk away from me?” Said with no arrogance whatsoever. Just his unwavering belief in his natural charm. I bet no girl’s ever walked away from him before.

      I can’t resist teasing him. “You’re not modest, are you?”

      He glowers. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “I’m certain I can leave and never look back.”

      “Not even twice?”

      “Not even twice.” My mom didn’t.

      Neither did my sister. They walked out of my life and Dad’s. All in the name of touching and being touched. Galley’s cut from the same cloth. It’s best to walk away from him first.

      “Exclusiveness and I’m not allowed to touch you. That’s a lot to ask of a guy you barely know, Nora Sánchez.”

      “You know my last name?”

      “I noticed you at one of our matches and asked around.”

      “I only went to one game, and that was a year ago.”

      “If this works out, will you make me wait a year to touch you? Taste you? Make love to you?”

      He has no filter, and I can’t decide whether I find that dangerous or safe. “Who says I want you to be my first? I have high standards.”

      “And I intend on meeting every one of your expectations.”

      Ha! “Are you accepting my proposal?”

      “With the shit night we’ve had? Nah. I’m going to sleep on it and give you the chance to make certain it’s what you want, too.”

      He’s not a bad guy. He doesn’t automatically jump at the offer. Galley is playing it safe, and safe is my favorite word.

      “So, who’s the guy you want to touch? The one that hurt you?”

      “Sorry, but I won’t be telling. You didn’t give me your promise.”

      “Why should I? He hurt you, Nora.”

      “He’s fragile, okay? Just, please, don’t hurt him. Ever.”
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      Five weeks with no sex and exclusiveness with a girl I barely know.

      “You’re doubting yourself. You don’t believe you can do it? Or it’s me, isn’t it?”

      I hear the challenge in her voice, and the uncertainty too. I drop the hot topic of needing to know who hurt Nora, or confess that I’m already not doing it, not having sex, that is. For the life of me, I haven’t been able to get my junk up until she sipped that damn tea with longing on her face.

      “How about I make this easy for you? You’re the wrong guy to ask. My apologies, Galley Rutherford. I’m strange. Standoffish. And you’re out of my league.”

      She gets off the couch and walks the fuck around the table, tipping her chin as she walks by. She returns a few minutes later with a stack of blankets in her arms and a pillow.

      “Please be considerate and put a blanket down on the couch before you sleep on it naked.”

      She sets the bundle on the opposite end of the couch and walks by again. I glance after her. She is wearing baggy pants and a shirt three times her size. There isn’t anything to see, but I surmise there is plenty to see under Nora’s clothes.

      “Good night, Galley.”

      As soon as Nora’s bedroom door shuts, I do as she asks. I put a blanket over her couch and strip to my birthday suit. I stare at the ceiling with my hands clasped behind my head.

      Is there a plant hanging above me in a tiny glass thing-a-ma-bob? I narrow my eyes. Shit’s sakes. What is it with Nora and her plants?

      I roll onto my side and stare at more plants, highlighted by the moonlight shining in through the cracks in the blinds.

      She dotes on them. Talks to them. Strokes the leaves. Leans in close. Smiles. Whispers sweet nothings to her plants.

      I close my eyes. A grin spreads across my face. She’s different. Unique. Sexy as fuck the way she takes care of her plants. Plants that would die without the attention she gives them.

      So, who hurt her?

      I’m willing to be exclusive to dig deeper into Nora’s life. And when I find the bastard responsible for her hang-up, I’ll pound his face to the back of his skull.

      No one hurts a sweet girl like Nora Sánchez.

      No one.
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        * * *

      

      I can’t sleep. For the life of me, all I see is the panic on Nora’s face when she asked me never to hurt the guy who hurt her.

      I roll off the couch and stretch. The screen of my cell lights up. I grab my cell and bring it to my face. My cell’s blown up with texts from my dad. Damn it, those morons had the nerve to send my dad images of what the fuck they did. He’ll be in Dumas bright and early in the morning to survey the WTF damages.

      I blow out a breath and cram my fingers in my hair. I feel for my dad. He received the shit end of the stick with the troubles my mom and I put him through. I’ll do right by him, though, and help as much as I can between classes and practice.

      Yeah, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll help relieve the stress for my old man. I set my cell down, being mindful of not knocking over this damn fine flower in the middle of the table. My dad taught me some manners. Yeah, my dad, and not my mom. My mom is a beautiful disaster.

      I bend at the waist and check out the flower. Deep purple. Wide petals. I squint my eyes and look closer. Holy fuck. This flower looks like a woman’s hoochie.

      My face heats. So does my crotch. I glance down. My beast is upright. Goddamn, my beast is upright! I’ve got a boner. I’ve got a damn fucking boner! Just to be sure I have a boner, I look down again. The one-eyed beast looks back up at me.

      No way. I do laps around the table and jump up and down. Yeah, it’s uncomfortable as fuck with my staff at full attention, but… I pump my fist in the air and give my beast a pep talk.

      “You got this, big guy.” I shake my head. “You had me worrying, one-eye. I was fucking worried I would never slip you in a tight place again.”

      Grinning wide, I do jumping jacks and eye my junk. I am coordinated. Yeah, I have coordination. I have a boner. Life is A-fucking great and… I need to take a piss.

      Shit.

      I drank way too much damn tea.

      I hurry for the bathroom and run smack dab into the wall. Except this wall is moving and falling backward.

      Holy fuck, Nora is going to hit the floor.

      I sling my arm across her lower back and bring her flush against my body. Round, full, large breasts brushing against my chest. Hardened nipples burying themselves in my chest hair. Smooth thighs caressing mine. The sexy dip of the small of her back beneath my palm. I’ve died and gone to heaven.

      “OMG, Galley, you’re touching me!” She twists out of my hold and stands in front of the bathroom door with her hands clenched. “How could you after our talk?”

      I put my hands in the air. “I accidentally ran into you. I’m sorry, Nora. It won’t happen again.”

      “Of course, it won’t. After tonight, you’re not welcomed back, Galley Rutherford.”

      She tips her chin. I’m seeing more than Nora’s cute chin.

      I cross my arms. “You’re naked.”

      “So are you.” Her attention stays on my face.

      “I gave full disclosure. Revealed to you I sleep in the buff. This…you?” I shake my head. “Full frontal.”

      Her chin tips higher. I’m not interested in high. My gaze drops low. Her breasts look exactly how they had felt pressed against my skin. Large, full, round. Dark areolas. Puckered nipples. I groan under my breath and drop my gaze more.

      A smooth stomach with a small pooch. I’d kiss down her stomach, then suck and nibble on her adorable pooch. Narrow waist perfect for my large paws. Curvy hips equally perfect for my hands. Ample thighs I can squeeze and cup all day long. Dark hair covering her sex. I’ve never been with a girl with hair down there.

      The girls I get with are shaved or waxed. I’m digging the hair. She would be soft against my beard. Hair on hair. Her flavor would stick to her hair. Her wetness would slick my beard. Her flavor, her scent… Groaning, I close my eyes and reach for my erection.

      “Should I leave you two alone?”

      I open my eyes. Her gaze touches on my randy beast before settling on my face.

      “Would you like me to get you a towel?” I ask. “Or should I get you off? I can do so without using my hands.”

      Her eyes widen. There’s enough light coming in through the slits in the blinds, but I need more light. I need to confirm what I’m seeing. Avoiding touching her, I reach over and flip on the bathroom light.

      Flushed cheeks, red splotches on her chest and neck—she’s a Latina, naturally tan, but not so tan that I would miss the telltale signs that she is turned on.

      “I don’t need your services.” She flips her hair and doesn’t cover herself. Nora stands there in all her naked glory for me to ogle and admire. “And it wasn’t seeing your body that turned me on. I sometimes get myself hot and need a cold shower afterward.”

      “Are you saying you were getting yourself off?” Holy fuck, that’s sexy. I don’t wait for her response. I already know the answer. “Do you want to shower together?”

      “You wouldn’t last. The kind of cold I like is body-numbing.”

      “My kind of cold, too, after a brutal match. How about it? I swear I won’t look any lower than your mouth so long as you give me the same courtesy.”

      I cover my pecs with one hand and my raging boner with the other.

      “Settle down, one-eye,” I say under my breath, my eyes dead set on Nora’s.

      “Did you just call your penis ‘one-eye’?”

      “You have ultrasonic hearing.”

      Eye roll. “You said it loud enough for me to hear. Admit it.”

      “Sexy as fuck being onto me, Nora. I totally dig that. Nothing gets by you.”

      “I’d like to get by you. Move, please.”

      I open my mouth.

      “And without you.” She gathers her long hair in her hands. “Can we put this weird moment behind us?”

      “I can’t unsee the beauty and fineness I saw, Nora. And you? Can you forget all this?” I run my hands up and down my sides. Collapse my hand and blow at my nails. I brush my nails over my shoulder. She smiles and bites down on her bottom lip.

      “By the end of the night, you’ll be a figment of my imagination.” She shoos me to the side. “A body is a body is a body. Get me to care about your mind and your heart, and I might just want your body, Galley. Remember that when I’m ready to learn this touchy-feely thing called living.”

      Wait a minute. “But you just said I’m not allowed back here.”

      “You heard right.”

      I don’t believe I did, but just to be clear… “So, which is it? Play our game or not come back?”

      “Give me a day to think it over, okay?”

      I hang my head and move aside. She walks past me with her arms firmly against her sides. No touching. A slight tip of her cute chin, again. The door closes, and I hear the shower running.

      Get me to care about your mind and your heart, and I might just want your body.

      I want her body and want Nora to want my body. How the fuck do I get her to give a shit about my mind and my heart?

      Damn, I’ll have to do something I never thought I would do. I’ll have to think past physical needs and go deep into a woman’s emotional needs.

      I strut to the flower on the coffee table, bending at the waist to take a closer look. I edge back, unsure of what I saw.

      Fuck’s sake, did the flower wink at me?
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