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      This one’s for me, and for you: lovers of romantic tropes everywhere. Whether it’s an amnesiac sheriff or an uptight city boy trapped in the country or a feverish hero being tended to by the heroine (three of my faves), this is for readers who not only defined the genre but also demanded more and never tire of it.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Author’s Note
            

          

        

      

      I love Shaun of the Dead. It is, possibly, one of the finest movies in the history of cinema, second only to Starship Troopers. It’s got everything: a clueless hero, a puffy sidekick who can imitate an orangutan, Bill Nighy (my old-man crush), a supernice mom, a nerdy bespectacled frenemy in love with the hero’s ex, Queen on the sound track (Is there a more beautiful sight than a bunch of British twentysomethings whacking a zombie with pool cues while “Don’t Stop Me Now” blares in the background?), debunked dog myths (“Dogs can look up!”), and innocents getting hit by darts.

      Oh, and zombies. Lots of zombies. I love everything about Shaun of the Dead, but I love how they handled zombies the most. Their love for the genre shone through virtually every minute of the film as they poked fun at themselves and the genre, and I never once felt like they were mocking me or the movies I like: we were in it together. It was the first movie I ever thought of as a conscious gift to the audience: here’s something we liked; we think you’ll like it, too.

      So: this book. My editor and I love the romance genre (not atypical for writers and editors who work in the romance genre, and thank goodness). We love historicals and paranormals and contemporaries and Regencies. We love the silly stuff and the BAMF stuff and the sexy stuff. We love kick-ass heroines and damsels who need to be rescued every twenty minutes. We love alpha heroes and beta heroines, and we love it the other way around, too. (We’re dirty girls, and so flexible, too!) We love heroes who are SEALs and farmers and sheriffs and doctors. We love heroines who are biochemists and Vikings and captives and wardens. We love third person and first person and audio and electronic and paperbacks and classic hardcovers.

      And the romance tropes, oh God, the tropes. We love those most of all; for us, tropes make the romance.

      For the uninitiated, Wikipedia defines “tropes” as “the use of figurative language – via word, phrase, or even an image – for artistic effect such as using a figure of speech.” Did that help? Because it didn’t help me even a little. I had to keep reading: “The word ‘trope’ has also come to be used for describing commonly recurring literary and rhetorical devices, motifs or clichés in creative works.” Oh. Okay. That’s a little better, Wikipedia. Stop trying to impress me and just define stuff, okay? Maybe with pictures next time? I like pictures.

      A “trope” is when you’re watching a new show about a cop who’s set to retire next week/month/year and you know that cop will never retire. It’s when the slutty pretty teenager in a horror movie says, “I’ll be right back!” and you know she’s toast. It’s knowing the hero and heroine who at first loathe each other will fall in love. It’s a way for the writer to let the reader/viewer know what to expect without having to, you know, write. (Shut up! We’re doing the best we can.)

      A trope is the thing that brings you back to the same genre again and again, because the stuff you loved in the first book will pop up in other books and you’re always chasing that feeling, the giddy excitement of reading about a hero and heroine, or hero and hero, or heroine and – you get the picture; whoever they are, you know they are destined for love, and you want to watch. (Not in a creepy way.) Even more: you want to fall in love, too.

      And while we were listing our fave tropes (and everyone in the office was getting in on it, and when I mentioned it to my book club they couldn’t wait to list theirs, too) my editor said, “Wouldn’t it be great if there was a book that paid homage to the romance tropes? Not in a mean way, like the Scary Movie movies.”

      “In a fun way,” I replied, “like Shaun of the Dead.” And wouldn’t it be great, we thought, if the audience was in on it?

      And that’s how Danger, Sweetheart came about. A romance novel that pays respect to romance novels, where the readers are in on the joke. Unless you skipped this Author’s Note, in which case I cannot help you.

      For those of you in a hurry, I’ve listed all the romance tropes used in the writing of this book at the end, so you can peek and see if any of your favorites are there. Dunno about you, but I can never resist a hero with a high fever, all delirious and adorable, being tended to by a (reluctantly) adoring heroine. I also like the fish out of water trope and the first sex is perfect sex trope. I even got to have some fun with tropes I find annoying (I’m looking at you, Hero Keeping a Big Secret).

      If you’re new to the genre, this is a fun place to start because: tropes! I’m basically throwing you into the deep end, but unlike when I was tossed into the deep end at the helpless age of twenty-seven, I think you’ll enjoy it.

      Other things you might want to know (or things I want you to know and your feelings on the matter are nothing to me, nothing!): No tropes were harmed in the creative process. Also, I’m not as gross as readers might assume: it really did rain urine in the bathroom at the Plaza Hotel and Casino, courtesy of a leak one floor above. I did not make that up. God, I wish I had made that up. “Urine” and “rain” and “hotel” are three words that never belong in the same sentence.

      The T-shirt Natalie wears (“One by one the penguins slowly steal my sanity”) is a thing! You can get it at Amazon. As I did. And the pink-and-black skull leash sported by the White Rose of York also exists in real life.

      Finally, as of this writing, you can’t hop an Amtrak from Las Vegas to Minot, North Dakota. This is a crime against humanity. Long train rides rock. Minot does, too (my bias: I was born on the Minot Air Force Base).
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        Armed with only a cork-topped plastic tray, I encounter the best and worst people on Earth. Every night.

        —SARAH VENTRE, “Why Your Cocktail Waitress Hates You”

        If we are to feel the positive feelings of love, happiness, trust, and gratitude, we periodically also have to feel anger, sadness, fear, and sorrow.

        —JOHN GRAY, Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus

        The fish are watched working their way up the shallows… when they come to the shelter of a ledge or a rock it is their nature to slide under it and rest. The poacher sees the edge of a fin or the moving tail… instinct, however, tells him a fish ought to be there, so he takes the water very slowly and carefully and stands up near the spot. He then kneels on one knee and passes his hand, turned with fingers up, deftly under the rock until it comes in contact with the fish’s tail. Then he begins tickling with his forefinger, gradually running his hand along the fish’s belly further and further toward the head until it is under the gills. Then comes a quick grasp, a struggle, and the prize is wrenched out of his natural element, stunned with a blow on the head, and landed in the pocket of the poacher.

        —THOMAS MARTINDALE, Sport Indeed

        [My daughter] starts walking out toward the ponies, she’s like “Can I go?” I’m an idiot… “Go on out there, honey, you’re only outnumbered fifty to one. What could possibly happen?” And there’s this one beautiful speckled pony… she walks up to the pony… the pony bites her on the fucking leg. And she screams: “Why, Daddy?” She calms down… she wants to look [ponies] up and learn about them. And we go look up ponies. And it turns out they’re assholes. They bite all the time.

        —LOUIS C.K.

        Pretendian: A wannabe American Indian. Usually exhibited by white people but blacks do it too. Claims to be ¼th Native American or a lesser percentage, but usually have no definitive proof of it or of what tribe they’re from… if such ancestry exists, they tend to exaggerate the very small amount that they have after generations of their family neglecting this heritage.

        The most annoying thing about these people is the smugness that they claim this lost heritage with. Upon being told by some senile relative or actually finding proof, they suddenly claim to know EVERYTHING about Native Americans and press for tribal membership while buying ambiguous, commodified Indian-themed jewelry and merchandise like dream-catchers. It’s usually the first thing they put on their MySpace biographies, and they get miffed when people don’t refer to them as Native American or take them seriously as such (but say that they don’t want people to “judge them for embracing their ancestral roots”). They also spend their time discrediting other white people who display Indian Princess Syndrome or people who actually have accountable Native ancestry.

        These people often have no grasp on Native culture and issues, both historical and contemporary. In the end, most people with accountable ancestry don’t whore their heritage in order to look “exotic” and interesting.

        —The Urban Dictionary

        There’s nothing trashy about romance.

        —PARRY in The Fisher King
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      “Wow.”

      “I know.”

      “That was the best awkward sex I’ve ever had.”

      “Yeah, baby, it was good for me, t— What?”

      “A new winner.” Shannah Banaan sat up in bed and began rooting around for her clothes. One good thing about a lackluster performance: her stockings were intact. “Pride of place went to the awkward sex in Madame Tussauds Wax Museum, right next to Hugh Hefner and his life partner, Michael Jackson.” At his puzzled stare, she elaborated. “My date and I rearranged some of the couples, mostly because I thought Madonna and Elvis deserved a chance to be together. And I honestly thought I’d go to my death with unsettling wax museum sex in the number-one slot. But you fixed it.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Mmm.” She climbed into her clothes while keeping a wary eye on her surroundings. She’d been hot – and he’d been gorgeous (if somewhat selfish and unimaginative in bed) – but not so lust crazed that she would let herself forget that she worked, and now had sex, in a hotel where it had once literally rained urine.

      “You liked it,” her now-disgruntled bang pro tem was grumbling. “My ears are still ringing; that’s how loud you were.”

      “I had little choice; you weren’t responding to my hand signals. No need to get miffed. You got off. I almost got off.” She shrugged. “Now we’re off on our separate ways and ne’er the twain shall meet.”

      “You don’t talk like a waitress.”

      “Incorrect, since I am in point of fact a waitress.” Ah, the beloved all cocktail waitresses are slutty and stupid cliché. And that observation from a man who was unable to calculate 15 percent of $150.15.

      “Huh?”

      So gorgeous, she thought with mild regret, and so dim. He really was almost stereotypically handsome: penetrating blue eyes, deep blond hair with gold glints, long, long legs. She’d always had a weakness for the tall ones with good shoulders.

      “Don’t call me,” she said as she threw him a smile and gathered up her de rigueur overtly sexy uniform, “and I won’t call you.”

      He had by now managed to sit up in bed and looked adorably rumpled and confused. He rubbed his (blue, bleu, azul) eyes with the heels of his hands and squinted up at her. “Look, we can’t see each other again. I’m sorry, but it was one of those boats passing in the night things.”

      “Ships.” She managed not to add you gorgeous moron.

      “Huh?”

      “I will never understand how men are struck deaf post-orgasm.” She pulled on her underpants, then wriggled into the rest of her uniform. The rest = a long black satin suit jacket that buttoned low and fell high. Someday she would have a job that required her to wear pants. Hold fast to your dream, she thought, then straightened, turned, and spared a look at the gorgeous moron she had taken in a moment of insanity/horniness/loneliness.

      He was blinking up at her like a confused, handsome possum caught in headlights. “So, going?”

      “Yes, going. Thank you for six minutes of your time.” She was grumpy and anxious to get home where she could let her Hitachi, Sir Shakes-A-Lot, finish her off. But no need to be an utter bitch. She’d keep it at 30 percent. “It was nice to meet you.” And it was. He was all superficial charm and classic good looks: trim and tall, with eyes of direct Monet blue (post the artist’s cataract surgery of 1923) and a brilliant smile she had first felt in her knees and then… higher. But not too high.

      “Sorry it didn’t work out. Listen, I come here quite a lot —”

      “Yes. Your coin-bucket collection was a giveaway. As were the many times I’ve brought you Sea Breeze after Sea Breeze over the last few months. A bold choice for a straight man, by the way.”

      “— and if our paths cross again, even though I’d love to see you again, I’m hoping we can be adult about this.”

      “Right. Because nothing says adult like an exchange of bodily fluids followed by pretending the other person never existed to avoid conflict.” She managed (barely) to soften the observation with a smile. “Don’t worry. I guarantee you will never, as long as you live, ever see me again.”

       

      “I have to see you again.”

      “How come?”

      “Idjit! Not you,” she added when she heard his affronted huff, “me.” She couldn’t believe her accent had slipped. Never had the word “idjit” – argh, “idiot,” she meant “idiot” – been hurled so accurately.

      “Are you going to invite me in?” She looked around at the gold wallpaper, gold gilt mirror, and slightly less gold carpet as if seeing them in their tacky glory for the first time. “Or are we going to have this discussion in the hall?”

      Benjamin Tarbell’s bemused expression never faltered. “Look, I understand what you’re going through,” he began, shifting immediately into practiced soothe mode.

      She blinked. “In fact, you don’t.”

      “But what we had was too magical to cheapen with regular sex.”

      She made a fist, then bit it to swallow the hysterical guffaw the word “magical” brought forth. “Ggghh. Mmmm?”

      “So I’ll have to ask you to leave,” he finished, swinging the door closed, “with only your precious memories of a lost love. It’s killing me, too, baby! But it’s the only way.”

      Pretty rich boys should never take on country girls; she shoved past him, into the suite, and after a long nonplussed moment he shut the door and followed. She took in the dirty clothes draped on the desk, his wallet and rental car key, the room service cart, and the devastation that had once been his meal. The man had the table manners of a farrowing sow.

      “There are French fries,” she observed, “on every surface of this room.” Then she stuffed her fist back into her mouth. She needed to wrap this up before she hit bone. Or vomited. Maybe both. “The reason I— What are you doing?”

      He looked up from shrugging out of his robe. “Don’t worry; I changed my mind.”

      (don’t ask, What mind? don’t ask, What mind? don’t)

      He sat, crossed long, muscled legs, then patted the bed, which boasted rucked-up sheets and French fries. “I’m glad you came. Pretty soon I’ll be glad I came.” He punctuated his idea of a bon mot with a lopsided leer as he stroked his burgeoning erection, which, she hated to admit, was impressive. Ah-ha! Now I remember what I saw in you.

      She tittered around her fist. Was this really happening? “Listen to me, you beautiful dolt. I am not here for another five-minute sweaty interlude.”

      “No?” He wiggled dark, perfectly groomed brows (my first tip-off; what had I been thinking? he has the eyebrows of a cologne model!), then took a firmer grip on his penis and angled it toward her, as if it were a microphone and she his interview subject, or as if he was afraid she would have trouble finding it. Unfortunately, that would never have been difficult. The lovely dumb ass was hung like a steer. “You sure, um…” His inability to recall her name put an end to her giggles, for which she was grateful. And at least he had the grace to be embarrassed.

      “I’ll give you a hint: it means lily.”

      “Is it Lily?”

      “No,” she sighed/groaned (grighed? soaned?). “It’s not Lily.” Their chat had the welcome side effect of softening his erection. Shannah (English/Hebrew origin; diminutive of Shoshannah, meaning: “lily”) had confidence that her next statement would wilt it entirely. “It’s not Lily, you’re not getting laid tonight – by me, at any rate – and I’m pregnant. By you.”

      Going, going, gone. Farewell, Benjamin’s erection. I barely knew ye.

      “No.”

      “I understand,” she said kindly, “because that was my exact response when the stick turned blue. No, and then there may have been screaming. Followed by sobbing. But it’s true. I’ve since had a doctor confirm.”

      “It’s not mine.”

      “No need to take my word for it.” Never, she would never, never let him see how that hurt her. His reaction was expected, knee-jerk from a quintessential jerk.

      And it hurt.

      “No need,” she said again through clenched teeth, “to take my word for it. A blood test will show the baby has two dolts for parents and they’re both in this room. Which stinks of French fries and your hair product. In fact —” She held up a finger, then bolted for the bathroom. She could have made it to the toilet but spitefully chose the sink. Then felt bad: It’s not like he’ll be the one cleaning this up. Well, he’ll have to call the front desk. It’ll cost him seven seconds of his life.

      From behind her, a hollow, “Aw, man,” followed by the whump of him falling back on the bed. She heard rustling and assumed he was putting his robe back on.

      She rinsed her mouth and left the bathroom, pressing the heels of her hands to her eyes, hard, to shove back tears. She would cry; it was as inevitable as Tarbell’s instinctive ducking of responsibility. But not here and not now and never in front of Benjamin Tarbell.

      “So, rather like two people in a car accident, we should exchange insurance and contact information the better to wade through the legal and moral ramifications. Here’s mine.” She pulled the paper with her contact info, along with a picture of the ultrasound, out of her pocket and offered them to him. When he didn’t reach for them, she put them on the dresser beside his wallet. “Too soon?”

      “Um…”

      “Yes, I understand. I’ve had the better part of two weeks to adjust. In fact, I’m still adjusting. You need time. I need time. Once you are satisfied the babies are yours —”

      “Babies?” He said it the way she would have said, There’s a rattlesnake in my soup!

      “Yes. Twins.” The doctor was certain she had the date of conception wrong. When she explained, at length, that she well remembered her only sexual experience in fourteen months and thus was quite, quite sure about the date, he’d given her an ultrasound on the spot. And there they were: twin harbingers of the coming destruction of her youth.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      “Exactly.” She nodded. “That is the perfect response.” She absently patted her stomach. Sorry, babies, I’ll probably come to love you in time.

      He sighed and his eyes narrowed. “So you want money.”

      “I want,” she replied with care, “support. From the other half of this equation. To which I am lawfully entitled.” She summoned a smile that felt as sour as her post-barfing breath. “If you’re going to be nasty about it.”

      “I’m not giving you a fucking dime.”

      “Please don’t make me get your address, credit card information, and phone number from the nice people at the front desk.” A bluff. The nice people at the front desk thought she was a stuck-up bitch, and she thought they were boring and small-minded (in every sense of the word).

      “You think you’re the first bimbo to try this?”

      “To ‘try’ getting impregnated with twins by you when we were both in our right mind and fully consented? Yes. I think I’m the first bimbo to try this, unless you have other illegitimate children out in the world – then God help the world. And it’s Ms. Bimbo, jackass.”

      “I’m not giving you a fucking dime,” he said again, doubtless assuming pregnancy hormones caused selective deafness.

      “That,” she replied, stepping to the room service cart and sticking her index finger through the hole in the metal plate warmer, “remains to be seen.”

      “You fuckin’ women, you’re all the same.”

      “Double X chromosomes?” she suggested. “Vaginas? Physiologically weaker but longer lived? Lack of prostate cancer?”

      “You dress hot and flirt and then go out and get yourselves pregnant —”

      “Behold, a virgin shall conceive!”

      “— and then comes the money grab, fuck!” Benjamin Tarbell hit her with every ounce of contempt a man who had never worked for anything was capable of. His expression was that of someone ankle deep in cow shit who blamed the cows and not himself for walking through the field in the first place. “Don’t any of you sluts have any fucking pride oh God ow.”

      “Oh yes.” She had hit him with the plate cover, which made a lovely bwoonngg as it connected with the side of his (possibly hollow) head. “Too much pride, in fact. How do you think I ended up in this mess?”

      He staggered, straightened, then seized her arm in a pincher grip and hauled her toward the door, ignoring her pained yelp. He was holding the side of his hand over the rapidly swelling bump and mumbling, “Oh God ow that hurt so bad fuck fuck God that hurt fuck ow,” as he shoved her into the hallway, then slammed the door.

      “What?” she asked the door, hands on her hips. “No tip?”

      A shattering clatter – his dinner plate imploding against the door? – was her answer.

      “Not even a lousy eight percent? Fine,” she said to the empty hallway. “Fine. All right. Plan C.” Plan A: abortion, tell no one, resume her life. Plan B: confront Benjamin; make child-care and/or custody arrangements, or arrange for a monthly check if he wished to support, but not love, his sons. Plan C: crawl.

      But where? And to whom? Back to Sweetheart and disapproval and small-town gossips who thought they knew her but never would? To the casual insanity of her hometown? No. To her father, who thought her motive for leaving was to trap a rich man? Other women could rely on their birthplaces for support, but as she had known long before the pee stick foretold her fate, home wouldn’t have her, and she wouldn’t have them.

      She thought Robert Frost, the city boy who came to love the country, put it in a way most people could grasp: Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.

      Mr. Frost probably meant well, but his father had died when the poet was eleven and his mother when he was in his twenties. His sister and daughter had been institutionalized and the family was plagued with mental illness, mostly depression. Of course a man with that background thought home was a mythical place both magical and beautiful, stuffed with forgiving loved ones who were always happy to see you and never dropped hints about when you should leave again. The man’s entire career was a love letter to the power of wishful thinking and a denial of his sorrowful life.

      Shannah preferred Stephen King’s take on the poem about a dying handyman and his grudge-holding employer: Home was the place where, when you have to go there, you have to finally face the thing in the dark.

      Even if you’re the thing in the dark.

      So she would crawl, but not back to Sweetheart. She would start pulling every shift she could; she would become a most helpful, charming cocktail waitress. She would cultivate her acquaintances into friends – she could do that, could force charm and warmth when she had to. She would make friends and find a decent obstetrician and call in favors and keep Benjamin Tarbell’s contact information handy. She would do these things and be a mother – good or bad remained to be seen – and if nothing else she would do a better job than her parents.

      “Maybe set the bar a bit higher,” she murmured, and started for the elevator. She glanced through the wallet she had palmed and big surprise: no library card and not one but two Hooters gift cards.

      “Oh, boys. Or girls. Or one of each.” She sighed with another pat to her stomach, and stepped into the empty elevator.
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      Blake Tarbell rolled onto his side and eyed the long, lovely naked back beside him. He could tell by her breathing that she was awake, and ran a finger from the top of her spine to the last bit of it just above her fossae lumbales laterals, the Dimples of Venus.

      “God,” she groaned into her pillow. “You know that gives me the shivers.”

      “More effective, perhaps, than an alarm.”

      “Forget it.” She flopped over and jackknifed into a sitting position so abruptly, he put out a hand, thinking she was going to tumble off the edge of the bed. “I’ve gotta get back, so just holster the morning wood already.”

      He chuckled and let his hand drop. “Holster it where?”

      “Dunno. It’s a guy thing; you figure it out.” She bounded from the bed like a gymnast on crack and he fought down a shudder. Morning people, dear God in Heaven. He liked Ava’s company, and last night she was as she always is: energetic and hungry in bed. It had been fast and urgent and delicious; they didn’t get together for long tender interludes.

      They’d met in the lobby for drinks, never dinner.

      (“Don’t ask me out. Don’t buy flowers. That’s not what this is.”

      “What is it, then?” he’d asked, amused. They’d met at McCarran four months ago; she was a pilot for Southwestern; his flight had been delayed. Drinks at the club had turned into a delicious sweaty tumble back at the hotel.

      “This is me enjoying my divorce. This is you being the sexual equivalent of a Fun Run. Less talking, Blake, and a lot more stripping.”)

      The evening had ended as it always did, with both of them agreeably sweaty and out of breath. Ava called him whenever she was in Vegas longer than three hours. If he was free, they met for drinks. If he wasn’t, Blake imagined she called someone else. He was bothered by how that didn’t bother him.

      “— the run to Boston,” she was saying. She’d done her usual efficient cleanup in the bathroom and was now wriggling back into her clothes. “God, sometimes I think it’d be easier to keep a spare set of clothes and some toiletries here. Ah-ha!”

      “What?”

      She pointed at him with one hand while zipping her slacks with the other. “You should see the look on your face. I’ve only seen people go pale that fast when the oxygen masks drop.”

      He opened his mouth to

      (lie) 

      protest, but she ran right over his words. “ ’S fine. Really. I was teasing. I know you’re cemented in your bachelor ways.”

      He opened his mouth again.

      “Nope. Don’t even try that. And don’t go on about how you’re just waiting for the right girl, and maybe that girl could be me —”

      “I wouldn’t have used the word ‘girl.’”

      “It’s fine. This —” She gestured, indicating the suite. “What we do? It’s great, really.”

      Two reallys in twenty seconds: it’s not fine (really) and it’s not great (really). He knew the signs.

      “It’s just…”

      You need something more. 

      “… I need something more. And…”

      There’s this guy. 

      “… there’s this woman – oh. You didn’t know? I’m pretty flexible between the sheets.”

      “Figuratively and literally,” he managed. Discovering his soon-to-be-former lover was bisexual was not helping his nocturnal penile tumescence. “Why would you wait until now to bring that up?”

      She laughed, bent, gave him a quick kiss. “For a chance to see that look on your face. Hey. You’re great, Blake. This was, too, y’know? But I never go back for seconds.”

      “Fourteenths,” he couldn’t help pointing out.

      “Right. But I want to keep liking you, if not fucking you. So: You don’t pretend you’re going to miss me, and I won’t pretend you can’t fill my spot in your sex suite with one text.” He couldn’t help smiling, at both her astute observations and cheerful bluntness.

      “Fair enough.” She was fully dressed now and looked clean and pressed and like she’d had a full eight hours, when he knew she hadn’t. “Might not see each other again. But if we do, it’d be great to keep it friendly, okay?”

      “You’re wrong,” Blake replied. At her surprised expression, he added, “I will miss you when you’re gone.”

      “Awww.” She bent and gave him another kiss, the last kiss. “But not for long, I bet.”

      On that point, he conceded as she bounded out his door, she was correct. Though it was flattering that she assumed he could pull a companion de la nuit with a single text. He would never text for something like that; he wasn’t a (total) barbarian. A phone call, now —

      His phone rattled on the bedside table and he leaned over to grab it. Glanced at it, then looked again. Keyed in the password, saw the entire text, and thought: shit.
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      Too soon, far too soon, he was in a terrible restaurant (French/Japanese/Cuban fusion) sitting across from his terrible twin, Rake.

      “Not that I don’t love being treated to your scowling face in the wee hours —”

      “It’s ten thirty in the morning.”

      “— but why am I here?” Rake had the ability to use any piece of furniture as a bed, and now he was lounging with no regard for his posture. All Blake could see was a shock of dark blond hair and bloodshot blue eyes. “Is Mom okay? Please say Mom’s okay. A hangover plus Blake plus Mom is just exhausting to think about.” He straightened and rubbed his temples. “My head is still attached to my body, right? It didn’t blow up or anything? My brain feels really explodey.”

      “Stop making up words, you hungover troglodyte.”

      “I will if you will.”

      “‘Troglodyte’ is a real word! God, why do I ever reach out to you?”

      “Dunno. But it makes you nuts, so I don’t know why you don’t quit it.” Rake had drained his water glass upon sliding into the booth and now snatched and slurped Blake’s.

      “Unlike some, I cannot simply jettison my responsibilities when they become tiresome.” But oh, in a perfect world… one where Rake isn’t terrible… “Not that I haven’t been tempted; surely I’ve done nothing to be saddled with you.”

      “Did so. It’s your own fault for insisting on being born first. You probably elbow-checked me on your way out of the womb. Now c’mon, why are we here? Why’d you call? What couldn’t wait until our birthday?”

      “Our mother is in Sweetheart and she needs us. She hates it, but she needs us.”

      The wiseass grin dropped off like it had been slapped away (which, Blake had to admit, he had been tempted to do on several occasions) and Rake’s teasing mien was replaced with utter seriousness. “Tell me,” he ordered.

      So Blake did.
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One year earlier

      “I don’t understand you, boy,” Shannah said, shaking her head. She was as slim as she had been in her twenties, twice as willful, fifteen times as wealthy.

      “‘Boy,’ really? Don’t you normally save that for Rake?”

      “He’s not here yet,” she replied, as if that made any sense at all.

      Blake sighed and stared into his scotch and soda. “We’re not actually interchangeable, you know.”

      “Hush,” she told the frowning man a head taller and forty pounds heavier, and he hushed. “Look at you.”

      “No need; I could just look at Rake when he arrives. It’s the same thing.”

      She ignored that. “Handsome, smart, rich, well-read.”

      “Well-read is last on your list?”

      “Fertile, ready to settle down and spread your seed.”

      “I am not. Discussing my seed.” Blake hid his head in his hands, the better to shut out the restaurant, the bright lights, his mother’s relentless interrogation about his seed, and his sudden desire for self-inflicted felony assault. “Please kill me instead.”

      “My point —”

      “Oh, good, you have one.”

      “— is you don’t have to do your silly lone-wolf thing.”

      “That,” he said, taking a careful sip of the scalding tea, “is a relief. I’ll stop immediately.”

      She smacked her knuckles, hard, on the table, an attention-getter he’d been familiar with since toddlerhood. When the knuckles hit the table/counter/top of his skull, it was past time to pay attention. “What was wrong with Carrie? Or Sandy?”

      “Terry and Mandy wanted things I didn’t.”

      His mother just looked at him, and after a long moment he elaborated: “Every girlfriend I’ve had —”

      “Some of them were older than you, boy, and not girls.”

      “Every womanfriend I’ve had —”

      “No, never mind; that sounds idiotic.”

      “Every female chum I’ve had liked my money far more than they liked me.” A little more would be tolerable, probably; somewhat more he could live with. How unfortunate it was never a contest. It was always far more. Far more. Faaaaar more. And yes, he could hear the chorus of poor baby! in his head, thank you very much. They all sounded like the fiercely loving woman sitting in front of him. His self-pity, he often thought, was matched only by his self-loathing.

      (He would never say such a thing to his mother. Also on the list of things he would never say to his mother: The ones who didn’t care about his money liked him for his cock, and only his cock. And unlike the women interested in his checkbook, the ones who liked his cock were up front about it. On the whole, he preferred the latter.)

      “All right,” his mother was saying, “you haven’t found the right female chum yet; it happens. It doesn’t mean you won’t fall in love tomorrow.” And never in a hundred years would Blake point out his mother’s hopeful-yet-defeated tone to her. She had given up on herself, yes. But never on him. Never on his brother.

      “Love is an illusion fostered by the greeting card industry.”

      His mother opened her mouth. Closed her mouth. Shrugged. “I can’t think that’s true,” she said at last. “It’s too sad. And someone your age definitely shouldn’t think it’s true.”

      He would never point out she hadn’t found The One, either. In the beginning, she was living on tips and finding out about the world. Then she’d gotten pregnant, and the following years had been spent finding out what the world thought of single mothers.

      Then, of course, their father’s wealth. From Burger King to Trattoria Reggiano in one day, thanks to their absent father’s determination to re-create the erotic food scene from the 9½ Weeks remake (he had choked to death on a kiwi).

      And in all that time, Blake’s mother had dated here and there, and apparently having twins wasn’t nearly the baggage for a rich cocktail waitress as it was for a poor one (she still waited tables one night a month to “keep my toe in the cesspool of humanity”). But the men all left eventually, or she left them, and Blake knew why, because it was the same reason he hadn’t settled down: two Tarbells would never settle. The third Tarbell had structured his entire love life around settling. And see how that turned out.

      “In your own way, you’re just as much a hound as your brother.”

      “You take that back!” he nearly roared.

      “You both go through women like a pig through slop.”

      “Enough of the farming homilies.”

      “That’s fair,” she admitted. “That’s how I can tell I need a nap. I start to sound like Sweetheart.”

      “Change of subject?” he asked. “How was the Louvre?”

      “Terrible.” She pouted. “Security was far too tight.”

      “Mother.” He shook his head and gulped at his drink. “You’re going to get arrested.”

      “Why are you using the future tense?” she teased. “I’ve been arrested. And stop calling me Mother.”

      He shook his head. His mother had the strangest hobby: She enjoyed changing museum exhibits. She would put Egyptian jewelry on a mannequin in the Western exhibit. She would put a kimono on a mummy. Blake had been thirteen before he realized all mothers did not do this.

      “I don’t want to talk about those unyielding, uptight Louvre employees. I want to talk about why you’re alone.”

      “Leave it.”

      “Oh, goody! Here just in time for the ‘I’m rich and cute and life is sooooo hard’ followed by the ‘shut up about your problems that aren’t problems, boy’ section of our program. Thank God I didn’t miss it.”

      Blake didn’t look up. “Apologize for calling me cute. Right now.”

      Then he did look up and saw, as expected, Rake grinning down at them. Further proof Rake was clinically insane: He was happy to see his brother, and tolerated their mother’s loving criticism much better than Blake could. Because Rake was terrible. “And come on. Sushi? Are we really having bait for supper again?”

      “Breakfast, I think.” His mother glanced at her watch. Four fifteen A.M. “Sit down, boy. Give your mother a kiss. Stop pretending you don’t like Japanese cuisine.”

      “I love Japanese cuisine.” He slid into the booth beside their mother and kissed her cheek with a loud smek! that she pretended to dislike but blushed over even as she wiped it away. Blake admired his brother’s ease in social situations almost as much as he found the man as irritating as a recurring hemorrhoid. “The Japanese are a subtle people when it comes to their meticulous cuisine. This?” Brandishing the menu like a whip. “This isn’t Japanese cuisine. It’s blasphemy wrapped in rice and seaweed. And you’ll still make us tip forty percent.”

      Blake grinned. “He’s right, Mom. The Japanese deny responsibility, rightly, for the Philadelphia roll, the California roll, and frushi.”

      Rake snorted. “Thanks, Encyclopedia Blake. But see?” he asked, turning to their mother. “That’s how horrible this is: Blake and I are on the same side! We agree. That hasn’t happened in… uh… When did Lady in the Water come out again?”

      “Ah… 2005? No… 2006.”

      “Enough.” Another rap on the table; Shannah was ruthlessly wielding the Knuckles of Doom today. “I have news and we need to get down to it. I’m an heiress.”

      “Again?” They spoke in unison, then glared at each other. They loathed all twin clichés and wouldn’t dress alike if someone stuck a gun in their ear. They never tried to speak in unison. Rake lived in T-shirts and leather jackets; Blake felt more comfortable in anything from Savile Row (he occasionally slept in his suit). Rake was a Democrat (“Ironically,” he’d explained, “I vote Democrat ironically.”) solely because Blake was a registered Independent. And on. And on.

      Rake had continued solo: “Seriously? You’ve inherited a bundle again? And we couldn’t meet on our birthday to talk about this while pretending we don’t drive each other nuts?”

      She shook her head. “It can’t wait four months. And my inheritance… it’s not as much fun this time.”

      “Well, it hardly could be.” Ah, the memories. From living on tips and the kindness of friends, to millionaires, and literally overnight. It was juvenile, Blake knew, but his most treasured childhood memory was the week after their mom had explained about their father’s death. A six-figure wire had hit her account to “tide them over” while the estate plodded through probate. She had stared at the balance, staggering like a sailor back on land – he and Rake had to hold her up – and then burst into fierce tears.

      Blake had been frightened

      (she never cries!)

      and Rake had been angry

      (who made her cry and what part of their face can I fit my fist into?). 

      As her sons stammered in confusion and tried to comfort her, she had bent (not much – even at thirteen they were almost as tall as she was) and swept them both into a hug so swiftly all three skulls banged together: “Mom, don’t – ow! – cry.”

      Then: shopping spree. Since it was Vegas, baby, land of a thousand daily bachelorette parties and gambling addictions, all sorts of places were open. They started at a gas station to top the tank of their always almost-empty Volkswagen (“Fill it up! Fill it allll the way!”), and from there to a dealership to buy a new one. From there, Home Depot for a grill (“Why d’you want to make fire in the desert, Mom? Can’t we get a walk-in freezer instead?”), the grocery store for things to cook on the grill (“I want, like, a dozen kebabs of marshmallows.”), and finally ended up at the SassiPants nightclub guzzling Shirley Temples at 5:00 A.M. All the while their mother giggled and cried and giggled some more, and that was the day Blake found out his face could actually hurt from smiling so much.

      “This time,” she said, yanking him back into the present, “it’s a little more complicated.”

      “Who died?” Even as Blake asked, he realized he had no idea how many relatives he had from his mother’s side of the family. He and Rake had never met any of them. And she never spoke of them, but that, at least, Blake understood.

      It wasn’t until much later that he realized she’d avoided the question.

      “I’m inheriting land.”

      “Amusement park land?” Rake asked, ever hopeful, as well as eternally thirteen.

      “Abandoned farmland.”

      “That you can build amusement parks on?”

      “No, dolt.” A smile softened the rebuke. “Farms formerly owned by several family members —”

      Blake straightened so fast it was almost a spasm. “That’s impossible. We do not have family.”

      She sighed. “Blake.”

      “Yeah, they made that clear enough when you needed help.”

      “Rake.”

      “This is your inheritance? Our father at least left something useful, even if he himself wasn’t ever useful.”

      Rake picked up the rant. “They left you— What did you call it? Abandoned farmland? The same assholes who disowned you when you went home for help? The ones who ignored you for years, then had the balls to get angry when you wouldn’t fix their lives with money they never dreamed you’d have but didn’t hesitate to ask for once they found out you had it?” Rake had to stop and gasp for breath, and their mother seized the opportunity.

      “I don’t know,” came his mother’s steady reply. “You’ll recall we haven’t kept in touch.”

      “And I’ll recall why: They shut you out. They shut all of us out, so my advice? Keep it that way.”

      “I’m not seeking advice, boys!” she snapped. “I’m telling you what I’m going to do. The reason I left Sweetheart in the first place was to earn enough money to buy my own farm.”

      “It was?” Rake asked, catching Blake’s glance for a moment. Blake shrugged; he’d had no idea, either.

      “Yes. And now I’ve inherited several.” She paused while the waitress delivered refills, and resumed when she left. “And why would I do to them what they did to me? Turn my back in strength as they did in their weakness? How does that solve anything? How does that help anything?”

      “All right,” Blake replied mildly. “I apologize.” He glanced at his brother, whose mouth was set in a stubborn line all at the table knew well. No apology forthcoming, that was fine. Sometimes Rake needed coaxing. Blake kicked him under the table.

      “Agh! You fu— You bas—” Rake jerked his leg away and bent down to rub the no-doubt-throbbing shin, which gave Blake a clear shot at the other one. “Agh, that hurts, fuckwad!”

      “You both stop that. Now.”

      Cowed, they complied. Blake cleared his throat. “What will you do?”

      “Go home. Again. This time for longer, I think.” Shannah nibbled her lower lip, a rare external indicator of stress. “And I have no idea how long that’ll be; I don’t know when I’ll make it back.”

      “If you make it back,” Blake pointed out.

      “Of course I’ll make it back; stop making it sound like we’re in a horror movie.”

      “My bleeding legs are in a horror movie,” Rake muttered, sitting as far from Blake as he could while still remaining in the booth.

      “You’re not speaking with strangers, you know. ‘Of course I’ll make it back’? Mom, you’ve been a nomad for over a decade. You rent, or you buy and then rent, or you buy and sell, or you stay in a hotel suite for months at a time.”

      “As do you,” she pointed out.

      “Not me!” Rake added with cheerful spite. “Same shithole apartment for the last four years. Location, location, location.” He didn’t mention, and Blake didn’t volunteer, that Rake loved his apartment because it was walking distance to several strip clubs/prime rib buffets, because Rake was terrible.

      “You’ve never put down roots,” his mother added. “I have long put it down to you and Rake being restless spirits.”

      “And lovers of low rent and cheap sirloin. And pretty ladies.”
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