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            PROLOGUE

            Mystery Man

         

         I FELT THE covers slide down my body then a hand light on the small of my back. It was so warm it was hot, like the blood that ran through its veins went faster than the blood of any average man.

         If this was true, it wouldn’t surprise me.

         I opened my eyes and it was dark. It was always dark when he visited me.

         I had a moment like every moment I had when he showed. A moment of sanity. A moment where my mind said to close my eyes, open my mouth and tell him to go away.

         But if I did, I knew he would. He wouldn’t say a word. As silently as he came, he’d leave.

         And he’d never come back.

         But this was the right thing to do. The smart thing to do. The sane thing to do.

         And I was thinking of doing it. Honest to God, I was. I thought about doing it every time.

         Then I felt his weight hit the bed and his body stretching out beside mine. He turned me into him. I opened my mouth to speak. Before I could do the sane thing, his mouth was on mine.

         And for the next two hours, I didn’t think at all.

         But I felt. I felt a lot.

         And all of it was good.

         * * *

         It was still dark when his shadow moved in the room.

         I lay in bed and watched him move. He didn’t make a noise. It was weird. There was a rustle of clothes but other than that, silence.

         Even as a shadow, I saw he had masculine grace. Powerful, masculine grace. That was weird too. Just watching my Mystery Man putting on clothes was like watching a badass, macho dance if there was such a thing. Of course, there wasn’t except in my bedroom when he came to visit. No, when he was getting ready to leave.

         It was so fascinating I should sell tickets. But if I did, I’d have to share. I probably already shared with half of Denver, all of them getting their own private show. That already messed with my head enough, that and the fact that he came at all. I let him come then he made me come after which he came. Then, often, like tonight, repeat.

         He moved to the bed and I watched that too. He bent low. I felt the heat of his hand on my knee, his fingers curling around the back. He lightly kissed my hip, his lips skimming across my skin, making it tingle. Then he slid the covers up my body to my waist, where he dropped them.

         I was mostly on my belly but partly on my side. My arm was crooked, hand tucked under my face on the pillow. His body moved in that direction, his fingers slid under my hair, pulling it gently back, and his lips came to my ear.

         “Later, babe,” he whispered.

         “Later,” I whispered back.

         His head moved infinitesimally and his lips skimmed the skin at the back of my ear before his tongue touched there. That made my skin tingle too, so much my whole body shivered.

         He pulled the covers up to my shoulder.

         Finally, he turned and he was gone.

         No noise, not even the door opening and closing. He was just gone. Like he’d never even been there.

         Freaking crazy.

         I stared at my bedroom door awhile. My body felt warm, sated and tired. My mind did not feel the same.

         I turned onto my back and tucked the covers around my naked body. I stared at the ceiling.

         I didn’t even know his name.

         “God,” I whispered, “I am such a slut.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

            D-e-a-d, Dead

         

         THE NEXT MORNING I was sitting at my computer in my home office.

         I should have been working. I had three deadlines over the next two weeks and I’d barely begun the work. I was a freelance editor. I got paid by the hour and if I didn’t work that hour, I didn’t get paid. I had a mouth to feed, my own. I had a body to clothe, a body that liked all sorts of clothes, it craved them, so I had to feed the habit or things could get nasty. I had a cosmopolitan addiction, and cosmos didn’t come cheap. And I had a house I was fixing up. Therefore, I needed to get paid.

         Okay, that wasn’t strictly true. I wasn’t fixing up my house. My dad did some of the work. My friend Troy did the rest. So I should say that I had a house I was guilting, begging and emotionally blackmailing others into fixing up.

         But still, it needed fixing up, and cabinets and tile didn’t march from Cabinet and Tile Land into my house and say “We want to live with you, Gwendolyn Kidd, affix us to your walls!”

         That only happened in my dreams, of which I had many, most of them daydreams.

         Like right then, sitting at my computer, one heel on the seat, my chin to my knee, my eyes staring out the window, I was thinking about my Mystery Man, the Great MM. I was daydreaming about changing our first meeting. Being smarter, funnier and more mysterious. Being more alluring and interesting.

         I’d hook him instantly with my rapier wit, my flair for conversation, my ability to discuss politics and world events intelligently. I’d tell my humble stories of expansive charity work all wrapped up with enticing looks that promised a lifetime of mind-blowing orgasms, making him declare his undying love for me.

         Or at least tell me his name.

         Instead, I was drunk when we met, and definitely not any of that.

         I heard my doorbell go, a chime then a clunk and I started out of my elaborate daydream, which was beginning to get good.

         I got up and walked through my office into the upstairs hall making a mental note, again, to call Troy and see if he’d fix my doorbell for a six-pack and a homemade pizza. This might mean he’d bring his annoying, whiny, constantly bitching new girlfriend though, so I changed my mind and decided to call my dad.

         I got to the bottom of my stairs and walked through my living room, ignoring the state of it, which was decorated in Fix-Up Chic. In other words dust rags, paintbrushes, power tools, not-so-power tools, cans and tubes of practically everything, all of it jumbled and covered in a layer of dust. I made it through the area without my hands going to my head, fingers clenching my hair and mouth screaming, which I counted as progress.

         I got to the entryway, which was delineated by two narrow walls both fit with gorgeous stained glass.

         Two years ago, that stained glass was my undoing.

         Two years ago, approximately six months and two weeks prior to meeting my Mystery Man, I’d walked one single step into this ramble and wreck of a house, saw that stained glass, turned to the Realtor and announced, “I’ll take it.”

         The Realtor’s face had lit up.

         My father, who hadn’t even made it into the house yet, turned his eyes to the heavens. His prayer lasted a long time. His lecture longer.

         I still bought the house.

         As usual, I should have listened to my dad.

         I looked out the narrow side window at the door and saw Darla, my sister’s friend, standing out there.

         Shit.

         Shit, shit, shit.

         I hated Darla and Darla hated me. What the hell was she doing there?

         I searched behind her to see if my sister was lurking or perhaps hiding in the shrubbery. I wouldn’t put it past Ginger and Darla to jump me, tie me to the staircase and loot my house. In my darker daydreams, this was how Ginger and Darla spent their days. I was convinced this was not far from the truth. No joke.

         Darla’s eyes came to me at the window. Her face scrunched up, making what could be pretty, if she used a less heavy hand with the black eyeliner and her blush, and if her lip liner wasn’t an entirely different shade as her lip gloss, not so pretty.

         “I see you!” she shouted.

         I sighed.

         Then I went to the door because Darla would shout the house down and I liked my neighbors. They didn’t need a biker bitch from hell standing on my doorstep and shouting the house down at ten thirty in the morning.

         I opened it but not far and moved to stand between it and the jamb, keeping my hand on the handle.

         “Hey, Darla,” I greeted, trying to sound friendly and pretty pleased with my effort.

         “Fuck ‘hey,’ is Ginger here?” Darla replied.

         See!

         Totally spent her days looting.

         It took effort but I stopped my eyes from rolling.

         “No,” I answered.

         “She’s here, you better tell me,” she warned then she looked beyond me and shouted, “Ginger! Bitch, if you’re in there you better come out here, right fuckin’ now!”

         “Darla!” I snapped. “Keep your voice down!”

         She craned her neck and bounced on her toes, yelling, “Ginger! Ginger, you crazy, stupid bitch! Get your ass out here!”

         I shoved out the door, forcing her back and closed it behind me, hissing, “Seriously, Darla, shut up! Ginger isn’t here. Ginger is never here. You know that. So shut up and go.”

         “You shut up,” she shot back. “And you get smart. You’re helpin’ her…” She lifted her hand, pointed her finger at me, thumb extended upward and then she crooked her thumb and made a gunshot noise that puffed out her cheeks and made her lips vibrate. I would have taken a moment to reflect on how good she was with verbal sound effects if the serious as shit look in her eye wasn’t scaring the crap out of me.

         So, instead of congratulating her on the only real talent I suspected she had, I whispered, “What?”

         She dropped her hand, got up on her motorcycle-booted toes so we were eye to eye, and said in a soft, scary voice, “D-e-a-d, dead. You and her, you don’t get smart. You get me?”

         Then I asked a stupid question because the question was asked often and there was always only one answer. The answer being yes.

         “Is Ginger in some kind of trouble?”

         Darla stared at me like I had a screw loose. She lifted her hand, did the gun thing with the sound effect, finger pointed at my head. Then she turned around and walked swiftly down my front steps.

         I stood on my front porch staring at her. My mind absently noted that she was wearing a tight tank top, an unzipped, black leather motorcycle jacket, a short, frayed jean skirt, the wearing of which was a crime in several states for a variety of reasons—both fashion and decency—black fishnet stockings and motorcycle boots. It was around forty degrees outside. She didn’t even have on a scarf.

         The rest of my head was caught up with my sister and Darla’s sound effect.

         Shit. Shit. Shit.

         * * *

         As I drove, I kept trying to tell myself this was a good plan. Knowing that my first plan, the one where, after Darla left and I went back into my house, I walked directly to the phone and called my father, was the right plan and this plan was garbage.

         But my father and his wife, Meredith, had disowned Ginger a while ago. It was approximately ten seconds after they came home from a vacation to Jamaica and lost their happy, island holiday mojo when they saw their daughter. She was on her knees in the living room, her head between the legs of a bare-chested man, his jeans opened, his head lolled on the back of the couch because he was passed out. Ginger was so whacked on whatever she was taking she had no idea her activities were getting her nowhere.

         And, incidentally, the living room was a disaster, as was the rest of the house.

         As you can probably see from this story, I was loath to bring my father into another situation involving Ginger. Especially since this wasn’t the worst story I had, it was just, for Dad and Meredith, the last. They were currently living a carefree, Ginger-free existence and I didn’t want to rock that boat.

         Therefore, I didn’t call Dad.

         Instead I thought of Ginger’s boyfriend, Dog. Dog was a member of a biker gang and Dog was as rough as they come. But I’d met Dog. I liked Dog. Dog was funny and he liked my sister. She was different around him. Not a lot, but at least she was palatable.

         Okay, so Dog was likely a felon. As ironic as it was, he was a good influence on Ginger and those didn’t come around very often. As in never. Not in twenty-five years. So, since I was getting the hint from Darla, Ginger’s one and only friend, that Ginger’s trouble was a little worse than normal, I needed firstly to do something about it. Secondly, since this was Ginger, call in reinforcements or better yet, lay the problem on their door.

         Enter Dog.

         I drove to the auto supply store on Broadway and found a spot on the street. Even before I knew Dog, and thus figured out this was probably a front for a biker gang’s nefarious dealings, I knew about this store.

         It was called Ride, and I’d shopped there mainly because I could find an excuse for shopping anywhere. But Ride was awesome. It had cool stuff in there. I bought my windshield wiper fluid there. I bought new car mats there last year and they were the bomb, supreme car mats, the best I’d ever had. And when I was in my twenties and going through one of my many phases, in an effort to pimp my ride, I went there and bought a fluffy, pink steering wheel cover and a glittery, pink Playboy Bunny thingie to hang from my rearview mirror.

         Everyone knew Ride had a triple-bayed garage in the back but it wasn’t for normal cars and motorcycles. It was for custom-built cars and motorcycles, and it was world famous. They built cars and bikes and they were extremely cool. I’d read an article in 5280 magazine about the place. Movie stars and celebrities bought cars and bikes from there and, from the pictures, I could see why. I wanted one but I didn’t have hundreds of thousands of dollars so that was a bit down on my List of Things I Want, right under a Tiffany’s diamond bracelet, which was directly under a pair of Jimmy Choo shoes.

         I got out of my car and walked down the sidewalk to Ride hoping my outfit was okay. I’d put my hair in a girlie ponytail at the top back of my head, I was wearing low-rider jeans, low-heeled boots and my biker jacket. Mine wasn’t like Darla’s. It was a distressed tan leather, had a bit of quilting around the high waist, was lined with short, warm fur and had a six-inch tuft of fluffy fur at the sleeves. I thought it was hot and the deal I got on it was hotter. However, I wasn’t sure about the fluffy fur. I didn’t think bikers were concerned with animal rights. I thought they’d think it was an affront to their brotherhood and they might garrote me.

         Welp! Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

         I straightened my shoulders, walked into the cavernous store and turned direct to the long counter at the front. It held one cash register even though sometimes the place could get packed. Since I didn’t have his cell, my intention was to ask if someone there knew how I could get hold of Dog. I didn’t expect to see tall, broad, inked-to-the-max, long-blond-haired Dog standing at the other side of the counter. There was one big, rough biker guy on his side of the counter, three on the outside, and all of them turned to me the minute I walked in.

         “Hey, Dog,” I called on a smile, walking toward him but stopping dead when his eyes sliced to me.

         Uh-oh.

         His eyes narrowed and his face didn’t get near to hiding the fact that one look at me made him extremely pissed off.

         “Do not shit me,” he growled. I took the nanosecond before I peed my pants to try to remember the moves I’d learned in the one half-hour self-defense class I took.

         When I made no response and didn’t move, Dog repeated, “Do not come in here and fuckin’ shit me.”

         “I’m not shitting you,” I told him because, well, I wasn’t.

         His brows flew up. “That cunt sent you?”

         Uh-oh again. Dog was using the c-word. I suspected that the c-word wasn’t worda non grata in Biker Club Land like it was in the rest of the English-speaking world but still, it said a lot.

         Before I could speak, Dog did. “She sent you. Jesus, Gwen. You got one warning, woman. Get your head outta your ass, turn that sweet tail a’ yours and get… outta… here.”

         Wow. Dog thought I had a sweet tail. He was scaring me but he wasn’t entirely unattractive so I thought that was kind of nice.

         I focused on the matter at hand, took a deep breath and walked forward. All of the bikers went on alert or, more accurately, scary biker guy alert, so I stopped moving.

         Then I said to Dog, “Ginger didn’t send me.”

         “I’m bein’ cool with you, babe, go,” Dog replied.

         “No, really, she didn’t. Darla came around this morning and she freaked me out. She did this.” I lifted my hand up and did the gun thing with the sound effect thing and my gun blast was nowhere near as good as hers but I forged ahead. “She seemed serious so I thought I’d check in with you, make sure Ginger is all right.”

         “Ginger is not all right,” Dog returned instantly. “Ginger is far from all right.”

         I closed my eyes. Then I sighed. I did the sigh thing loudly. I was good at that since my sister made me sigh a lot and I had practice. Then I opened my eyes.

         “I take it you two aren’t together anymore,” I surmised.

         “No, babe, we are not,” Dog confirmed.

         Damn.

         “What’d she do now?” I asked.

         “You don’t wanna know,” Dog answered.

         “Are the police after her?”

         “Probably.”

         I studied him. Then I asked, “But that’s not why she’s in trouble?”

         “Ginger’s got all kinds ’a trouble, babe. But if the cops are after her, that’s the least of her worries.”

         “Oh boy,” I whispered.

         “That’s about right,” Dog remarked then his eyes shifted over my shoulder.

         I was turning to see what he was looking at when I heard a deep, gravelly voice ask, “Who’s this?”

         Then I saw him.

         I wasn’t into biker dudes but I could seriously make a turn to the Harley side for this guy.

         He was tallish. He was broad and ripped and there was no “ish” about either of those. He had a lot of tattoos up his arms and neck that I instantly wanted to examine, up close, to the point of cataloguing them and maybe writing books about them. He had salt-and-pepper hair, mainly pepper, black pepper, and it was long with a bit of wave but not too long or too wavy. Ditto with the pepper in his salt-and-pepper goatee that hung a bit long at his chin in a biker way that was mammoth cool. His cheeks were a couple days’ past needing a shave, which looked good on him too. He had spikes of pale radiating in the tan skin around his blue eyes.

         There were only two words to describe all that was him: Biker Yummy.

         “Hey,” I whispered, and his eyes went from over my shoulder, looking at Dog, to me and my whole body did a shiver.

         Then his blue eyes did a body scan and it shivered again.

         They locked on mine and his gravelly voice growled, “Hey.”

         Another shiver.

         Yowza!

         “Tack, she’s cool. She’s with me,” Dog stated. My body did a lurch and I turned to see he was around the counter and heading my way.

         “I am?” I asked, and Dog’s gaze pinned me to the spot and said without words, “Shut the fuck up!”

         I shut the fuck up and turned back to Biker Hottie.

         “Sheila know about her?” Biker Hottie asked.

         I turned to look at Dog who was standing next to me. “Sheila?”

         “How many bitches you need?” Biker Hottie went on.

         “She’s not my woman, brother, she’s a friend. She’s cool,” Dog answered.

         “All right. So who is she?” Biker Hottie, otherwise known as Tack, pushed.

         “Her name’s Gwen,” Dog answered. Tack looked at me and I froze.

         Then I watched his lips move to form my name softly.

         “Gwen.”

         Another shiver.

         I’d always kind of liked my name. I always thought it was pretty. Tack saying it made me freaking love it.

         “So who are you, Gwen?” he asked me directly.

         “I’m, um… a friend of Dog’s,” I told him.

         “We established that, darlin’,” he informed me. “How do you know my boy here?”

         “She’s Ginger’s sister,” Dog said quickly. Tack’s entire, powerfully built frame went wired instantly and it was so damned scary, I forgot how to breathe.

         “Tell me she’s here to drop the money, brother,” Tack whispered in a voice that was as scary as the way he was holding his body, if not more.

         “She and Ginger aren’t tight,” Dog explained. “Like I said, she’s cool. She’s good people.”

         “She’s blood of the enemy, Dog,” Tack whispered.

         Uh-oh-uh-oh-uh-oh.

         I didn’t want to be blood of the enemy, not anyone’s enemy, but especially not this guy’s enemy. He was hot but he was also freaking scary.

         Time to sort things out pronto.

         I pulled my purse off my shoulder and tugged it open, muttering, “Ginger. A pain in my ass. A pain in my ass since the day she cut off all the hair on my Barbies. She was three. I was too old for Barbies but they were mine. She couldn’t leave them alone? What’s with cutting their hair?” I looked up at Dog and said, “I think that’s what psychos do. We should have known then. She’s three, wielding scissors and causing mayhem and heartbreak.” I kept blabbing as I dug in my purse, found my checkbook and then kept scrounging for a pen declaring, “She was always, always a bad seed.”

         I yanked out my checkbook, flipped it open, clicked my pen smartly, put the point to the check and looked at Tack.

         “All right, how much does she owe you?” I asked irately, not happy to be bailing Ginger out again, especially when money and angry bikers were involved.

         It was at this point I noted that Tack was staring down at me and he wasn’t being scary anymore. He was looking like he wanted to laugh. It was a good look.

         I didn’t want to see his good looks, not his expressions or the rest of it all over his face (and hair and tats and body). I wanted to go home, whip up a batch of cookie dough, and eat it. All.

         “Well?” I snapped.

         “Two million, three hundred and fifty-seven thousand, one hundred and seven dollars,” Tack answered. I felt my jaw go slack and his white flash of a smile surrounded by his dark goatee dazedly hit some recess of my brain. He finished with, “And twelve cents.”

         “Oh my God,” I whispered.

         Tack was still smiling when he dipped his head to my checkbook. “Think you can get that on one line, Peaches?”

         “Oh my God,” I repeated.

         “You need mouth-to-mouth?” Tack asked, leaning in. I took a step back, clamped my mouth shut and shook my head. “Shame,” he muttered, leaning back.

         “My sister owes you over two million dollars?” I whispered.

         “Yep,” Tack replied.

         “Over two million dollars?” I repeated, just to confirm.

         “Yep,” Tack confirmed.

         “You haven’t made an accountancy error?” I asked hopefully.

         Tack’s smile got wider and whiter. Then he crossed his big, tattooed arms on his wide, ripped chest and shook his head.

         “Perhaps this is foreign currency and you forgot. Pesos, maybe?” I suggested.

         “Nope,” Tack returned.

         “I don’t have that kind of money.” I told him something I was guessing he already knew.

         “Sweet jacket, Peaches, but I was guessin’ that,” he replied.

         Well, the good news was, the tufts of fur didn’t turn him off. The bad news was, my sister owed him over two million dollars.

         “I think it’ll take me a while to raise that kind of cash,” I explained then finished, “maybe eternity.”

         “Don’t got eternity to wait, darlin’,” he responded, still grinning so huge, if he burst out laughing it would not surprise me.

         “I figured,” I muttered, clicked my pen, snapped shut my checkbook, shoved both in my purse and lost my mind.

         I mean, I had reason to lose my mind and that reason had a name.

         Ginger Penelope Kidd.

         I looked up at Dog and demanded to know, “Why me? Why? Just innocently being born and seven years later, zap! God curses me with the sister from hell. Is it too much to ask for a sister who giggles with you and trades makeup secrets? Is it too much to ask for a sister who finds a great sale, calls you immediately but peruses the racks to stash great deals she knows would look hot on you, so you’ll get a shot at them before anyone nabs them? Is it too much to ask for a sister who’ll come over and watch the new Hawaii Five-0 with you so you can both perv on Steve McGarrett and wish you had a Camaro? Is it? Is it?” I ended on a shout.

         “Gwen, babe, think you should calm down,” Dog muttered, and I could swear I could read on his face that he was wondering if he should knock me out for my own good.

         “Calm?” I yelled. “Calm?” I yelled again. “She owes you guys over two million dollars. She cut the hair off my Barbies. She stole the lavalier my grandmother gave me on her deathbed and pawned it to buy pot. She got drunk and stuck her hand down my boyfriend’s pants at Thanksgiving dinner. He was straightlaced, went to church and, after Ginger’s antics… the hand down the pants was only the culmination, he caught her snorting coke in the bathroom too… he thought my family was insane, possibly criminally insane, and he broke up with me a week later. He might have been straightlaced and, looking back, probably boring but at the time I liked him!” Now I was shrieking. “He was my boyfriend!”

         “Peaches,” Tack called, and my body swung to him to see he’d moved into my space.

         I tipped my head back and snapped, “What?”

         His hand came up, fingers curling around my neck, then he dipped his face into mine and whispered, “Baby, calm down.”

         I stared close up into his blue eyes and instantly calmed down.

         “Okey dokey,” I whispered back.

         His eyes smiled.

         My body shivered.

         With his hand at my neck, I knew he felt it and I knew it more when his fingers curled deeper into my flesh. Something flashed in his eyes that made me shiver someplace he couldn’t see but I could feel. A lot.

         Time to go.

         “I could probably sell plasma and a kidney but I don’t even think that will get me enough money, so, um, can I just leave my sister to deal with this?” I asked politely, wanting to move from the strength of his hand but scared to do it.

         “No one takes a blade to you for Ginger,” he said quietly.

         “Okay,” I replied.

         “Or at all,” he kept going.

         “Um…” I mumbled. “Okay.” I said this because I didn’t want anyone to take a blade to me for Ginger or at all and I didn’t want that in a big way.

         His fingers curved deeper into my neck and he pulled me up a bit so I was almost on my toes and his face was closer. Way closer. Too close. Shiver close.

         “I don’t think you get what I’m sayin’ to you.” He was still talking quietly. “This Ginger shit heats up, you get on radar, you mention my name, yeah?”

         Oh no. This didn’t sound good. This sounded worse than owing a biker gang two million dollars. And I suspected there weren’t a lot of things worse than that but, if there were, Ginger would find them.

         “Um… if you’re asking ‘yeah?’ as in ‘Yeah, I get you,’ then no, I don’t get you,” I told him honestly because I was thinking with Tack honesty was the best policy.

         “All right, Peaches, what I’m sayin’ is, you get in a situation, you mention my name. That means protection. Now do you get me?”

         “Um… kind of,” I answered. “But why would I get in a situation?”

         “Your sister has shit where she lived, she’s shit where she didn’t live, she’s shit everywhere. You walked in here and had no clue. Don’t bumble into another situation because others…” he paused, “… they might not find you cute like I do.”

         “Okay,” I whispered, liking that he found me cute at the same time regretting my decision not to call my father or, say, get on a plane and fly to France. “If I um… have to use your name… um, what does that mean?”

         “It means you owe me.”

         Oh boy.

         “Owe you what?”

         He grinned but didn’t answer.

         Oh boy!

         “Owe you what?” I repeated.

         “I gotta get on my bike and get you out of a situation, we’ll talk about it then.”

         “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I assured him and said a short prayer in hopes of making that true.

         His grin got bigger.

         Then he let me go but slid my purse off my arm and before I could make a peep, he dug into it. I decided to let him have at it. He’d already touched me and I wasn’t certain I wanted that to happen again. I wasn’t certain what my response would be but I was certain that jumping his bones was high up on the list of possibles. I also figured he could best me in a fight for my purse so I was going to let him take what he wanted. My best lip gloss was in that purse but at that point, if he wanted it to give to one of his bitches, I was willing to let it go.

         He came out with my cell, flipped it open, his thumb hit buttons, he flipped it closed, dropped it into my purse, then slid it back on my arm.

         “You got my number, darlin’. You need it, use it. You don’t need it, you still wanna use it, don’t hesitate. Now, do you get that?”

         I hitched my purse further up on my shoulder and nodded. I got that. He thought I was cute.

         I fought back another shiver.

         “Nice t’meet ya, Gwen,” he said softly.

         “Yeah,” I whispered, “later.” Then I turned to see Dog grinning down at me and I said, “Later.”

         “Later, babe,” Dog replied in a way that made it sound like he’d actually see me later, which made me have to fight back another shiver.

         I turned to the silent biker boys behind me, saw them all smiling, found this scarier than them being scary, lifted a hand and called, “Later.”

         I got a bunch of chin lifts and one “Later, darlin’.”

         Then I got the hell out of there.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            I Keep Tabs

         

         I DROVE HOME with a lot on my mind.

         First and foremost, my sister and why I didn’t disown her like my father and Meredith had. She wasn’t even my full sister. She was my half sister. I’d never found her in my living room giving an unconscious man a blowjob, but she’d done worse to me. Way worse, so, seriously, I should just give it up and let it go.

         In a cruel twist of fate, my father married my mother, who was a wild child, then he got married to an angel and they’d created a hell child.

         Mom had left when I was three but she came back occasionally, and when she did we had fun. I didn’t remember much but I remembered she was a blast. She wasn’t about rules or discipline; she was about sticky food that made a lot of mess, fun places and good times.

         That was until one visit, while she had me for the weekend, she met a guy she liked and she liked him a lot. She took him back to her hotel, gave me a bunch of candy and sent me outside to sit and wait for her to call me back in.

         The manager of the hotel saw me sitting out on a bench, swinging my legs, eating candy, daydreaming and doing it for ages, so he called the police. By the time they came I’d wandered off because I was bored, and the police found me. I told the policeman my phone number that Dad made me memorize and they called. Then Dad came to get me. He had a rip-roarin’ with Mom at the hotel while her one-day stand kept shouting at them to keep it down, he was trying to sleep, and I never saw Mom again. Ever.

         I missed her for a while but I didn’t know her very well and, anyway, at that time Meredith was already in our lives.

         Meredith was awesome. She was the coolest stepmom ever. She was sweet and funny and she loved my dad like loads. She also kept homemade cookies in the cookie jar all the time and for a kid, a girl who was being raised by a man who was all man, that meant she was practically perfect.

         She and Dad got married and I was the flower girl but not like normal flower girls. She walked down the aisle with one hand through the crook of her father’s arm, one hand clutching mine. She made her special day our special day. She was making a public statement that she was walking down the aisle not only to take a man in marriage but to build a family. I was six and I never forgot how special she made me feel, never, not to this day.

         But that was Meredith. It wasn’t the first time she’d done it and it wouldn’t be the last.

         Then she and Dad had Ginger who was my mom times about five million.

         This was the cruel twist of fate. For Dad, Meredith and me.

         The second thing I was thinking about was all things Tack. What he said, the way he looked and how he made me feel.

         I was already regularly sleeping with a man whose name I didn’t know. A man I met at a restaurant just under a year and a half ago, took him to my home, slept with him and had the best sex in the history of womanhood. Fortunately or unfortunately, depending on when I looked at it, he kept coming back for more, proving again and again that that first time wasn’t a fluke but a sneak preview of better things to come.

         I didn’t even give him a key. How he got in was as much a mystery as his name. But he did. He didn’t come every night. Sometimes it was once a week. Sometimes twice. Sometimes he’d skip a week. Once he’d been gone for three, which freaked me out and then it freaked me out that it freaked me out.

         But he always came back. Always.

         With Mystery Man in my life I didn’t need the trouble that Tack had written on him. Okay, so he thought I was cute and another bonus was that I knew his name and he knew mine (which, Mystery Man, by the way, did not know). But my sister owed him over two million dollars and he was scary.

         He also said I could get onto “others’ ” radar and get into “situations.” I didn’t want to be on anyone’s radar, and I made enough situations for myself, being half my mother’s daughter. I didn’t need Ginger dragging me into her situations.

         And lastly, I was thinking about my Mystery Man. The days after he visited I always did. I always wondered what was with me that I didn’t tell him to go. Now I was wondering, when I had what could possibly be the world’s greatest lover visiting me in the dead of night, how I’d move on to someone else. I’d had three dates and no lovers since I met the Great MM. None of them came close to what little I had with MM and therefore none of them got to the second date or second base. Yes, the Great MM was that good of a kisser.

         He was totally screwing up my life.

         No. No, that wasn’t true. I was screwing up my life.

         This was what I was thinking after I parked my car in my drive, walked up to my house studying my boots, slid the key into the lock and opened my door.

         However, even if I’d been paying attention, I wouldn’t have been prepared for what happened next.

         Once I cleared it, the door slammed, hard and loud. Then a hand in my chest slammed me into the door, again hard and loud. Then a man was in my space, his body deep in mine, pressing me into the door. I looked up into a pair of somewhat familiar black eyes.

         I’d only seen those eyes once in light. He didn’t turn on the lights when he visited me at night.

         God, I forgot how beautiful he was. Even in my daydreams he wasn’t that beautiful.

         “What are you doing here?” I whispered.

         “Are you fuckin’ insane?” he barked in my face.

         I blinked at his surprising tone and angry question. Then I asked, “What?”

         “Struttin’ into Ride like you did. Jesus, are you insane?”

         I blinked again. Firstly, because I was confused. How did he know I went to Ride?

         Secondly, I was more confused. What was he doing here during the day?

         Thirdly, I was even more confused because his unbelievably handsome face showed clearly he was extremely pissed off.

         “Um…”

         “Answer me, babe,” he demanded.

         Yikes. He was scarier than Tack, Dog and the entire biker gang all rolled into one.

         “Gwen, I said answer me.” His deep voice was beginning to rumble.

         But I blinked again.

         “You know my name?”

         He stared down at me.

         Then he stepped back and ran his hand over his short-cropped black hair at the same time he shook his head but not even for a second did he unpin me from his ferocious scowl.

         “Jesus, babe, you’re a piece of work.”

         “What?” I whispered.

         He planted his hands on his hips and leaned back into my face. “Yeah, Gwen, I know your name. Gwendolyn Piper Kidd. Thirty-three years old. Self-employed, freelance editor. You pay your taxes on time, your mortgage on time and your bills on time. Married once for two years to a man who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants and who has since married three other women and is currently engaged in his fourth divorce. Your father is Baxter Kidd, ex-Army, current construction foreman, married to Meredith Kidd, executive secretary to a hotshot divorce attorney who, incidentally, pulled your shit outta that mess you got into with that asshole. You hang with Camille Antoine who works dispatch for Denver PD and Tracy Richmond who works everywhere, mostly retail. You string along Troy Loughlin, who’d kill to get in your pants but you have no clue and he has no balls. Your sister is the definition of loser. You spend too much on clothes. When you go out, you show too much skin. And the only man you’ve fucked for a year and a half is me.”

         For the second time that day, my jaw was slack.

         Then I closed my mouth only for it to fall open again.

         Then I closed it only to open it to speak. “How do you know so much about me?”

         “Sweet Pea, I know who I fuck,” he shot back, and I felt my body move like he’d struck me. That’s exactly what his words felt like, a blow. He didn’t see it, or, more accurately, he disregarded it and went on. “Now tell me, what the fuck were you thinkin’ walkin’ into Ride like that?”

         “I needed to talk to Dog,” I explained because I couldn’t get out any of the other ten thousand and fifty things I wanted to say.

         “You needed to talk to Dog,” he repeated.

         “Yes,” I replied.

         “Babe, you were coasting under radar, now you’re lit up like a fuckin’ beacon.”

         “What does that mean?” I asked.

         “It means you’re fucked,” he answered.

         Belatedly, I was getting angry.

         “Okay”—I moved an inch from the door, straightening my shoulders—“now what does that mean?”

         “I think you get that your sister is a piece of trash,” he informed me.

         It was safe to say Ginger was a piece of trash. It was also safe to say my dad, Meredith or I could call her that. Even Tack and Dog, who she owed over two million dollars, could get away with calling her that.

         The person who could not was the man standing in front of me, a man I knew intimately but this was the first time I’d seen his face by the light of day. And one I was discovering was a big, fat jerk!

         “Do not call Ginger a piece of trash,” I warned.

         His eyebrows flew up and it sucked because he was so goddamned handsome, all that brown skin, those black eyes, that strong jaw, that thick, short black hair, his beautifully chiseled features and equally beautifully chiseled physique. All of it hinted at Hispanic or maybe Italian and all of it freaking, unbelievably amazing. But the worst for me, right then, was that he could be even more drop-dead beautiful with his eyebrows raised in disbelief like he thought I was an idiot.

         “You’re sayin’ you don’t know your sister’s trash?” he asked.

         “No, I’m saying you can’t call her trash. I can call her trash but you can’t.”

         He scowled at me some more and then muttered, “Fuck me.”

         “I think we’re done here,” I announced, and started to move to open the door. But I suddenly found myself pinned against it again by his big, hard, sculpted, exceptionally warm body with both his hands at either side of my neck. His thumbs were at my jaw forcing me to look up at him.

         “Oh no, Sweet Pea, we’re not done,” he whispered in a scary voice. I fought my mouth dropping open again because he was back to freaking me out more than a half dozen members of a biker gang. I succeeded in this endeavor mainly because his thumbs were there.

         “Step back,” I demanded, and was pretty pleased my voice didn’t tremble.

         He ignored me and didn’t move. Instead, he said, “Your sister has bought herself a load of shit, then she bought herself more. She’s pissed off some serious people. The best end to this scenario is she turns up dead. I know there’s no love lost between you two and I know it still sucks for you to hear that, but that doesn’t make it any less true.”

         “Step back,” I repeated.

         He continued to ignore me. “The best thing you could have done when Darla showed on your doorstep was close the door, close your mind to that shit and go back to work. You didn’t. You strutted your ass into Ride, got Tack’s attention and, trust me, babe, you do not want Tack’s attention. And doin’ that, you made yourself visible to a lot of people you do not want to know you exist. That’s done. Now, your sister’s problems do not exist for you. Your sister does not exist for you. You keep your head down, be smart and keep yourself out of trouble. Which means you stick to what you know, who you know and where you know. You do not move out of regularly scheduled programming. You get me?”

         “How do you know Darla was here?”

         His brows shot together, making him now look scary and scarily impatient.

         “Clue in, Sweet Pea, I keep tabs.”

         “You keep tabs?”

         “You’re mine so I keep tabs.”

         I felt my own eyebrows shoot together. “I’m yours?”

         “Babe, I’m fuckin’ you, aren’t I?”

         This was without question. I didn’t see his face but that didn’t mean he didn’t talk. He was seriously bossy in bed and I’d know that deep voice anywhere.

         “Okay,” I started, “perhaps at this juncture we should discuss our relationship.”

         “Clue in again, Gwen, the reason our relationship is the way it is, is so I don’t ever have to waste my fuckin’ time doin’ stupid-ass shit like discussing it.”

         Oh boy. Now I was getting really angry.

         “I think you should step back and then I think you should go,” I told him.

         “And I think you should confirm you get me then I’ll go.”

         “Fine, I get you, now… go,” I snapped back.

         He didn’t move and his black eyes didn’t unlock from mine.

         Therefore, I called, “Hello? I get you. Now go.”

         Suddenly, his eyes warmed and his thumbs moved from under my jaw to slide over its edges.

         Then he noted softly, “You’re pissed.”

         Was he for real?

         “Uh… yeah,” I verified.

         “Don’t be pissed,” he ordered.

         No, seriously, he couldn’t be for real.

         “You can’t tell me not to be pissed.”

         “Babe, you think I don’t have better things to do than be here?” he asked.

         Oh my God.

         Did people’s heads actually explode? Because at that moment I was pretty certain mine was about to.

         “Then maybe you should be on your way,” I invited, my voice sharp.

         “The point is, I’m here.”

         “Well, I hate to break this to you, but you’ve made other visits I’ve enjoyed a whole lot more.”

         That was when he grinned and when he did, that was when my heart stopped beating.

         Never, not once, not even that first night, did I see him smile. If he was beautiful normally, his face smiling knocked my freaking socks off.

         Lordy be, the man had two dimples.

         
    Two.
  

         “Do you not get why I’m pissed?” he asked gently through his smile.

         “No, I don’t, and there’s never a good excuse for being a jerk so, again, please, if you’re so busy, allow me to stop wasting your time and just go.”

         “You fucked up today, Gwen,” he told me.

         “I think you’ve made that clear, baby,” I shot back.

         For some reason the warmth in his eyes deepened at the same time he whispered his warning. “Don’t call me baby when you’re pissed, Sweet Pea.”

         “Don’t call me Sweet Pea at all, baby,” I retorted.

         “You call me baby when I’m fucking you,” he stated, and I didn’t know if this was a demand or a recall. It was probably both.

         “Well, don’t hold your breath for that to happen again.”

         The warmth in his eyes got deeper, hotter and his thumbs stroked my jaw again. I tried to pull my face away but his hands tightened and I stopped.

         “You shouldn’t make a threat you can’t carry out,” he advised, still talking gently.

         “How many times do I have to tell you to go?” I asked.

         He ignored me and declared, “I end things.”

         Seriously, he was not for real.

         “It’s good to experience change in life, refreshing, keeps your senses sharp,” I informed him.

         “Don’t push that shit, Gwendolyn,” he warned. “You won’t like the consequences.”

         “What’s your name?” I asked on a dare.

         He called my dare and raised me. “You call me baby.”

         “What’s your name?” I repeated.

         “Sometimes honey,” he continued.

         “What… is… your name?” I demanded.

         “But I prefer baby.”

         I rolled my eyes to the ceiling and snapped, “God!” at the same time I stomped my foot, realized my hands were at his waist and I pushed back.

         He didn’t budge.

         My eyes rolled back to him. I instantly noted my mistake when I found one of his hands had disappeared and his mouth was at my neck. His lips at the skin behind my ear and then I felt his tongue there.

         Without my permission, my body did a top-to-toe tremble.

         His face came out of my neck, it got in mine, his hand returned to my jaw and he whispered, “Yeah.”

         Then he pulled me away from the door and like a freak of nature, one second he was there, the next he was gone.

         I stared at the closed door then moved to the window and checked. I was right. He was gone.

         Then I turned my back to the door and stared into my messy living room.

         And I was thinking I was pretty sure he felt the tremble.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

            The Day of Epiphany

         

         MY HOUSE WAS an old farmhouse that once graced fields but now was situated in a neighborhood of much newer houses. That was to say built in the last fifty years, on the close outskirts of Denver.

         Once you made it through the narrow walls with kickass stained glass in the entryway, my house had a living room that ran the length of the front. To the right behind sliding inset glass doors was a dining room or den, but it was nothing now. Empty space. To the left, a swinging doorway into a big kitchen. Upstairs were three bedrooms, one somewhat small so I made that into my office, and a mammoth bathroom.

         My father had not let me move in until he and his buddy Rick had installed a new bathroom. He said this was because the bathtub was imminently going to fall through the floor. I thought he was being dramatic because he hated my house and still does. Even so, why I thought this I really did not know because my father was not a dramatic person. Therefore, I shouldn’t have been surprised when they started working on the bathroom and the tub proceeded to crash through the floor.

         So Dad redid my bathroom, after, of course, he rebuilt the floor. Now it was gorgeous with a claw-footed tub, pedestal sink, heated towel racks, the lot. He also redid the wood plank floors in my bedroom and the office and re-skimmed the walls in both rooms. Meredith and I painted my bedroom, and she made me killer roman blinds to go in the windows of my bedroom and office. My friend Tracy and I painted my office. I proceeded to the fun phase of renovation—decoration—while Dad moved onto the kitchen, which he worked on with Troy. The completion of this took five months because they both got sidetracked with other things like their own lives and the faucet in my half-bath downstairs not turning off and the roof leaking and the light switch in my bedroom not working and the furnace going out. Stuff like that.

         But now the kitchen was fantastic, cabinets painted a buttery cream. A big, battered, rectangular farm table in the middle with six chairs. Butcher block countertops. Fabulous appliances that Dad sourced for me on the cheap through his construction network and because they were damaged but in places you couldn’t see. I’d decorated it in countrified charm with a whimsical twist. I wasn’t country, not by a long shot, but the kitchen was an old farmhouse kitchen so it demanded country and there were times I could be whimsical.

         So after MM left, I went to my kitchen, made chocolate chip cookie batter, took the bowl, a spoon and a cup of coffee to the table and grabbed my phone.

         Then I sat with one foot on the floor, one heel to the chair, and stared at it.

         I should call Camille. Camille was a straight talker. She was smart. She was worldly and she had her head together. Camille was living with Leo, who was a cop, and they’d been together for five years. It was a good relationship, loving but challenging, because both Leo and Camille had attitude. But if they ever broke up it would be like Goldie Hawn and Kurt Russell breaking up—that was to say proof that the world would soon be coming to an end.

         Camille, however, knew all about MM and she thought I was part nuts, part crazy letting him come to me in the middle of the night and not knowing his name. She had advised repeatedly that during the very next visit I should firstly kick him in the gonads and secondly call the cops.

         Hmm.

         I could also call Tracy. Tracy was a romantic. Tracy was not a straight talker. Tracy would rather endure torture than say anything that would make you uncomfortable or hurt your feelings. Tracy had three boyfriends and they were all jerks but she kept them around because she didn’t have it in her to break up with them even though they were jerks. Before getting bored and moving on, which Tracy did frequently, she put up with a lot of shit because my sweet Tracy didn’t have a backbone.

         Tracy also loved the idea of MM. She was convinced one day he was going to reach out, turn on the light, frame my face with his hands, and tell me the sun rose and set for him through me. Then promptly marry me in a fairy-tale wedding and thereafter treat me like a princess to the end of my days. Even after all this time she was totally convinced this was going to happen and she never faltered in that belief. MM’s most recent visit would probably make her dance in delight. She would never see it for what it was: jerky, intrusive and supremely annoying.

         I couldn’t call Troy because after what MM said about him, I was freaked out about Troy. Troy had always been just Troy. Troy had been around before Camille and Tracy. Troy had been around before I met Scott Leighton, when I met Scott Leighton, when I married Scott Leighton and when Scott Leighton broke my heart. Troy was a friend, and the thought that he wanted to get in my pants freaked me out almost more than everything else that happened that day.

         I stared at my phone and spooned up some dough.

         Then I shoved the dough in my mouth, dropped the spoon, picked up the phone and made the first smart decision I’d made since MM’s hand hit the small of my back the night before.

         I dialed, swallowed and put the phone to my ear.

         “What’s up, girl?” Camille answered.

         “The Great MM visited last night.”

         Silence. No, total silence.

         Then, “Girl…”

         Then nothing.

         “He also came back today. He was here when I got back from doing something and he left just about twenty minutes ago.”

         More silence, this even more total like all the noise in the world was being sucked into a vacuum.

         “Cam?” I called into the void.

         “He left just twenty minutes ago?” she asked.

         “Yep,” I answered.

         “He was there in the light of day?” she asked.

         “Yep,” I answered.

         “And his skin didn’t catch fire or anything?” she asked.

         “Nope,” I answered through a smile.

         “What happened?”

         It was then I broke the whole thing down for her from last night through Darla. Through Dog and Tack. Through the Great MM’s surprise visit, loving chat and gentle explanation of the boundaries of our relationship.

         When I finished, she muttered, “Shit.”

         “Shit what?” I asked.

         “Girl, I know about Kane Allen, aka Tack, head honcho of the Chaos MC. And I know you do not wanna go there. Rumor is he’s spent his term tryin’ to clean up the club, with some success, but clean for those boys does not have the same definition as it does for the rest of the population. They call themselves Chaos for a reason, and these boys are not like other boys. These boys do not have the civilized filter other people do. They do not only not exist in a world of law and order, they exist in a world of survival where there is only instinct. They’re animals, Gwen. No freakin’ joke.”

         Oh boy.

         “Well, I didn’t exactly make a date with him,” I reminded her.

         “And don’t, ever. You enter that world, there is no comin’ home. You get me?”

         Yikes.

         “He was scary, Cam, I’m not going there,” I assured her.

         “God, I hope not,” she said in a way that meant she didn’t believe me. Then again, I’d met her in the middle of my divorce mess so she knew all about Scott, who was hot but who was a complete dick. And she also knew about MM, who was also hot, way hotter than Scott, and was proving to be of the Scott bent, namely a jerk.

         “I’ll talk to Leo, see what I can get about your sister,” Cam went on. “The one thing I can say about MM is that he gave you good advice. You need to lay low. Ginger is Ginger, and she’s been headin’ down a path that’s leadin’ her to big trouble and seems she found it.”

         I listened to her take a big breath and I knew what that big breath meant. She had something to say she knew I wouldn’t like. Camille was a straight talker but that didn’t mean she didn’t have a kind soul. She did. The kindest there was. Therefore when she continued, she did it gently.

         “I know she’s your sister, girl, but Ginger Kidd, she doesn’t care who she brings down with her and she’ll throw up anyone as a shield to protect her skinny white ass. She’s in trouble and she gets a hint that she can use you, however she could use you, she’s gonna do it, babe. No hesitation.”

         This was definitely true.

         “I am, as of this moment, officially disowning her,” I declared.

         “Finally,” Cam muttered.

         “Call me after you talk to Leo,” I told her.

         “Gwen?” she called.

         “Yeah, babe,” I replied.

         “I’m also gonna talk to him about MM.”

         Oh no. Hell no. Dad and Meredith didn’t know about MM. Troy didn’t know about MM. And Leonard “Leo” Freeman didn’t know about MM. The only people who knew about MM were Camille and Tracy, and I’d sworn them to secrecy.

         This said a lot about me and how I felt about MM, namely that I was ashamed of what I was doing and also why I was doing it. It more than hinted at desperate and slut, two things no girl should be. Ever. I loved Dad, Meredith, Troy and Leo. I did not want these people to think I was a desperate slut.

         “Gwen—” Cam started.

         “No, Cam, no. Do not talk to Leo about the Great MM,” I stated firmly.

         “Okay, girl, listen to me,” she stated firmly back. “This guy can walk through doors. This guy has the means to investigate you and keep tabs. I know that now so now I know this guy has got to be on the grid and if he’s on the grid, Leo can get a lock on him.”

         “Maybe so but I don’t want Leo to get a lock on him.”

         “Why?” she asked, beginning to sound impatient. “He investigated you.”

         “That may be so too but as of today I am officially disowning my sister and officially ending my screwed-up nonrelationship with the Great Mystery Man. It’s over. Totally over.”

         Again, silence.

         Then, “Seriously?”

         “Seriously, Cam!” I cried. “I told you how he spoke to me. I told you what he said about our relationship. He investigated me. He knows everything about me. He says only he gets to end things. He wouldn’t tell me his name. That situation was totally whacked before in a way I didn’t think it could get more whacked and now that it has, wake-up call. It’s over.”

         Again silence, then, “I hope so, girl. I said it before and I’ll say it again. There are hot guys out there who are not motherfucking assholes. They do not use you to get off. There are men out there who know how to treat a woman right and you’re gonna find one, babe, but the only way you can do that is to scrape off the one who doesn’t treat you right.”

         There it was, Camille Antoine, straight talker. And Camille Antoine, smart girl who had her head screwed on right.

         “Well, today has been the day of epiphany. Ginger and the Great MM are history,” I declared grandly.

         “Hallelujah,” Cam replied.

         Ten minutes later, we hung up. After that, I sat at my table, spooned up dough, ate it and stared at my phone, hoping that I could follow through with my grand statement.

         Then I picked up the phone and called Tracy.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

            Baseball Bat or Crowbar

         

         I HEARD THE crash and jerked awake. Instant adrenaline pumping through my body making my skin and fingers tingle.

         Someone was in my house.

         I listened and heard not a sound but I knew. I knew.

         The Great MM didn’t make noise. Even if I moved something or work was being done on the house, he avoided it and moved silently like he could see any obstacles in the dark.

         He did not make a crash. He’d never make a crash.

         I turned to reach to the phone and wished I had a weapon. Even a baseball bat. Something that would make me feel less powerless. Less alone. I was happy for the company of an inanimate object if it could inflict injury.

         I grabbed the phone and dialed 911.

         “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”

         “My name is Gwendolyn Kidd,” I whispered. “I live at 332 Vine and someone has broken into my house. They’re here, in the house. Send someone. I’m hanging up now and don’t call back. This is not a prank.”

         I beeped off the phone, dropped it on the bed and rolled the other way, in the direction of my snow globe. I loved that snow globe. It was a Rosina Wachtmeister snow globe with a happy kitty in it, little flowers dancing around the base. If you turned it over and shook it, glitter danced around the kitty.

         And, if I used it to clock someone on the head, they might not be able to rape me.

         I snatched it up and ran on tiptoes to the opposite wall where I pressed my shoulder against it and stared at the door.

         My heart was beating so fast I could hear it in my ears, my entire body was alive and I could feel every inch of it. I was terrified out of my ever-lovin’ mind.

         Someone was out there. I couldn’t hear them but I could sense them.

         Then I heard them, footfalls in the hall.

         Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod.

         I tried to remember what the response time was supposed to be for cops. Seven minutes popped into my head even though I didn’t know if that was the right number or the wrong number.

         I didn’t have seven minutes. He was close.

         I silently inched up the wall toward my door staring at it. It was mostly closed. I’d started doing this in an effort to hear when the Great MM arrived. I didn’t close it all the way. I left it open an inch. It wasn’t a noisy door but it did have a creak.

         The Great MM never made it creak.

         The first thing I saw was the flashlight, not bright, an LED. Then I saw a shadowed hand, a man’s hand, fingers out, fingertips touching my door. Slowly the hand pushed it open.

         I stopped breathing. I didn’t want him to hear me breathing. If I damaged my Wachtmeister snow globe bonking him on the head with it I wanted to make it count.

         I lifted the snow globe and the door kept opening.

         Then I heard sirens.

         
    Thank you, God.
  

         The hand stilled then it disappeared. The footfalls were faster and I heard them hit the stairs, thudding down.

         Then I heard nothing.

         Then I turned my back to the wall, slid down and cradled my happy kitty snow globe.

         * * *

         I was sitting in my kitchen staring into my living room.

         I had both heels to the seat of my chair, my cheek pressed to one of my knees, my arms tight around my calves and my nightgown wrapped around my legs.

         I was pretty pleased I’d worn my kickass, mocha-colored, soft-knit, short bat-sleeved caftan to bed. Caftans weren’t known to be hot but this one was, mainly because it was uber-clingy in all the right places. This caftan rocked and it was the chosen nightwear for when you suddenly found your home filled with macho cops.

         This was what I was staring at. The fact that my home was filled with macho cops. They were moving around in my living room looking at stuff while dipping spoons into the bowl of chocolate chip cookie dough that I unearthed from the fridge for them.

         My window by the door was smashed, something I didn’t hear, a lamp in the living room that was under a dust cover was also smashed. That’s what I heard.

         Other than that, no damage, and the officer who took me through the house was told by me, an authority on the subject, that nothing was missing.

         But they didn’t take my statement. Two officers became four, four became six and now there were eight. They told me I had to wait until the detective arrived.

         I was not hip on police procedure and I couldn’t say I wasn’t grateful (considering the fact that I was super, double, extra, way freaked out) that they seemed to be taking this seriously by sending a large cadre of officers to stand guard in my living room eating cookie batter and a full-blown detective to talk to me. However, nothing was stolen and although my caller headed straight to the bedroom, and I doubted he was after my Wachtmeister snow globe, it seemed a garden-variety break-in that the uniformed officers could cover.

         So I figured something was up and I figured that something was named Ginger Kidd.

         Suddenly there seemed something interesting happening in the living room, someone had arrived, and five seconds later, there he was.

         I stared at him.

         Seriously, was this a cosmic joke?

         In my doorway stood a man, a tall man, and there was nothing “ish” about how tall he was. He was just plain tall. He also had dark brown hair, dark brown eyes and a square jaw. His hair was thick. It curled a little around his neck and the collar of his leather jacket. His eyes were soulful. His jaw was strong. He was wearing a chocolate brown turtleneck under his dark brown leather jacket, jeans, a great belt and boots. A badge hung on that great belt. I had no doubt he was on the cover of the Men of the Denver Police Department calendar and I was going out first thing tomorrow to buy one.

         Why was this happening? Why? What did I do? Not even a day and I’d been in the presence of three hot guys, all three I couldn’t have. One was scary and was the head honcho of a possibly felonious but definitely antisocial motorcycle club, so he was out. One was scary and mysterious and a jerk, so he was out. And this one was not scary, he was gorgeous. He was also the detective assigned to my case, which meant he was probably not allowed to fraternize with a victim, namely me, and therefore he was out.

         I didn’t lift my cheek from my knee and he didn’t tear his eyes from me as he walked into the kitchen. He grabbed a chair, twisted it around to face me, not too close, not too far away, and sat down. With his eyes still on me, he leaned forward, elbows to knees.

         “Gwendolyn Kidd?” he asked in a nice, smooth, deep voice.

         I nodded against my knee.

         “I’m Detective Mitch Lawson.”

         Detective Mitch Lawson. Yowza. Great name.

         I kept my cheek to my knee when I told him quietly, “That’s the perfect name for a cop.”

         His brows went up slightly. This was not what he was expecting. He was probably expecting a “Hi,” or a “Thank you for coming” or a “God, you’re hot.”

         “It is?” he asked.

         “Mitch,” I whispered. “Strong, the last three consonants, that is, but not in a harsh way, in a soft way. And when you’re with someone you care about and you’re close and they say something you can’t hear, you don’t say, ‘What?’ you say, ‘Mm?’ real soft. Put that and the last together, soft and strong, things a cop needs to be… Mitch.”

         He stared at me.

         I kept babbling. “And Lawson, goes without saying, Law… son. Son of the law.” I pulled in a breath through my nose and then whispered, “Perfect.”

         He stared at me some more.

         Then he said, “Gwendolyn sounds like a song.”

         Uh… nice.

         I so totally loved my name.

         “A short one,” I replied.

         “But a pretty one,” he returned.

         Uh… nice.

         I smiled at him and Detective Mitch Lawson smiled back at me.

         
    Yowza!
  

         Then suddenly his neck twisted so he could look over his shoulder, his torso went straight and he stood, still looking behind him.

         My eyes went there and I kept my cheek to my knee even as my heart skipped a beat.

         The Great MM was standing there.

         He wasn’t in a fabulous chocolate brown turtleneck, leather jacket and jeans. He was wearing what he was wearing earlier, a skin-tight, navy, long-sleeved t-shirt that delineated every carved muscle in his chest, shoulders and arms, Army green cargo pants and boots. He was also wearing an unhappy expression and his eyes were locked on Detective Mitch Lawson.

         Then his eyes moved to me and about a nanosecond later he moved to me, all masculine grace, a big cat on the prowl, fascinating.

         My eyes moved with him but my cheek didn’t leave my knee as he got close then bent over me, lifting his hand. I didn’t know what to expect so I braced until I felt his fingers at my temple. They trailed lightly along my hairline, down behind my ear. I closed my eyes as he slid the hair off my neck. Then his warm hand curled there.

         I heard him ask softly, “You okay, baby?”

         Baby?

         My eyes opened and slid to see him bent close to my face.

         “Fine,” I told him.

         “You don’t look fine,” he noted.

         “Well, I am,” I returned.

         “Then why are you curled into a protective ball?” he asked.

         This was a good question.

         I shrugged.

         “Heard she was yours,” Lawson noted.

         MM straightened and turned to him. I was so surprised at this comment, for a variety of reasons, that my head came up so I could put my chin to the space between my knees.

         “She’s mine,” MM confirmed decisively.

         “I’m not his,” I denied, probably not decisively.

         Lawson was looking at MM but when I spoke his eyes cut to me. He stared at me what seemed intently for a few beats then one side of his mouth twitched and he looked to the floor a second before he looked back at me.

         “I need to ask you a few questions,” he said quietly. “You up for that?”

         MM moved to my side, right to my side, in a way where his lower side pressed down my upper side and his hand slid around to the back of my neck.

         “Ask,” he ordered shortly, answering for me. Lawson looked at him then sat again.

         I lifted my chin from my knees but MM’s hand on my neck didn’t move. His position seemed to be possessive, an indication to Lawson he was claiming me. But that hand… that hand seemed to be supportive, an indication he was worried about my state of mind and, furthermore, he cared.

         Now, what did I do with that?

         I focused on Lawson, not MM, and saw he was leaning forward on his knees again.

         “Tell me what happened,” he said gently.

         I sucked in breath. Then I said, “I heard a crash, it woke me up and I knew. I knew like you know when you have a bad dream and you jerk awake and your body is all tingly and you just know. You know someone is in the room to hack you up and you can’t get rid of that feeling, you know what I mean?” I paused and he nodded. “I knew like that someone was in my house but I knew it was for real.”

         He nodded again and I kept talking.

         “So, I called 911 but not before I thought I needed a baseball bat. But, while I was waiting for you, I decided I didn’t want a baseball bat, I want a crowbar. A baseball bat has more surface area so the force of the blow would be disbursed. A crowbar would work better. What do you think?”

         MM’s fingers tightened on my neck but Lawson, clearly not following my ramblings, asked, “What do I think?”

         “Baseball bat or crowbar? Which one would you want if you were in a scary situation?”

         He paused a second, his eyes holding mine, before he answered softly, “Gwendolyn, I own a gun.”

         Jeez. Of course. He owned a gun. He could shoot a bad guy. He didn’t need a baseball bat.

         A gun would be handy but I wasn’t sure I was ready for a gun.

         “Oh yeah,” I whispered, “right.”

         He smiled a small smile and prompted, “So you called 911…”

         “Yes, then I grabbed my snow globe because that was all I had,” I told him, and his brows drew together.

         “The one in the living room?”

         I had carried my happy kitty down when I went to greet the police. The officer who took me on a tour of my house eventually had to pry it from my hands and set it aside.

         “The one in the living room,” I answered.

         “It’s normally on Gwen’s nightstand,” MM added. Lawson’s eyes lifted to him even though he didn’t move his head but I twisted my neck to look up at him.

         There it was. Proof. He could totally see in the dark.

         “You noticed that?” I asked, and MM’s black eyes tipped down to me as his fingers gave my neck another squeeze.

         “Don’t miss much, babe.”

         Hmm. I suspected as much but, even so, I didn’t think this was good news.

         “Unh-hunh,” I muttered.

         “Gwendolyn,” Lawson called, and I looked back at him. “What happened after you grabbed the snow globe?”

         “I walked to the wall and pressed against it, stared at the door and waited. I saw the flashlight first then I saw the hand pushing open my door really slowly.” I stopped because MM’s fingers tightened. This wasn’t a squeeze. This was something else, and his fingers didn’t loosen. I had to admit even though I didn’t want to that the strong pressure felt good. “He got it open a foot, maybe more, and then there were sirens and he took off. I heard him running down the stairs.”

         “Him?” Lawson asked.

         “It was a man’s hand,” I told him. “White, um… Caucasian.” I used television show cop speak.

         “A man’s hand,” Lawson repeated.

         “Um… yeah,” I confirmed.

         “You’re sure it was a man’s hand?” Lawson asked, and I locked eyes with him.

         Then I said softly, “It wasn’t Ginger.”

         Another squeeze of the fingers from MM but this time they relaxed.

         Lawson sat back and studied me.

         “Your sister?” he asked.

         “I know she’s in trouble. Bad trouble. And I know that’s why you’re here and eight uniform cops are here for what is normally not likely a priority, all-hands-on-deck call.”

         I heard a noise come from MM that sounded like a manly, amused, deep but short chuckle. I looked up at him to see he was grinning. No teeth but he was grinning enough that both dimples had popped out.

         When I looked back at Lawson, he had a small, one-sided smile thing going.

         “We try to do our best,” he muttered.

         “Well, I appreciate it.” I smiled back. “And I hate to disappoint you, but Ginger Kidd was not in the vicinity tonight or, if she was, she heard the sirens and took off. Even when she was a kid, she didn’t like cops. I always loved cops, went right up and talked to them, made friends. She ran a mile. We should have known.”

         “She did that?” Lawson asked, looking amused.

         “Often, first time she was six.”

         His face changed as realization dawned and he stated, “You’re not joking.”

         I shook my head. “Nope.”

         “That was likely a good sign of future trouble,” Lawson remarked.

         “Don’t get her started on her Barbies,” MM put in. My body jerked and my head shot back to look at him.

         Uh… what? What, what, what? How did he know about the Barbies?

         My eyes narrowed on him.

         “Do you know about your sister’s troubles?” Lawson asked, and I tore my eyes away from MM and looked at him.

         “No, except I know she owes the Chaos Motorcycle Club a lot of money and that would be a lot, a lot, but they already know I can’t help them out with that because I’m not tight with my sister. They also know I also don’t have that kind of money to give to them in order to get her fat out of the fryer.”

         “They do?”

         “I had a chat with Tack today. He’s aware that the Kidd cupboards are bare or at least I don’t have two plus million stashed somewhere.”

         “You had a chat with Tack today,” Lawson repeated, and something about him had changed and not in a good way. He looked pissed.

         “Um… yeah,” I answered.

         Lawson’s eyes flicked to MM then back to me. “You don’t know anything else about what’s happening with your sister?”

         “No, except that there’s more but I don’t know what it is. And I don’t want to know. I officially disowned her today. Therefore, officially, she is no longer my sister.”

         This garnered another squeeze from MM, but Lawson was watching me.

         “So you wouldn’t have any idea who might come visit you tonight?” Lawson went on.

         I shook my head. “No idea. All I know is, they didn’t take anything and they came right to my bedroom. Make of that what you will.”

         Lawson stared at me. Then he did it some more. Then his jaw got tight. Then a muscle jumped in his cheek, his gaze lifted to MM, he took in a breath and shook his head. Then his eyes locked with mine.

         He leaned deeper toward me and said softly, “I’m gonna tell you what I make of this. What I make of it, Gwendolyn, is if my woman had a sister who I knew was in some serious shit, she would not be havin’ a chat with Kane Allen, she would not be sleepin’ alone, and therefore she would not ever have to worry about whether she needs a baseball bat or crowbar because she’d be in bed beside me.”

         Oh.

         Wow.

         MM’s hand left my neck.

         Uh-oh.

         “Did I just hear you?” MM asked in his scary voice.

         Uh-oh!

         Lawson’s eyes lifted again and again he did it without moving his head. “You just heard me.”

         
    Uh-oh!
  

         “Um…” I started to take my heels off the chair when MM spoke.

         “My boys clocked him on his second drive round to case Gwen’s house. No one was close enough to get to her fast so we called it in to you boys three minutes before he even hit her sidewalk. You had units in the vicinity so he was in the house for less than two minutes before they arrived. Gwen was never in any danger.”

         What?

         “It’s luck we had units in the vicinity,” Lawson returned as he stood.

         “Bullshit, Lawson. Your boys have been cruisin’ the neighborhood for two weeks, hopin’ Ginger would make a visit,” MM fired back.

         “This area is hot but we don’t sit on her house, Hawk,” Lawson retorted.

         Hawk?

         I looked up at MM.

         “Hawk?” I asked.

         He ignored me as he was too busy scowling at Lawson. “Your boys were five minutes out, my boys eight. One way or another, she was covered.”

         His boys?

         “She had to arm herself with a snow globe,” Lawson reminded him.

         I stood and looked up again at MM.

         “Hawk?” I repeated.

         “She was covered,” MM repeated.

         “Yeah, but she didn’t know that,” Lawson returned.

         “Hawk?” I shouted, and MM’s eyes dropped to me.

         “Babe. What?” he clipped.

         Oh my God. His name was Hawk.

         Who had a name like Hawk?

         I opened my mouth to confirm that his name was indeed Hawk then instantly remembered Lawson was there. I didn’t want him to know I didn’t know MM’s (or Hawk’s) name so I snapped my mouth closed right when I heard my father’s voice.

         “Where’s my daughter?”

         Yay! Saved by my dad.

         I leaned in front of my no longer so mysterious Mystery Man Hawk and looked around Lawson to see my dad and Meredith coming through the opened kitchen door.

         I’d called them when I’d seen my window busted out. I didn’t want to but I did for two reasons. One, they’d find out eventually and sooner was always better than later when it came to Dad and Meredith. I’d learned that the hard way. And two, I needed a place to sleep because I sure as heck wasn’t sleeping here and I knew I was too freaked out to drive myself but further, Dad would lecture me if he knew I drove freaked out. I’d also learned the hard way to avoid giving Dad (too many) opportunities to lecture me. He was good at it because with two daughters, and those daughters being Ginger and me, he had lots of practice.

         “Gwen,” Dad murmured when he hit the room. I squeezed between the two angry hot guys that were pinning me in, half walked, half ran to my dad and threw myself in his arms.

         Whether I threw myself in them, walked into them, or leaned into them, my dad’s arms always did the same thing. They closed around me tight.

         Suddenly I didn’t feel so freaked out anymore.

         I wrapped my arms around him just as tight, felt his familiar solidness, and I was even less freaked out.

         “Gwen,” he whispered into the top of my hair.

         Back in the day, my dad was hot. He was almost as hot as the two men standing in my kitchen. I suspected the “almost” part of that had a lot to do with the fact that he was my dad. He was big and broad, had dark hair (now with a lot of silver in it) with hazel eyes, and he was lean and fit and strong. He’d always be lean and fit and strong because he was always doing something that involved carrying something, hammering something, dragging something, lifting something or sawing something.

         That was, when he wasn’t watching the Broncos.

         And I had to admit, most of the time he was doing all of that he was in my house.

         “I’m okay, Dad, just a little freaked,” I said into his chest.

         “Honey,” Dad said into my hair.

         Then I felt his lips leave my hair. I looked up at him to see he was looking over my head at Hawk and Lawson. He moved me to his side, his arm clamped around my shoulders, and Meredith got close. She took my hand. I squeezed hers and she squeezed back as I looked to see her give me one of her small, sweet, everything-is-gonna-be-okay smiles.

         Then I heard Dad say, “Are you the police?”

         He was asking this into the room, his question aimed at both Hawk and Lawson.

         “Yes sir, Detective Mitch Lawson,” Lawson replied, stepping forward.

         Dad let me go to shake his hand then let it go and clamped his arm around me again, tugging me into his side in a way that my body jolted and then collided with his body.

         Hmm. Seemed I wasn’t the only one who was freaked.

         “And you?” Dad asked and his eyes were on Hawk.

         I looked at Hawk as Lawson took a step away, his face studiously blank, his eyes alert, taking in everything, namely the fact it was clear my family had no idea who Hawk was.

         “Hawk,” Hawk said, his hand extended, Dad let me go again, took it and Hawk went on, “Gwen’s man.”

         I felt and saw Dad’s body jerk in surprise as Meredith whispered, “Gwen’s man?”

         I had no reaction. I was too busy staring at Hawk with my mouth hanging open.

         “Honey, you have a man?” Meredith asked, and I knew this question was directed at me but I was still too busy standing, staring at Hawk with my mouth hanging open to respond.

         “Hawk?” Dad asked, his gaze never leaving Hawk.

         “Flew Black Hawks when I was in the Army,” Hawk stated, giving me the third piece of information about him. The first being he was great in bed, something I’d known for a year and a half, and the second being what was apparently his nickname, something I’d known for approximately three minutes.

         But this was not what I was focused on. I was focused on the very small piece of information he’d relayed and what it meant for me. And that was that I was fucked.

         I knew this was true when my father stated in a surprised yet clearly elated voice, “You’re an Army man?”

         Shit!

         Dad was an Army man. He served four years in the Army before he got out and went into construction. There was a reason why Dad married Mom; he was a wild child like her. He credited the Army with sorting his shit out and saving his life. Problem for my mom was, she didn’t sort her shit out when she was a soldier’s wife. Dad would have stayed in the Army but being in the Army often meant being away. Mom had me and Dad knew Mom couldn’t be trusted alone with me, so he got out to make sure I was raised right.

         But Dad still loved the Army. Dad bought olive-drab t-shirts with the word “ARMY” on the front of them and wore them all the time. And Dad formed instant, unshakable bonds with any of his Army brethren. He did it all the time, when we were on vacation, when he was at the hardware store, when he was standing in line to buy a bucket of chicken. He had a sixth Army sense and if he got a whiff of Army, bonding ensued.

         Like right now with Hawk.

         “Yeah,” Hawk replied, and Dad still had hold of his hand so he shook it fervently, a relieved, elated smile on his face.

         All thoughts of his daughter’s break-in had flown out of his head. I had a man. That man was an Army man. Not a man like Scott Leighton, who Dad told me after I divorced him he always thought was a pussy. He’d used the p-word right to my face. Then again, Dad pretty much hated Scott. All was suddenly right in Baxter Kidd’s world and what was making it right was the man standing in front of him.

         Yes, I was definitely fucked.

         Dad let go of Hawk’s hand and clamped me to his side again, looking down at me. “Honey, why didn’t you tell us you were seeing someone?” he asked, giving me a shake and beaming at me like a lunatic.

         “Um…” I mumbled.

         “This is lovely, we’ll have to have you over for dinner,” Meredith put in. My head swung to her to see she was smiling brightly at Hawk.

         That was Meredith. If it was a-okay with Baxter, it was hunky dory with her.

         Shit!

         “Um…” I mumbled, louder and more hysterical this time.

         “Make your lasagna.” Dad put in his order then turned to Hawk. “The lasagna is good, son, but it’s her garlic bread that takes the cake. It’s homemade, from scratch, all the way down to the bread.”

         Oh my God! Did my father just call my mystery lover “son” after only knowing him for five seconds? He’d never called Scott “son.” The only thing he ever called Scott was “Scott” and “a pussy.”

         “Um…! ” It came out like a strangled cry.

         “Gwendolyn,” Lawson called, and my frantic eyes few to him.

         “Yeah?” I answered.

         He took a step in to join our huddle, his hand in his jacket pocket, and he pulled out a wallet while speaking. “I’m done here but you need anything, hear anything you think I need to know or remember anything,” he was pulling a business card out of his wallet and he handed it to me, his soulful brown eyes locked with mine, “call me, day or night. My cell is on that card.”

         “Uh… okay,” I replied, taking the card, and his eyes released me and moved to Hawk.

         “You got footage?” he asked.

         “Yep,” Hawk answered.

         “You know this guy?” Lawson went on.

         “Haven’t seen the tape,” Hawk replied, “but my boys couldn’t ID him. I’ll have a look at it when I get back to base.”

         “The car?” Lawson kept at it.

         “Ran the plates, it’s stolen,” Hawk answered.

         “Is it too much to ask you to share that footage with us?” Lawson continued.

         “It’s already been e-mailed to the station,” Hawk returned.

         “Footage?” my father butted in, and Hawk’s eyes went to him.

         “Got a business, part of what I do is security. Gwen and I hooked up; I put cameras on her house. It’s monitored 24/7. Couple weeks back, we installed more cameras to monitor the street. We got tape of the guy who broke in.”

         Dad’s arm squeezed me and his face, which had been slightly bemused when Hawk and Lawson were talking, had started beaming again at the thought of my Army man monitoring my house in an effort to keep me safe.

         What he didn’t know was that it was an effort to keep tabs on me.

         My eyes moved from Dad to narrow on Hawk.

         “Bax, do you think this has to do with Ginger?” Meredith whispered to my dad, and I unnarrowed my eyes and looked at my stepmom.

         She had a mass of somewhat curly, strawberry blonde hair that was streaked now with attractive white. She had a pixie-pretty face, upturned nose and cornflower blue eyes. She was petite, at least three inches shorter than me and eight inches shorter than Dad, standing at five foot five. This meant she could wear high heels, which she did almost all the time. Even now in the middle of the night, out to respond to the call of her stepdaughter who had a break-in, she was wearing stylish high-heeled boots. She’d taught me how to wear high heels and she taught me about style—in other words, how to embrace mine, however that came about—and with her encouragement, I did.

         The skin around Dad’s eyes got tight, he looked at the men and declared, “I have another daughter and she—”

         Hawk broke in to announce, “We know about Ginger and it’s likely Gwen’s break-in has to do with Ginger’s recent activities.”

         Dad’s whole body got tight at my side and Meredith emitted a small gasp.

         But me? I lost my temper.

         I stepped out from under Dad’s arm, grabbed Hawk’s hand and snapped, “Can I talk to you?”

         Then I didn’t wait for him to answer. I turned and dragged him out of the kitchen, through the living room, up the stairs, down the hall and into my bedroom. I closed the door and it creaked then I turned, released his hand and stepped right into his space, getting up on my toes to get in his face.

         “Why’d you do that?” I hissed under my breath.

         He was looking down at me. “Do what?”

         “Tell them about Ginger!” I was snapping now but still under my breath.

         “Babe,” he replied then said no more.

         “Babe? That’s your answer?” I asked sharply. “You can’t tell them about Ginger.”

         His brows shot up. “Why not?”

         “Because it will upset them and worry them and, I’ll repeat, upset them,” I retorted.

         His hands went to his hips and he replied, “Sweet Pea, I was a man with two daughters in trouble, I’d wanna know and I would not be happy that knowledge was kept from me.”

         “Maybe so but I’m a daughter with a sister in trouble who knows a lot more about my family dynamic than you do. You might think you’d want to know but, trust me, Dad does not want to know and what’s more, Meredith shouldn’t know.”

         “You need to explain shit to them,” he informed me, and I felt my temper spike so I got closer to his face.

         “Don’t tell me how to deal with my family,” I snapped.

         “I can keep you safe, Gwen, and I will but I’m not expending energy to sort out your sister’s shit. She doesn’t pull off a miracle, things are gonna go bad for her. They gotta know that’s a strong eventuality.”

         There was a lot of ground I needed to cover so I started multitasking.

         “I’m glad you brought that up,” I told him. “You are not doing anything, not only for Ginger but also for me. You can take down your cameras and stop keeping tabs. You and I, we’re over.”

         He grinned then he said, “We had this conversation earlier, babe.”

         “Yes, you told me you end things, but you live in Badass World. I live in the Real World and in the Real World, when a woman says it’s over, it carries the same weight as when a man says it.”

         Hawk’s eyes drifted over my face.

         Then he murmured, “See my mistake.”

         “What?” I snapped.

         His eyes moved to mine. “Shoulda given you time not fuckin’ you, missed out.”

         “What?” I repeated on another snap.

         His hands lifted and came to my jaw so I instantly jerked my head free of his hands and took a step back.

         Then, so suddenly my breath flew out of me, I couldn’t say for certain how it actually happened, I was pinned to the wall by his big, hard body, his hands were at my jaw in a way I couldn’t jerk my face free, and his face was right in my face.

         “About five seconds after I left you today, things between you and me, they changed,” he informed me in a quiet voice.

         I felt my brows draw together as my mind processed the fact that this was not good.

         “Changed?” I asked. “How?”

         “You got attitude, the kind I like. So I decided I’m gonna ride that attitude wave of yours, see how things work out.”

         I blinked. Then I did it again.

         “You’re going to ride my attitude wave?” I asked even though, firstly, I didn’t really know what that meant so even if he affirmed I couldn’t be sure how that would affect me. Secondly, I didn’t like talking about him riding anything that had to do with me.

         “Yeah,” he answered, and I was right, I didn’t know what that meant. I did know what it meant for him was that we weren’t over.

         “You’re right,” I told him. “Earlier today, things between you and me changed, but it happened about five minutes before you walked out and the way they changed means you and I are over.”

         His eyes never left me and he didn’t speak but he shook his head.

         “Listen to me,” I demanded. “I just learned your name, not your real name, your nickname. I just learned you have a business, you have ‘boys’ and you watch my house. I’ve known you for over a year and you didn’t tell me any of that shit directly. This isn’t working for me anymore. This has been not right for a long time. Finding out you’ve intruded into my life, investigated me, kept watch on me without my knowledge makes it not only just not right but very, very wrong. Therefore, we are over.”

         He studied me for a while then his thumb swept my jaw before he remarked, “See you’ve decided not to make the right play.”

         “And I see that you think it’s not the right play because it’s not the play you want me to make.”

         He smiled and informed me, “You don’t get it, babe. That heat in your eyes, that mouth of yours…” His thumb did another sweep as his face got even closer and when he spoke again, his voice dipped lower. “… used to be, I thought about visiting you, could let myself start to get hard. Now I just think about you, I start to get hard. You wanna play this with that attitude, Sweet Pea, I’m tellin’ you, that is not the right play because that attitude of yours is not a turnoff.”

         “Stop calling me Sweet Pea,” I snapped because I was again freaking out and I was trying to hide it.

         His smile got bigger. “There it is,” he whispered, “and I like it.”

         “Step away,” I demanded, pushing at his waist where my hands were, but he didn’t move.

         “There it is again.”

         I clamped my mouth shut and glared at him.

         He emitted another short, amused, deep, manly chuckle.

         Then his lips hit mine and he murmured, “Hot.”

         And me being me, in other words my mother’s daughter and a screaming loser, felt that one word murmured against my lips give me a tickle, a sweet one in a very private place.

         Shit!

         I pulled my head back the half inch his face and the wall afforded me and I called, “Hello? Break-in? Sister in serious shit? Parents downstairs? The middle of the night? I’ve got deadlines, loads of work to do, a house that’s unsafe and I need to go to sleep so I can wake up tomorrow with the energy to get my life under control. Now can you please step away?”

         He didn’t step away but his hands slid from my jaw to curl around my neck and his face moved back an inch.

         “Sure, babe, but you need to know you’re not stayin’ here tonight. Got boys on the way to board up that window and you’re comin’ with me.”

         I stared up at him, shocked at this news and, because I was a loser, titillated at the prospect of going with him wherever that would be. A major component of my daydreams the last year and a half centered around where he lived and spent his time. The idea of finally discovering the truth behind that, damn and blast, I had to admit was a discovery I really wanted to make.

         Then I got smart and stated, “Dad will take care of my window tomorrow and I’m staying with him and Meredith tonight. That’s why they’re here.”

         He completely ignored me.

         “You’re comin’ with me.”

         Seriously! This guy!

         “No, I’m not.”

         “Yeah, Gwen, you are.”

         “I don’t know you other than knowing you and what I’m learning I do not like. I had a break-in tonight and it freaked me out in a serious way. It scared the hell out of me. I know my dad and Meredith. I want to be with them tonight. I want to be someplace I know with people I know where I feel safe. I want to go home.”

         He studied me again then his thumb did another sweep, this time against my neck and, being a loser, it felt nice.

         “I can see you need that so I’ll let you do it,” he said softly.

         “Well, thanks,” I replied not softly.

         He grinned.

         I glared.

         He kept grinning as I kept glaring then he murmured, “Yeah, totally fuckin’ missed out.”

         Then his head dropped and since I had no place to go, I couldn’t avoid his lips brushing mine lightly in a way that made them tingle.

         His head came up and he whispered, “Be smart, baby. My boys’ll secure your house and you can come home tomorrow. Yeah?”

         Then his thumb swept my neck again. I liked it again but before I could answer, he let me go and he was gone.

         I stood with my back against the wall, staring in the space he’d been in, wondering how he could vanish into thin air right before my eyes. Then I realized I was breathing heavily.

         Then I shook it off, telling myself I didn’t actually care it was fascinating he could evaporate. Telling myself the fact that he had “boys,” he flew Black Hawks, he had a “base,” part of what he did was security and his nickname was Hawk was not fascinating either.

         And also telling myself he could do what he wanted, I was going to do what I wanted, and he couldn’t make me do what he wanted.

         Ef that!

         Then I set about packing a bag to go home with Dad and Meredith.

         When I was in my bathroom getting my stuff, I grabbed my lotion and bath gel and stopped dead.

         It hadn’t registered with me until then, when I stood in my bathroom and stared at the plastic bottles in my hands.

         My scent, the one I always used, was sweet pea.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FIVE

            Hot-o-Meter

         

         THERE WAS ONE good thing about having to spend the night with your parents after your house got broken into in the middle of the night because your sister was an idiot: when they had to get up early to go to work and you didn’t so you could avoid the talk the next morning where they would want to know all about your idiot sister; how she put you in danger; how you put yourself in danger; why you didn’t tell them right off the bat; and why you’ve been keeping your perfect Army man boyfriend to yourself.

         So, sleeping in, I avoided talking to Dad and Meredith.

         However, when I went to the kitchen for coffee, on the counter I found a note from Dad which said:

         
    
    G—
  

         
    
    Tonight, dinner. 6:00 sharp. Be there.
  

         
    
    Your window probably won’t be fixed for a week so pack a bag.
  

         
    
    Don’t disappear or I’m calling Cam and sending Leo after you.
  

         
    
    Love you, Dad.
  

         They say men are attracted to women who are like their mothers and women are attracted to men who are like their fathers. This must be true considering I’m attracted to hot, uber-macho, bossy guys.

         I also had a note from Meredith which said:

         
    
    Morning honey,
  

         
    
    There are fresh bagels in the fridge, Einstein’s. Whipped cream cheese, your favorite.
  

         
    
    See you tonight!
  

         
    
    Hugs, Meredith
  

         
    
    PS: I cannot tell you how happy I am for you after meeting Hawk! He’s so cute! And he’s sweet! And he’s smitten! YAY!
  

         Cute? Sweet? Smitten? With underlines? And… yay?

         Obviously my dad wasn’t attracted to women like me. Good to know.

         After coffee, a bagel and note reading, I had taken more than my usual going-to-sit-at-a-computer-all-day care with my appearance because I kept running into hot guys. Usually I worked in yoga pants, camisoles or babydoll tees and lightweight hoodies. If it was summer, I might switch it up with shorts.

         That morning I’d used Meredith’s makeup and curling iron. Why she needed a curling iron with curly hair, I did not know, but she had everything that had anything to do with being a girl, one of the many reasons why I loved her.

         I curled my long hair into a mass of curls and waves with a heavy fall of hair at the front. I also put on makeup, something I never did unless I was going out. The rest I couldn’t help. I’d packed in the middle of the night after a break-in, meeting a new hot guy and another bizarre and annoying but, unfortunately, hot confrontation with Hawk. So it was just jeans and a light blue tee from Thrifty Stick, a cool boarder shop on Broadway. I didn’t board but, like I mentioned, I could shop anywhere. It had a black skull and crossbones above my breasts that had a red “T” and “S” and red bands around the neckline and sleeves. To this I added a black belt, boots and a thin, hooded, cardie sweater.

         And I was glad I’d curled my hair and done my makeup. I was also glad I had on my killer, wire-rimmed cop shades with the gray semi-mirrored lenses when I drove up to my house and saw it had a bunch of motorcycles and a big, black van parked in front of it.

         Holy, freaking, crap!

         I drove into my driveway trying to steer my little blue Hyundai in while still keeping my eyes on what appeared to be an army of bikers hanging out on my lawn and going in and out of my house.

         Clearly my house wasn’t hard to break into, as had been proved last night. It had been made easier by the fact there was only a board where the window should be but now the door was wide open and the board was gone. In fact, the entire window was gone.

         And Tack was standing on my lawn with Dog. He was wearing cool mirrored shades too and they were pointed toward my car.

         I barely pulled up the parking brake when Tack moved away from Dog and started in my direction. Therefore, when I got out, he was there, pinning me between my car and the door.

         I looked up at him instantly comparing. Shorter than both Hawk and Lawson but he could seriously work facial hair. And I wasn’t having a flight of fancy the day before. On the hot-o-meter he rang the top bell and he rang it loud.

         “Hey,” I said but it came out kind of breathy.

         “Hey, Peaches,” he replied, not breathy at all but deep and gravelly.

         “Um… what are you doing here?” I asked, taking that opportunity to glance toward my house to see a biker had a tape measure and was measuring my window.

         “Heard word you had a visitor last night,” Tack said, and I looked back at him.

         “Kind of, he was… uh, interrupted before I could, um… offer him some chocolate chip cookie dough,” I told him.

         This garnered me a white teeth surrounded by salt-and-pepper goateed smile. I made a mental note to stop being a smartass because, apparently, badasses liked smartass women.

         Then Tack stated, “You didn’t call.”

         “Um… no, I didn’t call,” I agreed.

         “Told you, you get in a situation, you call,” he went on.

         I stared through my shades at his shades. He didn’t sound biker-angry. He wasn’t being scary. I would know because when he was you could see it, hear it and feel it.

         I decided not to answer.

         Tack continued, “So, I heard word you had a situation, you didn’t call, I figure you’re the kind of woman who wants the call. So, I’m callin’.”

         I looked at the bikers on my lawn and at my door. Then I looked at Tack.

         “Sorry, I must have missed it. Maybe my phone ran out of juice.”

         “No, babe.” He dipped his head to the side to indicate the bikers. “That’s me callin’.”

         I looked back at the bikers then at Tack. Then it hit me that was how Tack made his call to announce that he was interested and he intended to do something about it.

         Uh. Wow.

         “Oh,” I whispered.

         I was thinking this was not good at the same time feeling warm and fuzzy all over.

         I heard the purr of an engine. I leaned to the side to see a metallic dark gray, new-model, kick-freaking-ass Chevrolet Camaro rolling to a stop behind the black van. Gliding up behind that was another black van, this one newer, nicer, more expensive and very shiny.

         The door of the Camaro opened up and Hawk folded out, also wearing shades. His were aviator glasses that were even more kick-freaking-ass than the Camaro and the Camaro was hot. Out of the van jumped a bunch of heavily muscled, cargo-pants and tight, long-sleeved-tee-wearing commandos.

         Hawk’s shades sliced our way.

         Uh-oh.

         I was wrong. This was not good. I was no longer feeling warm and fuzzy at all.

         I heard a car door slam across the street, I leaned the other way to peer around Tack and saw a police vehicle with red and blue lights in the dash, not on the top, and walking across the street wearing his own wire-rimmed, super-hot shades was Detective Mitch Lawson.

         Super, double, extra uh-oh!

         The hot-o-meter started ringing like crazy as hot guys descended on me, my car and Tack from two directions.

         Boy, was I glad I curled my hair.

         Tack turned but didn’t unpin me as they got close.

         What did I do now?

         I decided to play it cool but there was one big problem with that. I wasn’t cool.

         Hawk got there first and his shades didn’t leave me when he stopped a few feet away.

         “Babe,” he greeted, but his voice was kind of rumbly in a way that I didn’t suspect meant he was in a good morning mood.

         “Hey,” I greeted back.

         Lawson arrived, rounding Hawk so he could get a clear line of sight to me, but his shades swept Tack, his mouth tight, before they landed on me.

         “Mornin’, Gwendolyn,” he greeted, ignoring Hawk and Tack.

         “Uh, morning,” I greeted back.

         “You sleep okay?” Lawson asked.

         “Not really,” I answered honestly.

         “Got a remedy for that,” Tack put in. Two pairs of shades sliced to him so mine did too. I saw he had his arms crossed on his chest and he was grinning.

         Shit.

         At this point, Hawk was done.

         I knew this because he pointed a finger at Tack and then at Lawson saying, “You… you… talk.”

         I figured he was probably the only person on the planet who could get away with doing something like that with those two guys.

         He took a step back and both Lawson and Tack moved. So did I, to clear my door and throw it to. When my car door slammed, Hawk, who had turned to walk with Lawson and Tack across my lawn, turned back to me.

         “Babe. Stay.”

         I blinked at him through my shades.

         Then I lost my temper.

         “I’m not a dog!” I snapped loudly.

         One second he was five feet away from me, the next I was pinned against my car.

         “You stay or I’ll carry you to my car and handcuff you to the steering wheel. Your choice. Two seconds.”

         Obviously I was right. Someone was not in a good morning mood.

         “There’s a police officer here. I think he’ll frown on you carrying me to your car and handcuffing me to your steering wheel,” I informed him.

         “Lawson knows me, so does Tack. I promise you, Sweet Pea, I have to do what I have to do to deal with my woman, not a man in your yard will lift a finger to help you.”

         I wasn’t certain I believed this statement but with the way he said it I wasn’t going to test it. Things were tense enough. I didn’t need biker vs. commando war on my front lawn with Lawson calling in police intervention.

         So I gave in but I didn’t do it graciously.

         “You just slipped down two levels on the hot-o-meter,” I informed him snottily.

         “I’ll survive,” he shot back and turned away.

         As he walked toward where Lawson and Tack were standing and waiting while watching me and Hawk, I walked to the hood of my car, jumped up to sit on it and crossed my arms on my chest.

         Bikers and commandos alike swung their heads from me to the macho man, badass huddle. Me, I just watched the three hot guys talk, faces tight, eyes not even close to avoiding contact. Shades were locked to shades. This conversation was tense but it lasted all of three minutes. I didn’t time it but my guess was it could have been even less.

         Then they broke away from each other. Lawson headed to his vehicle but he gave me a low wave. Tack whistled, flicked his fingers and the army of bikers was on the move, jumping on bikes and loading up in the van. Tack’s eyes came to me and he put a finger to his forehead and flipped it out before he jumped on a bike. Lawson’s car started and Harleys roared. Through them taking off, Hawk broke off from talking to a slim but lean and cut man who was about two inches shorter than him and he came to me while the rest of the commandos unloaded what looked like boxes of equipment.

         I hopped off the car to stand in front of him.

         “I’ve just added reason three hundred and seventy-two to my list of why we are so over,” I announced.

         “Had this conversation twice, not havin’ it again,” Hawk returned, his shades now locked to mine. “Last night my boys measured your window. A new one is being cut and they’ll install it when it arrives. Now they’re workin’ on your security system. That’ll take a couple days. Until then, you stay with me.”

         “Too late, I already had a macho man inform me where I’m sleeping tonight.”

         I watched his entire body get tight. It seemed like the very air around him turned a warning shade of red, and it took a lot but I just managed not to step back.

         “And that would be?” he asked in a scary, quiet voice.

         “My dad,” I answered in a snotty voice.

         His body relaxed as did his face and his mouth grinned showing both dimples.

         “That I’ll allow,” he allowed.

         Serious to God, he could not be believed.

         “All right, I know you have selective hearing and block out entire sections of what I say but really, pay attention. First, tell your boys to stop their work. Dad is fixing my window and I don’t want a security system from you. Second, I don’t know what went down in that huddle but clearly you won and that makes you think you can waltz over here and boss me around but you are way wrong. Not only because I’m not your woman but also because I do not like to be bossed around. At all. Ever. And last, honest to God, honest to God, we… are… over.”

         I barely got out the word “over” when he yanked off his shades, then he yanked off mine, then he tossed both of them on the hood of my car. I was so surprised by this maneuver I was frozen stiff so he was able to execute his next maneuver without resistance. Therefore, I found my body flat against his, one of his arms was tight around me, the other hand was cupping the back of my head, he tilted it and his mouth slammed down on mine.

         This was a problem.

         There was a reason I never kicked Hawk out of my bed and that was because, usually before I could speak, he was kissing me.

         And he was an excellent kisser. He could do a lot of things with his hands, his mouth, and other parts of his anatomy that were mind-blowing but even if he only ever kissed me it was highly likely I would be ruined for any other man.

         Yes, he was that good. Really.

         Therefore, when he finally lifted his head (and as humiliating as it was, he took his time and I let him), I had one arm tight around his back and one hand curled on the side of his neck both in order just to hold on. When his tongue was working my mouth, that was all I could ever do, just hold on.

         “We over, Sweet Pea?” he whispered to me.

         “I do not like you,” I whispered back, still holding on.

         He did that deep, amused, manly chuckle again, his hand moved out of my hair and became an arm wrapped around my shoulders before both his arms tightened, bringing me even closer. “Got things to do now, the boys’ll be workin’ here but I’ll come back, take you to lunch.”

         Take me to lunch? We’d never even had a date and now he was casually telling me he was going to take me to lunch?

         “I can’t go to lunch. I have three deadlines and I only worked for a few hours yesterday. I have to go flat out if I’m going to make them. I’m eating lunch at my desk.”

         “I’ll bring something. What do you want?”

         God! What was with this guy?

         “I have food in my fridge.”

         “Tom yung goong and pad Thai, J’s Noodles,” he said and I stared.

         Two of my favorites. I had many but tom yung goong soup and pad Thai noodles from J’s were very high on the top of that long list. And I usually bought them takeout to eat at my desk when I had a marathon workday going.

         Then I stopped staring and I felt my eyes get squinty.

         “How do you know everything about me?”

         He didn’t answer my question but it was unnecessary for him to do so since evidence was suggesting he watched me like… well, a hawk.

         Instead, he asked his own question. “You didn’t sleep last night?”

         “My house got broken into,” I reminded him.

         “Thought you went to your dad’s to feel safe,” he replied.

         “I can feel safe and still toss and turn because I’m obsessing about watching a man’s hand push open my bedroom door at the same time worrying if I’d break my happy kitty snow globe when I had to clock him.”

         His arms gave me a squeeze. “That was last night, babe, this is today. You’re good. It’s over. Get it out of your head.”

         Was he high? Did he seriously think I could do that? Did he seriously think any woman could do that? I had at least twenty-five years of obsessing about last night left before I could get it out of my head.

         “It’s not that easy,” I informed him.

         “It’s just that easy,” he informed me.

         I glared up at him.

         He smiled down at me, with dimples. Shit, I liked those dimples.

         Time to get to work.

         “I need coffee. And I need to fire up my computer and get to work.”

         “Yeah,” he murmured, dropped his head and, before I could avoid it, he brushed his lips against mine. Then, murmuring again, he said, “Later,” leaned into me to grab his shades before he let me go. Then he prowled to his Camaro, all badass cool, on his way tipping his chin to the commandos. Then he folded into his kickass car and purred off.

         I stood by my car for a while watching the street where I’d last seen him thinking one word.

         Shit.

         Then I grabbed my shades, avoided busy commandos, made my way inside and set a big pot of coffee to brew. When it was done I poured out about five mugs for various hardworking commandos.

         Then, finally, I went to my office to fire up my computer.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER SIX

            To the Rescue

         

         I’D HIT MY zone and was able to focus even with a bunch of commandos banging around in my house when I suddenly felt my hair shifted off one shoulder, swept across my neck, and over my other shoulder.

         Then I felt lips at the skin at the back of my ear.

         A delicious tremble radiated from my ear going up, down and out, and my eyes on the computer screen unfocused as I came crashing headlong out of my zone and careened happily into an entirely different zone. The lips left my ear and, dazedly, I saw a brown paper bag accompanied by a white plastic bag hit the desk by my keyboard. I looked at the bottom right of my computer screen to see the time was twelve forty-seven.

         Lunchtime.

         I swiveled in my chair and looked up to see Hawk standing there, tearing open the folded-over and stapled top of the bag.

         I didn’t say anything because I was too busy freaking out because this was the subject matter of a daydream. When I said that I meant I had actually daydreamed this and now I was living it.

         Okay, not the Thai food but, many a time, I’d drifted off and dreamed about what it would be like if my Mystery Man showed in the light of day, coming up to me silently while I did the dishes in the kitchen and he slid his arms around me. Or while I was in the shower and he joined me.

         Or while I was working and he snuck up on me and kissed my neck.

         Just like I liked in the spot that I liked.

         Exactly like he’d just snuck up on me and kissed my neck.

         Just like I liked in the spot that I liked.

         And it was better than a daydream. Not only because J’s Noodles were a welcome addition but because it was real.

         Damn.

         He started pulling food from the bag as I struggled to pull myself together. I saw him reveal a lidded cardboard cup of soup and another container of noodles, both of which I knew, from experience with J’s takeout, were for me. Next came chopsticks in paper and then he took out another container for him. Then he picked up the bag, dropped it on the floor and rifled through the other bag that had familiar red, orange and green logo on it. He took out a bottled water which I knew was for him when he set a can of diet grape soda by my food.

         I stared at the soda. Then I looked back up at him.

         “What? Do you follow me?” I asked.

         “Sometimes,” he answered, and I felt my eyes get squinty. “Sometimes my boys do it.”

         He turned away from me and went to my couch, sat down, set his water on a side table and opened the top of his food container.

         “So do you have a big fat file on me at your base?” I asked, tearing the paper off my chopsticks then picking up my soup and pulling the lid off.

         “Nope,” he replied, “verbal reports. ‘She went to J’s, got soup and noodles, then to 7-Eleven for a diet grape.’ Shit like that.”

         Unreal.

         “Why?” I asked.

         “Why?” he repeated.

         “Why did you and your boys follow me?”

         “Babe,” he replied, then he dug into his noodles with his chopsticks as if this was nothing, him and his boys following me, sharing reports about my food and beverage preferences, intruding into my life without my knowledge. Then my eyes dropped to his food and his noodles looked like nothing but noodles and veggies. No sauce. No cashews. No peanut bits. No succulent shrimp. None of the good stuff. Nothing. Just noodles and veg.

         This reminded me of the first time I saw him when we were at a restaurant. He had a steak, baked potato and steamed vegetables. I remembered noting then, somewhat drunkenly, that he didn’t have anything on his potato. Not sour cream. Not bacon bits. Not cheese. Not even butter.

         “What are you eating?” I asked.

         “Noodles and veg,” he pointed out the obvious then shoved some into his mouth with his chopsticks.

         “Just noodles and veg?”

         He chewed, swallowed and said, “Yep,” then shoved more noodles in his mouth.

         “No sauce?” I pushed.

         More chewing then swallowing then, “Babe, I ate like you, I’d get a gut. In my work, you can’t have a gut.”

         I felt my blood pressure rise. “Are you saying I’m fat?”

         The double-dimple threat popped out and, chopsticks loaded with noodles and veg halfway to his mouth, he replied, “Sweet Pea, the way you eat means you got tits and ass. This is good because I like tits and ass. This is bad because Tack and Lawson like ’em just as much as me.” Then he shoved his noodles and veg into his mouth and said with his mouth full, “Tack maybe more.”

         Shit.

         “I need to focus on work,” I announced.

         He stretched his long legs out in front of him, crossed his feet at the ankles, clearly planning to stay awhile, and replied, “Then focus.”

         I glared at him. This was bad since he looked good stretched out in my office like that. Tracy and I had painted the walls white but I’d had the guy at the hardware store squirt a hint of orange in the paint so the white had warmth to it. My desk was long, white, sleek, narrow and girlie. My shelves were white and likewise girlie. The narrow, square tables on each side of the couch were equally white and girlie. My couch was cushiony and salmon colored with chartreuse and peacock blue toss pillows. I’d decorated heavily in light wicker and had white ceramic, circular, lacy shaded lamps dotting the space. It wasn’t over-the-top girlie, all pink and ruffled, but it was definitely feminine space.

         Sitting on my couch like that, Hawk looked like an invading conqueror enjoying a meal, bulking up before expending the effort to rape and pillage. Except he wouldn’t have to rape, all the townswomen would line up for their turn.

         Shit.

         I swiveled to face my desk and sniffed my soup. Lemongrass. Yum. I swirled it with my chopsticks then took a sip.

         Then I asked Hawk, eyes on my computer, “What’s your real name?”

         “Cabe Delgado.”

         He answered without hesitation and my head turned to him in surprise.

         “Cabe Delgado?”

         He shoved more noodles into his mouth and didn’t answer.

         “What kind of name is Cabe?” I asked.

         He swallowed and captured more noodles, muttering, “Who the fuck knows? Ma’s a nut.”

         His ma was a nut.

         Interesting.

         “Is Delgado Mexican?” I pressed.

         “Puerto Rican,” he answered, again without hesitation.

         “You’re Puerto Rican?”

         “Look at me, babe, not full-blooded Scandinavian.”

         Nope, he was definitely not that.

         “Were you born in Puerto Rico?”

         “Nope. Denver.”

         A rare Denver native. Surprising.

         I, on the other hand, was not a native. Dad had moved Meredith, Ginger and me to Denver from South Dakota when I was ten but I didn’t share this piece of information because Hawk probably already knew that.

         “So your parents are Puerto Rican.”

         “Dad is. Ma’s half Italian, half Cuban.”

         No wonder. Puerto Rican, Italian and Cuban—the perfect ingredients for a hot, bossy, badass cocktail.

         His brows went up. “Is this focus?”

         Guess someone was done sharing.

         I turned back to the computer, fished in my soup with my chopsticks, secured a big prawn, pulled it out and ate it.

         Fresh, spicy, brilliant.

         I washed the prawn down with another sip of soup. Then I tried to focus on work with Cabe “Hawk” Delgado stretched out on my couch. Unsurprisingly, I was completely unable to do this but hopefully I was successful at pretending I could.

         I’d finished my soup, leaving the mysterious bits uneaten in the bottom. I loved that soup but those mysterious bits freaked me out and I never ate them. I’d taken a sip of my grape in preparation for the next culinary delight and opened my noodles when Hawk approached my desk, bending as he moved to snatch up the discarded bag.

         He shoved his container in the bag while I pretended to ignore him. He was reaching for my soup container when I heard, “Hawk.”

         I twisted to see who I suspected was Hawk’s Numero Dos, the slim but cut man that Hawk was talking to outside earlier. He looked to be the same ethnic cocktail as Hawk and, even shorter and slighter, since he’d shared his name was “Smoke” and he had a scar that went from his temple into his dark hair, I figured he was probably not someone you messed with.

         “Company,” he said to Hawk, his eyes not coming to me even for an instant, then, like his name, poof! he vanished.

         Hawk moved, dumping my soup container into the bag and the bag into my garbage bin as he went. I moved too. Putting my noodles on my desk, I followed him.

         When I hit the hall, Hawk stopped suddenly and turned so I ran into his front.

         I took a step back, looked up at him and before I could say anything, he asked, “Any chance I tell you to stay up here you won’t give me lip?”

         “No chance at all,” I answered.

         He stared at me a second then shook his head like I was intruding on his greeting company at his house rather than me walking down the stairs in my own damned house to greet my company. Then he turned and proceeded walking to the stairs.

         I followed and heard him before I saw him.

         Then I remembered it was Wednesday and Wednesday afternoons were Troy Days. We had a standing Wednesday afternoon appointment for coffee or beer or whatever since he had Wednesday afternoons off because he worked Saturday mornings.

         Shit.

         “Who are you guys?” Troy asked as I walked down the stairs. “And where’s Gwen?”

         He came into my line of sight but by the time he did, Hawk had come into his line of sight. Troy was staring at him as I would guess anyone would have a tendency to stare at Hawk, Hawk being all that was Hawk. Then he jerked like he was pulling himself out of a trance and his eyes came to me.

         “Gwen, honey, what’s going on? You didn’t tell me you were having work done.”

         “Hey, Troy,” I greeted as I came to stand several feet to the side of where Hawk was standing several feet from Troy.

         Hawk, however, didn’t like this distance and I knew this when he closed it and he didn’t close it by moving to me. He closed it by leaning to me, grabbing my forearm and giving it a tug so I had no option but to teeter sideways. I slammed into him, his hand left my arm, and he caught me by clamping his arm around my shoulders.

         “Wednesday,” Hawk muttered when he’d accomplished this feat, his eyes on Troy. “Shit, I forgot.”

         Troy stared at Hawk and then he stared at me. Then he stared at Hawk and me and he did all of this with his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open much like, I suspected, I looked on more than one occasion recently.

         However, I didn’t struggle against Hawk’s hold because I was catapulted back to yesterday when Hawk told me Troy wanted to get into my pants and therefore I was standing there, staring at Troy with his sandy blond hair and blue eyes, wearing his suit from the bank, and comparing. He was a loan manager. He wasn’t tall but he wasn’t short. He was, however, taller than me. He didn’t have a bad body but he wasn’t ripped by any stretch of the imagination. And he was so far from a commando it wasn’t funny.

         Troy finally settled his gaze on Hawk and asked, “Who are you?”

         “He’s—” I started but Hawk spoke over me.

         “Hawk, Gwen’s man.”

         Shit! I wished he’d quit saying that!

         “Gwen’s man?” Troy whispered, now his face had paled.

         Shit again!

         “Troy, it’s not—” I began.

         Troy’s pale face moved to me.

         “You have a man?”

         “Well… um—”

         “Gwennie!” we all heard shouted and through the front door flew Tracy.

         Troy turned to the door and all the commandos stopped dead. That happened a lot when Tracy Richmond entered a room, and I was unsurprised that even commandos weren’t immune to Tracy’s charms.

         This was because she looked like a model, no joke. She was tall, taller than me by two inches. She had natural blonde hair that was long, sleek and straight as a sheet. She had dancing green eyes. She had perfect bone structure. She had a symmetrical face. She was thin with long, long legs and long, graceful, thin arms. She was not tits and ass. She was a human mannequin of the beautiful variety. Fashion designers the world over would be in throes of ecstasy, they caught sight of her. That was why any retail store in Denver hired her even though she was flighty and got bored easily so her average length of employment was around eleven months. If she told you something looked good on you, you’d visualize that you were her because you wanted to be her with every fiber of your being, you’d believe it and then you’d buy it.

         “Cam called and said that Leo said that you got broken—” Tracy skidded to a halt beside Troy when her eyes caught sight of Hawk. Those eyes widened, her jaw went slack, and she stared at him. Then, before I could do anything about it, she got the way wrong idea, her face lit with sheer delight and she screeched, “Ohmigod!”

         Then she jumped up and down and clapped while the commandos took in the show and she tore her gaze from Hawk and grabbed my hand still jumping up and down.

         “Gwennie! Hurray!” she cried.

         Shit!

         I took hold of her hand and squeezed firm, “Trace, it’s not what you—”

         Before I could finish, she dropped my hand and looked up at Hawk. “I know you! And I knew it! Cam called me and told me you’d come over yesterday and Gwennie got broken into last night and here you are! To the rescue! Hurray!”

         Shit, shit, shit!

         “Trace—”

         She looked at me. “I told you! Didn’t I tell you?” She looked at Hawk and informed him, “I told her, like, a bazillion times!”

         “You got broken into?” This was Troy breaking into Tracy’s glee. I stopped looking at Tracy and started looking at Troy.

         “Um… yeah but it wasn’t a big deal,” I lied.

         “You got broken into?” Troy repeated.

         “Is that why all these guys are here?” Tracy asked, her head swiveling around on her neck to take in the commandos then she looked at me. “What are they doing? Are they building a fortress?”

         “They’re putting in a security system,” Hawk answered, Tracy’s face instantly fell at this news and her eyes came to me.

         “Oh, honey, does that mean you won’t be able to get those Jimmy Choos you’ve had your eye on for-freaking-ever? You know, I can’t hold them very much longer. Someone will notice.”

         That was Tracy: fashion before everything, even safety.

         “She’s not payin’ for it,” Hawk replied, Tracy’s face instantly lit up again and her eyes flew back to Hawk while Troy’s eyes narrowed on him.

         “Hurray!” Tracy exclaimed.

         “Babe, stop saying ‘hurray.’ This isn’t what it seems,” I finally got out, and Hawk’s arm squeezed my shoulders.

         “What is it then?” Troy asked me but didn’t wait for me to answer. “And who is this guy? And who broke in? Are you okay? Did you get hurt? Do the police know? Did they catch him?”

         I opened my mouth to answer but Hawk answered before me and for me.

         “Like I said, I’m Hawk, Gwen’s man. We don’t know who broke in. Gwen’s fine, my boys and I are lookin’ out for her, and the police have been informed.”

         “Hawk,” Tracy breathed, gazing up at him with stars in her eyes. “Cool name. Way cool. Super cool. Super, double extra cool.”

         Good God.

         “Honey, you need a brief but I don’t have time, I have work,” I told her, and looked at Troy. “And I’m sorry, Troy, I can see you’re concerned but things are a little crazy and I have deadlines. I can’t do my Troy Day today. But I’m fine, totally fine. I’ll call you and explain everything tomorrow.” Then I looked at Hawk and snapped, “And you. Will you quit speaking for me?”

         “That’s cool,” Tracy said immediately before Hawk could reply and went on, “And by the way, honey, your hair is the bomb.”

         Troy wasn’t cool. He was staring at me. Then he asked, “Does this have to do with Ginger?”

         When he asked that, Tracy’s eyes swung to me and they were wide.

         “Ohmigod,” she breathed. “I didn’t think of that.”

         Troy didn’t wait for my answer; he jumped straight to the right conclusion. He’d known me a long time but my escapades, even at their worst, wouldn’t lead to a team of commandos installing a security system.

         “What’d she do?” Troy asked.

         “I don’t know and I don’t care. I’ve disowned her,” I answered.

         “Finally,” Tracy muttered.

         “I want to know and I care if it means, in a day, you’ve found and hooked up with Rambo,” Troy clipped, jerking his head at Hawk.

         Hawk did that deep, manly, amused chuckle.

         Tracy missed the chuckle because she was declaring, “It wasn’t a day. They’ve been seeing each other for a year and a half.”

         Uh-oh.

         Tracy saw the look on Troy’s face, realized what she’d done and said my thought out loud: “Uh-oh.”

         “A year and a half,” Troy whispered, and my stomach lurched. He looked like I’d kicked him and not in a good place.

         Shit, Hawk was right. Troy definitely wanted to get in my pants.

         “Troy—” I whispered back, and Hawk spoke.

         “Friendly advice. Next time, get your head outta your ass and stake your claim.”

         My body went solid but it still turned woodenly toward Hawk and I snapped loudly, “Hawk!”

         Hawk looked down at me. “Man to man, babe. He’s a man. He can take it and he’s gotta know he fucked up.”

         For the first time in my life I was wishing murder wasn’t illegal.

         “I can see you’re not in the mood for an intervention,” Tracy said softly to Troy, “but, um… he’s kind of right, honey.”

         This time, my mouth dropped open as I stared at my sweet, wouldn’t-do-or-say-a-thing-to-hurt-a-soul Tracy saying something that hurt a soul.

         And Troy looked at her just like I’d figure someone would look whose soul was just wounded.

         Then he jerked around and started to go.

         I pulled away from Hawk, rushed forward and grabbed his hand, saying, “Troy—”

         He stopped and shook his hand free, his eyes narrowed on me. “Don’t,” he whispered.

         “Troy—” I started, again.

         “You need a washer changed or you’re freezing your ass off because your furnace doesn’t work, Gwen, don’t call my number. Call Rambo there,” he jerked his head toward Hawk, “and hope he knows how to use a fucking wrench.”

         Then he walked out my front door.

         When he did I swung to face Hawk and Tracy.

         “What the hell?” I yelled.

         “Babe,” Hawk replied.

         “I know,” Tracy said softly. “It was harsh, honey, but Cam isn’t here and someone had to say it. She and I have been talking about it for ages. He should have made his move or moved on. He didn’t do either. Now that you have Hawk, maybe he’ll forget about you and move on.”

         Cam and her had been talking about it for ages? Why hadn’t they talked to me?

         I didn’t ask this. Instead I shouted, “He’s already moved on! He’s got a girlfriend.”

         Tracy waved her hand in front of her face. “Hardly. Every girl he picks he picks so they’d be someone he could drop like a rock if you gave him an in. I don’t like her. Cam doesn’t like her. You don’t like her. She’s a whiner. No one likes a whiner. Even Troy. Therefore, easy to drop like a rock.”

         I looked at Tracy. Then I looked at Hawk. Then I looked at my audience of commandos.

         Then I went into denial.

         “This isn’t happening,” I announced. “I can’t do this right now. My pad Thai is already cold. I need to nuke it, eat it and get work done. No one exists. I live in a world all alone.”

         Then I stomped through Tracy and Hawk, up my stairs and to my food.

         When I’d grabbed my noodles and turned around, Hawk was in the door.

         “Babe,” he said.

         “I don’t see you. You don’t exist,” I informed him.

         “Gwen, someone had to tell him.”

         “No, they didn’t and if they did, it didn’t have to be you,” I shot back.

         “I did him a favor.”

         “Really? You did? Should I call Troy and ask him if he thought you did him a favor, telling him that shit in front of me, Trace and your bunch of badasses?”

         “Next time, he’ll get his finger outta his ass.”

         Definitely exploring the boundaries of head explosion.

         “Go away. I don’t want to see you for, I don’t know… maybe a million years. A million years ought to do it. If I have a million years, I think I’ll get over being,” I leaned forward, “insanely pissed at you.”

         He grinned.

         Then he repeated, “Babe.”

         “Thanks for the food,” I snapped sounding about as grateful as I felt, which was to say, not at all. I walked toward him and finished, “See you in a million years.”

         As I tried to move around him, he caught me with an arm around my belly. I decided not to struggle because firstly, I might drop my pad Thai, and secondly, I’d lose.

         “What?” I snapped when I’d twisted my neck to look up at him.

         “We’re havin’ dinner tonight,” he informed me.

         “No, we’re not,” I informed him. “I’m enduring dinner with Dad and Meredith where I’ll have to explain about Ginger and you. Then I’m working until I fall asleep at the keyboard.”

         His brows drew together. “Are you that far behind?”

         “Yes!” I shouted. “I was that far behind yesterday when Darla came to visit and I stupid, stupid, stupidly decided to go to Ride. Now I’m even more far behind and all this shit, Hawk, it is not helping.”

         “I should let you get shit done,” he muttered.

         “You think?” I snapped.

         His arm curled, moving me to his front and curving around me so I had to execute evasive maneuvers not to lose my pad Thai.

         “Hawk…” I warned when his head dropped. I twisted my neck to try to avoid it, his arm tightened, his other one wrapping around me, and I failed to avoid his lips hitting my neck.

         “You need to get caught up, baby, carve some time out for me,” he murmured against my neck. I was about to say something snotty but wasn’t able to when his tongue touched the skin behind my ear. I instantly forgot I was insanely pissed at him and then he said, “We’re due.”

         “Due?” I breathed because I could still feel his tongue behind my ear.

         His head came up, he looked at me and he repeated, “Due.”

         “For what?”

         His black eyes warmed, the dimples popped out and his arms got even tighter, plastering me to his long, hard body.

         Oh.

         
    Due.
  

         Mm.

         I momentarily forgot that we were over as I stared into his warm, black eyes in the light of day, felt his long, hard body against mine and mentally recalled what that body felt like naked.

         Mm.

         “Babe,” he called, and I blinked.

         “Hunh?”

         He smiled, this time with white teeth against his beautiful brown skin. He dropped his head and kissed me lightly.

         “Get to work,” he ordered.

         Then, suddenly, he was gone.

         I stood there with my pad Thai staring at my empty hall thinking, Shit.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER SEVEN

            Certainty Borne of Nothing but Instinct

         

         I’D MANAGED TO get rid of Tracy, nuke and eat my pad Thai and return to my computer, but after an hour of work, my mind wandered. My foot came up so I could rest my heel on the seat, I swiveled my chair and I put my chin to my knee so I could comfortably stare out the window without doing anything too taxing, like holding my own head up.

         I wasn’t daydreaming, I was thinking about where I’d gone wrong.

         Two years ago, after Tracy had successfully passed an online course in bartending, she’d stepped out of her chosen career of hopscotching through every exclusive retail clothing store at Cherry Creek Mall and scored a job at Club.

         Club was a trendy eatery that had really good food, stylish, sophisticated glasses in which they served their drinks, three open fires that made the space warm and welcoming, every table was a booth, and it had a huge circular bar in the middle where you could see and be seen.

         At the time Club was Cam, Trace and my top spot for seeing and being seen while drinking cosmopolitans. Though, to be honest, we went there because of the glasses, which were flipping fantastic. It now was not since Tracy had broken so many of their fancy glasses, her boss had to let her go. He did this with tears in his eyes because he, like any man with a pulse, was half in love with her. I’d seen it, I was there, so was Cam and it wasn’t pretty.

         But I was there one night a year and a half ago, drinking cosmos and keeping Tracy company on her shift.

         I was well into cosmo number three and already slightly hammered because I was on some crazy diet where I was detoxing (though I had altered the diet to allow cosmos, of course) and therefore had nearly three cosmos under my belt with zero food for the day.

         This was stupid, I could see this now. At the time, it didn’t seem stupid because Tracy was my ride. Troy had dropped me off and Tracy was taking me home. I could get as drunk as I wanted, flirt as much as I wanted and cackle with Tracy as much as I wanted.

         Then he walked in. The Great Mystery Man, now known as Cabe “Hawk” Delgado.

         I’d fallen in love with him at first sight. No joke. He was hot but it wasn’t lust. It was love.

         Okay, it was part lust but it was mostly love.

         There was no explaining this, even now, looking back. There was just something about the way he was. Wearing faded jeans, a tailored black shirt and great black boots, clearly comfortable and confident in his style and in himself. The way he moved, graceful yet powerful, masculine. With his prowl, his confidence, his natural charisma and his looks, he owned the room. And then there was the way he could sit at a booth and eat all alone and seem totally cool with that. He fiddled with his phone, receiving and sending texts, taking calls; he glanced here and there and he seemed like he was naturally alert to every nuance of the room but was at ease in his own company. It was freaking awesome.

         To my delight, they’d seated him at a booth on my side of the bar.

         As usual when going out (Hawk did not lie, when I went out, I showed skin, but that was me and Meredith taught me to embrace my own style so I did), I’d worn a skimpy, clingy, stretchy dress that showed lots of leg due to it being uber-short, lots of arm due to it being sleeveless and lots of back due to a low vee. At the time I’d owned eleven little black dresses and that dress was number three in my ranking of how hot they were. Now I owned thirteen and it had slid down to position five. I had on spike-heeled, strappy sandals, my hair was out to there and my makeup was “Do you come here often?”

         I wasn’t on the prowl. I was there to have a nice night with my girlfriend who was fucking up at work and needed moral support, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t look hot.

         Sitting on my barstool, drinking cosmos like they were diet grape soda, I did everything I could to get Hawk’s attention, twisting and turning on my stool, crossing and uncrossing my legs, sucking and twirling a cocktail straw, flipping my hair unnecessarily.

         And as he ate (and as I surreptitiously watched him eat, and sit, and fiddle with his phone, etc.), he didn’t even look at me.

         So when he paid his bill, slid out of the booth and it was clear he was about to leave, I was devastated.

         Yes, the feeling was devastated.

         I knew in my cosmo-drenched brain that that man walking out the door was the end of my life. It was the loss of my last chance at happiness. It was the death of a dream.

         And I’d turned to the bar, downed the last sip of my cosmo and contemplated hara-kiri when, suddenly, I felt a warm hand on the skin of my lower back.

         I twisted my neck, looked up and there he was.

         I held my breath and he asked, “You comin’ or what?”

         That was it. That was his pickup line.

         
    You comin’ or what?
  

         I went. I grabbed my purse, gave the high sign to a staring Tracy and walked out of that restaurant with him. He loaded me into a black SUV, asked my address, took me home and fucked my brains out.

         I’d never done anything like that before in my life, not even close. It was an unbelievably insane thing to do.

         And it was magnificent.

         Until I woke up the next morning and he was gone.

         I knew I’d fucked up. He was amazing. I was a drunken one-night stand, I didn’t have his number and didn’t know his name.

         I’d instantly plummeted into the depths of despair and washed away my hangover that very night with more cosmopolitans at Club. This time with Tracy bartending and Cam at my side, where I explained the depths of my despair at length, and every time the door opened or there was movement in that direction, I craned my neck, hoping he was coming in looking for me.

         He wasn’t.

         It wasn’t until three days later when I felt my comforter slide back, waking me from a deep sleep, my mind and body frozen in terrified panic, then his weight hit the bed, his never-to-be-forgotten voice said, “Hey, babe,” his arms wrapped around me and he kissed me. Then he did other things to me, really, really good things.

         Thus it began, and even though at the start I was hopeful it would change—I’d manage to ask his name or he’d ask my number or he’d knock on the door during the day or he’d spend the night and take me out to breakfast—it didn’t change.

         And sitting there in my office, staring out the window when I should have been working, I realized that I was right there with Tracy all this time. I was hopeful. I wanted that feeling back that I had when I first saw him and the feeling I got, but I foolishly denied, every time he came to call. The butterflies in my stomach. The certainty that was borne of nothing but instinct that he was the one.

         But a year and a half slid by and I kept my hope while losing my dignity again and again and again.

         Now things had changed.

         And now I was learning that he might be hot, he might be confident, he might move with grace and there might be a multitude of things that were fascinating about him but he also could be an annoying, bossy jerk who told me what to do, didn’t listen to me and could hurt Troy’s feelings without batting an eye.

         On this thought my phone rang and I jumped. It was the house phone, which never rang. Everyone called my cell. But I’d turned off my cell so I could get some work done, thus Tracy coming by for a surprise visit after she heard about my break-in and she couldn’t get hold of me.

         Automatically I reached out and took it off its base then wished I didn’t as I beeped the button and put it to my ear thinking it was probably a marketer because on the rare occasion my phone rang it was always a marketer.

         “Hello?” I asked hesitantly, ready to hang up the instant I heard a marketer.

         I didn’t hear a marketer.

         “Ohmigod!” Cam shrieked.

         I blinked and my chin came off my knee. Camille Antoine was not a girlie shrieker.

         “Cam?” I called.

         “Ohmigod!”

         Oh boy. I knew what this was.

         “Cam, the break-in… it’s cool, it’s—”

         “You will not believe what happened!”

         My back straightened.

         Ohmigod! Leo proposed! Tracy, Cam and I had been waiting for-flipping-ever for Leo to propose (Cam obviously more than Trace and I but just barely). None of us could figure out, since they’d known each other for five years and been living together for four, what was taking so long.

         Now it had happened.

         Yay!

         “Oh, Cam, I’m so—” I started to gush.

         But she cut off my gushing with “Mitch asked to be taken off the case!”

         I blinked again.

         Then I asked, “What?”

         “The case!” she cried. “The case! It’s the kind of case that could make his career. He scores a bust on this we’re talking awards, commendations, book deals. And he asked to be taken off the case because of you.”

         Words were filtering into my brain like “Mitch” and “taken off the case” and “because of you.”

         So, I repeated, “What?” but I did it in a breathy whisper this time.

         “Gwen, I don’t know what you did but whatever you did, he… is… into you. Everyone is talking about it. I’ve been waiting all day to get a break so I could call, then you weren’t picking up your cell, so I had to wait to get home to my address book because I didn’t remember your stupid home phone number. I cannot believe this. He is fine. He is fine. And he’s nice. And he’s fine. Did I say he was fine?”

         “Cam—”

         “I mean, the captain wouldn’t take him off the case but the fact that he asked. Shit, girl. Shit. Shit!” she shrieked.

         “Cam—”

         “I love this. I’m talking to Leo the minute his ass walks through the door. We’re setting up a double date.”

         “Cam!” I shouted.

         “What?” she asked.

         “I was broken into last night,” I told her.

         “I know all about that, girl,” Cam replied in a “so what?” voice. “Meredith called me this morning and it’s the talk of the station. I know all about MM too. I know everything.”

         Shit, would I ever learn? I should never take my friends home because Meredith wriggled her way into their lives being a good, funny, generous person. Then I never could keep anything secret. I learned that early but did I stop my stupid behavior? No! Meredith still talked to my friend Chelsea from junior high. Chelsea lived on the Costa del Sol in Spain with some English gazillionaire and she and Meredith chatted several times a year and I hadn’t spoken to her in fifteen of them. We didn’t even exchange Christmas cards.

         Repeat after me: family here, friends there and never the twain shall meet!

         “Cam, things have become complicated,” I told her.

         There was silence and then, “No, Gwen, you complicate things. I heard that MM declared his intentions and you contradicted him. Mitch heard it too. Stick to your guns. I know Mitch Lawson; I’ve known him for years. He’s a good cop, a good man and he wants a house with a white picket fence, two point five kids, a dog and a woman who can match his libido, which, rumor has it, runs in the red zone. He’s just never been able to find the one, even though he’s expended a fair amount of effort looking. Girl, you could be his one!”

         “Yeesh, Cam, how do you know so much about him?”

         “Did I not say he was fine?” she shot back. “I got Leo but that don’t mean I can’t study fine, and I do.”

         This was true. She did. She’d studied fine for so long and with such diligence, she was at a professorial level in fine.

         “I can’t think about this, I have to work,” I told her. “I have commandos in my house installing a security system. Hawk crushed Troy like a bug in front of Tracy and the aforementioned commandos. My sister is in some serious shit that is leaking into my life. And Tack declared his intentions this morning and there was an Official Meeting of the Badasses in my yard, the culmination of which I am not privy to but I know that Lawson and Tack retreated and, from your news, I figure it’s to regroup. I also know that I’ve seen Hawk three times by the light of day and one of those times he brought me J’s Noodles for lunch so I’m guessing he thinks he’s the front-runner.”

         “He brought you J’s Noodles?”

         “Yes.”

         “How does he know about you and J’s?”

         “Cam, I told you yesterday, he knows everything about me! And now, when I say that, I mean he knows everything about me. He told me himself he follows me, or his boys do and report in. It’s insane!”

         “Why would he do that?”

         “I asked and his answer was ‘Babe,’ which is how he answers a lot of my questions or responds to a lot of my yelling at him.”

         “I don’t know, Mitch can be broody, but I would suspect he wouldn’t answer a direct question with ‘babe.’ ”

         Good God.

         “I can’t think about Mitch, I can’t think about anything,” I told her. “I seriously need to work and all this is messing with my head.”

         “Well, you need to think about MM because once I heard that a man named Hawk claimed you as his own last night, I asked some questions about him and found out a lot and the lot I found out means you need to cut him loose.”

         Oh boy. That didn’t sound good.

         “I don’t want to know about him either. After a year and a half I’m learning fast and the more interaction I have with Hawk, the more the threat that I’ll be the first victim of spontaneous head explosion becomes imminent.”

         “You don’t like him?”

         “I don’t have time to explain the complexity of everything I feel about Hawk right now. I have three hours to do ten hours of work and then I have to be at my parents’ house. They know Ginger’s in trouble and they may have disowned her but she’s their daughter and she’s my sister and they’re going to worry. I know that because it sucks and I want to wash it away, but I’m worried. I have to gear up for facing that. I’m taking this all one step at a time.”

         There was more silence, then, “You don’t sound too good.”

         I closed my eyes, leaned forward and my head collided with my desk.

         Why was no one paying attention to me?

         “Was that your head hitting your desk?” Cam asked in my ear.

         “Yes,” I whispered into the phone, keeping my eyes closed.

         “All right, babe, I’ll leave you alone but we need cosmos, soon. I’ll talk to Leo about a double date. Maybe since you aren’t a major player in this case Mitch’ll be able to do dinner. Or maybe we can just plan a get-together at our house and no one will be the wiser.”

         I opened my eyes and stared at my lap. “This isn’t letting me go, Cam, this is planning my romantic future with a man I barely know while I’m freaking out about how I’m going to get the man I also barely know but have been sleeping with for months to agree we’re over when his ideas on that subject violently clash with mine.”

         Silence, then, “Really? You told him it was over?”

         I shot up in my chair and cried, “Cam!”

         “All right! All right. I’ll let you go.”

         “Call Tracy, brief her with the limited intel you have, it’ll save me time,” I ordered.

         “Gotcha.”

         “No double dates.”

         “We’ll just get something in the calendar.”

         “Cam!”

         “Later, babe.”

         Then I was listening to dead air.

         I hung up the phone and put it on its base. Then I got up and went downstairs because I was pretty certain I had frozen Twix bars and I was pretty certain about this because I always had frozen Twix bars but it wasn’t unheard of for me accidentally to eat my way through my stash while, say, watching a movie or just getting the munchies. Through copious experimentation I’d discovered that frozen Twix bars were proven to intensify focus. I needed my focus intensified so I was going to pull out the big guns.

         I found I had frozen Twix bars.

         Upon offering them to the boys, I also found that commandos didn’t eat frozen Twix bars.

         This was good. More for me.

         I grabbed a twin pack, straightened my shoulders, with effort cleared my head and determinedly walked back up the stairs to my office.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER EIGHT

            How We Met

         

         AS I HEADED to Dad and Meredith’s house I was feeling pretty good. I’d managed to make some headway on work and load up my files on my laptop before leaving my house.

         I had a plan: eat dinner, explain shit to Dad and Meredith, do both of these things very fast then hole myself in Dad’s den and work until my vision got blurry.

         The only flaw in this plan was that I was tired. I’d only had about four good hours of sleep last night so I was running on empty. In my business, attention to detail was key and getting fuzzy was not good. But I figured I had enough mojo left to squeeze in two or three good hours of concentration and, if I got a decent night’s sleep, tomorrow I could hit it fully loaded and kick some book-editing ass.

         With my plan of attack all sorted out and my excuse of having to get work done a good one so Dad would cut his lecture short, I was feeling good, totally psyched up for dinner at my parents’.

         That was until their house became visible and I saw a dark, metallic gray kickass Camaro parked out front.

         I was beginning to understand why people were moved to acts of extreme violence when I parked behind the Camaro.

         Even so, as I turned off my car and set the parking brake, I did take a moment to reflect on the fact that it was too bad Hawk and I were so over. I would love to ride in that Camaro.

         I got out, rounded the car and grabbed my bag and laptop. Then I walked to the house.

         If I were a different kind of woman, in other words if I didn’t have my mother’s blood in my veins, I would have walked to the house slowly, considering my options, calming myself, building a plan of attack.

         I did not do this. I stomped up to the house, opened the door, encountered a wave of strong garlic smells and stormed in.

         My parents lived in a big house on a slight rise. Stairs dead ahead leading to a landing with a big window. Huge living room to the left that had a small den off of it at the front of the house, another small conservatory-like space behind the den also off the living room. Enormous kitchen to the right with a big area for the dining room table. Half bath and utility to the back of the kitchen that led to a garage. Wall-to-wall wool carpet throughout except the kitchen, which was tiled. Three bedrooms and two baths upstairs, one shared, one off the master suite.

         The garden level was an apartment that they’d rented out since I could remember to a woman named Mrs. Mayhew who had three cats. In her tenure in the apartment the cats had rotated due to kitty death and, once, kitty desertion though Mrs. Mayhew contended it was kitty theft and I was prone to believe her since she treated those cats better than most people treated their children. But Mrs. Mayhew never rotated. She had been old as the hills for as long as I could remember. She was also a silent neighbor. No loud music, no loud parties, no stream of constant visitors. And best of all, she put up with Ginger because she admired Dad, adored Meredith and cared a lot about me.

         Before Ginger and I moved out (I never moved home after graduating U of C—Ginger took longer to move out and graduated high school by what we all considered a minor miracle), there were four bedrooms upstairs. After I moved out Dad had turned one of the smaller bedrooms into a master bath. And Dad, being Dad, and Meredith, being Meredith, meant the whole pad was well maintained, well decorated, homey, warm and comfortable.

         Like it was right then with a fire burning in the grate of the living room fireplace and candles lit throughout.

         But once I’d swept the house with a glance, seeing Dad was entertaining Hawk in the living room and the table was set for four, my gaze swung left again. I took in Dad in his armchair and Hawk on the couch, his back to me, his arm stretched across the back of the couch but his neck twisted to look over his shoulder at me.

         I dropped my bags and opened my mouth to shout.

         “Honey,” Dad got there before me, straightening out of his chair, a bottle of beer in his hand, “why didn’t you tell us Hawk was coming to dinner?”

         “No bother! No bother!” Meredith’s voice came at me from the right where I looked to see her rushing into the room carrying a dishtowel. “We have plenty. He’s a big guy but I always make plenty. And Bax giving me the idea last night, I’d already planned for lasagna.”

         I was forced to delay my tirade when Meredith hit the entry area at the same time Dad did. Dad leaned in to kiss me and I automatically tipped my head back to accept it. Then I turned to Meredith and bent to give her a kiss and she lifted one arm to add a shoulder hug because this was her way.

         I straightened and turned to Hawk who was standing at the side of the couch, arms crossed on his chest, exuding badass cool while watching my welcome home.

         Then I opened my mouth to yell.

         Dad again got there before me when he announced, “I’ll just go whip up a cosmo.”

         I turned to my father. “Can’t, Dad. After dinner, I have to work.”

         His brows shot up. “But we’re having a family dinner.”

         “I’m behind,” I explained.

         Dad’s expression changed and I knew it so well I could sketch a perfect rendition of it while blindfolded (that is, if I could sketch).

         Lecture Face.

         “Gwendolyn, how many times do I have to tell you, do not procrastinate.”

         “Your dad’s right, honey, whenever you procrastinate you get all stressy and in a bad mood,” Meredith put in.

         “Don’t put off for tomorrow what you can do today,” Dad went on as if Meredith didn’t speak.

         “Then you eat food you shouldn’t eat and go out and buy clothes you shouldn’t buy and get even more grumpy,” Meredith continued like Dad didn’t speak.

         “Peace of mind. That’s what good time management skills bring you, peace of mind,” Dad carried on.

         “And you wouldn’t have to take on so many clients if you didn’t have to pay off your credit cards,” Meredith kept going.

         “I’m always telling you, you need to learn focus,” Dad persisted.

         “And I’m always telling you, accessorize. Accessories are the key. You just need to spend your hard-earned money on a few, fabulous core pieces in your wardrobe and you can make an entirely new outfit by just switching out a scarf!” Meredith declared then finished, “And scarves cost way less than owning ten little black dresses.”

         “I own thirteen little black dresses,” I amended because, seriously, it was important to keep track.

         “See!” Meredith cried.

         It occurred to me then that Hawk was watching me, a thirty-three-year-old woman who had been taking care of herself for over a decade, get lectured like I was a teenager about the same time a buzzer went off in the kitchen.

         “Bread’s done!” Meredith exclaimed.

         “Soup’s up,” Dad added on a smile aimed in Hawk’s direction. “You can thank me later, son, for the joy you are about to experience.”

         “Everyone to the table,” Meredith ordered, hurrying toward the kitchen.

         “I need to talk to Hawk,” I announced.

         “Later, honey, Mer’s garlic bread waits for no man… or woman.” Dad grinned at me and moved toward the table.

         My head turned toward Hawk to see him moving my way. Robbed of my opportunity to lay into him and maybe explain we were over in sign language or go into a trance and speak in tongues or possibly tap out my message in Morse code, hoping one or the other would penetrate his macho man anti-communication fortress, I decided to communicate my extreme unhappiness by glaring.

         Hawk ignored my glare. I knew he was doing this when he got close, hooked me around the neck, yanked me to his side and propelled me to the table, head bent to my ear where he murmured, “See you’re stressy and in a bad mood.”

         He lifted his head. I looked up at him to see he was grinning.

         “Just curious, but do you know how much contract killers cost and, incidentally, would you have a recommendation?”

         We had made it to the table when I uttered my comment and Hawk stopped us, turned me full frontal into his arms, threw his head back and burst out laughing.

         I stared, completely forgetting my snit.

         He had a great laugh. It was deep and resonant and I could tell it came straight from the gut.

         Then, still laughing, he bent his head and kissed me. No tongue but it was a kiss, a definite kiss, hard and longish and right in front of my dad while standing at my family’s dinner table.

         When his mouth broke from mine and he lifted his head, I blinked then snapped, “You can’t kiss me in my parents’ house in front of my dad!”

         “Just did, Sweet Pea,” Hawk returned.

         “Well, don’t do it again.” I was still snapping.

         “Then don’t be so hilarious,” Hawk shot back. “You make me laugh, babe, I’m warnin’ you now, when I’m done, I’m gonna kiss you.”

         “I didn’t mean to be hilarious,” I explained snottily.

         “Well, you were.”

         “How can I control it if I don’t know when you’re going to find something funny?”

         “Guess you better brace, babe, ’cause, the way you are, it could happen at any time.”

         I opened my mouth to retort when I realized we had an audience.

         My head turned and I saw Dad smiling what I knew by sheer instinct (because I certainly hadn’t seen it before) was a father’s knowing, contented smile, warm with the knowledge his daughter had hooked Mr. Very, Very Right.

         I also saw Meredith standing next to Dad wearing hot pads on her hands, carrying a tray of lasagna, sporting her own smile that stated plainly she’d married Mr. Very, Very Right and she was pleased as punch her beloved stepdaughter had followed in her footsteps.

         Totally… flipping… screwed.

         I broke away from Hawk and declared, “I think I’ll take that cosmo now.”

         Dad chuckled, moved toward the fridge and stated, “Don’t think so, honey. You have to work later.” He kept moving but looked over his shoulder at Hawk. “Another beer?”

         Another? Beer?

         How long had he been there and since when did muscular, body-like-a-temple hot guys drink beer?

         “Yeah,” Hawk replied, and I looked up at him.

         “You drink beer?”

         He looked down at me. “Yeah,” he repeated.

         “Won’t that give you a gut?” I asked.

         “Life’s short, babe, you gotta live it every once in a while, and you don’t drink water with homemade lasagna and garlic bread.”

         Well, his mother was half Italian; he would know.

         I decided to ignore Hawk so I turned to the kitchen. “I’ll help get the food.”

         “Thanks, sweetie,” Meredith mumbled, placing the lasagna on a curly, wrought iron hot plate in the middle of the table.

         Dad got me a diet grape, himself and Hawk a fresh beer and replenished Meredith’s red wine. Meredith and I loaded up the table with fresh, hot garlic bread, a huge salad and every bottle of salad dressing known to man. Then everyone passed the food around and loaded up their plates while commenting on how good the food looked and smelled. At least Dad and I did this, Hawk just loaded up his plate.

         I was mentally preparing for the Ginger discussion by shoveling lasagna in my mouth when Meredith asked, “So, how did you two meet?”

         I choked on hot lasagna and my eyes flew across the table to Hawk.

         Hawk’s dimples popped out.

         I frantically chewed in hopes I could speak before Hawk said something that might make my head explode or worse, my parents’, and as I did this Hawk’s brows went up in a clear challenge.

         Meredith spoke into the void. “Was it romantic? I bet it was romantic.”

         Meredith would bet that. Except for Ginger coloring her world gray every once in a while, Meredith’s world was rose-hued. This had a lot to do with Meredith being Meredith, rarely having a bad day and always looking on the bright side of life.

         This also had a lot to do with the fact that Meredith was and always would be head over heels in love with my father. She’d met the man of her dreams and she knew it the instant she saw him. That was why she fainted about two seconds later. And her fainting was why Dad caught her. She woke up cradled in his arms, her ass in his lap while he gently stroked her hair out of her face and looked down at her like a prince would gaze upon his newly revived princess.

         I knew this because I was there when it happened, it made my toes curl then, and anytime I recalled it, it still made my toes curl. It was the most romantic thing I’d ever seen, and we were in a fast food burger joint.

         Hawk and my meeting was nothing like that.

         But Meredith would want it to be that way, not for her, for me. And I loved her more than life so, when I swallowed, as stupid and embarrassing as it was going to be, I gave her what she wanted.

         And what I gave her, incidentally, was also the truth.

         With my eyes glued to her, my heart racing and my mind trying to pretend Hawk wasn’t there, I said, “When Tracy was working at Club, and screwing up the drinks all the time and breaking all the glasses, I was there one night because she needed moral support. I was drinking at the bar and suddenly I felt something strange, like I knew something big was about to happen. Then I looked at the door and I did it the minute Hawk walked in. I saw him and I knew what that big thing was because I thought right away, ‘That’s the man for me, that man is the perfect man for me. If I could choose any man in the world, it would be that man I would choose for me.’ Then I drank at the bar while Hawk ate dinner. I tried to get his attention and failed. So when he got ready to leave, it hurt because I didn’t want him to leave without him leaving with me. But he didn’t leave without me. He came up, put his hand on my back and talked to me. And when I felt his hand at my back and turned to see him standing close, I felt like every wish I’d ever wished was granted.” Meredith was staring at me, lips parted, eyes bright, and I finished, “So that’s how we met.”

         Meredith’s eyes were bright because they were filling with tears. She kept staring at me then she sucked in breath, looked down the table at Dad then back at me.

         “That’s sweet,” she whispered.

         Dad cleared his throat.

         I looked down at my plate and forked into my salad. I tried, I really did, to keep my eyes to my plate, but even though I managed to keep my head bowed, my eyes lifted and I glanced at Hawk.

         The minute I did, my eyes dropped back to my plate but my breath came out of me in a whoosh and the look on his face, even catching only a glimpse of it, was burned on my brain in a way I knew the scar of that burn would live there forever.

         This was because, when I looked at him, Hawk didn’t look like Hawk or not the man I was growing to learn was Hawk.

         Hawk looked like the Hawk of my daydreams. His face was gentle but his eyes were intense, heated. Those black eyes were working, they were actually speaking, and I refused to allow what they were saying to penetrate. Still, I felt them burning into me even as I shoved salad into my mouth and looked anywhere but him.

         “So… um… Hawk,” Dad said into the silence, “did you see any action when you served?”

         I heard Hawk’s deep voice answer but I had decided to concentrate on shoveling food in my mouth, chewing and swallowing without getting tomato sauce on my tee, lettuce stuck in my teeth or strangling on an unchewed bite of garlic bread, so even though I wanted to know Hawk’s answer, I didn’t listen.

         As if sensing my mood, Meredith quietly engaged me in conversation about the books I was editing while Dad and Hawk bonded over Army stories. Lucky for me, this took us to the end of dinner, which didn’t last long and also didn’t include me explaining things about Ginger.

         Meredith was apologizing for not having made any dessert when we all stood and Hawk announced dinner tasted great but he had “shit to do.”

         Then his eyes cut to me. “Babe, walk me to my car.”

         I didn’t know if this was an order or a request. I really, really wanted to run to a closet and barricade myself in it because after I told that story, I really, really didn’t want to be alone with Hawk. But I couldn’t do that with Dad and Meredith watching so I nodded.

         Farewells, thank yous and come agains were called as Hawk and I moved to the door. Then we were through it. Then the door closed firmly behind us, the latch making a definitive noise. This was Dad’s way of giving Hawk privacy, telling him he and Meredith were going to let Hawk and me walk to the car without spectators when I knew Dad and Meredith were so going to watch through the curtains (or at least Meredith was). But at this point I didn’t care. At this point I felt so self-conscious it was a burn emanating from deep inside me as another burn, the one in my brain, the one that carried that look I saw on his face, made its presence felt.

         Therefore, I had no reaction when Hawk took my hand and walked me down my parents’ walk to his Camaro. I had no reaction when he used my hand to position me with my back to his car. I also had no reaction when he pinned me in with his big body and his hands settled on either side of my neck. I didn’t even have a reaction when his thumbs put gentle pressure on the undersides of my jaw and forced me to look up at him.

         In the cold, February dark of a Colorado evening, I saw his black eyes lit by streetlamps and finally had a reaction. And that reaction was to instigate avoidance tactics without delay. And the avoidance tactics I decided on were picking a fight.

         “I didn’t tell them about Ginger,” I stated hurriedly. “I need to set up my laptop and get in a few hours of work but because I didn’t do it at dinner, now I have to go in there and explain things about Ginger. That’s gonna suck. I had it all planned out. I was all psyched up. Now I’ve totally lost my mojo because of you. You ruined my plan by showing up.”

         Clearly not feeling like fighting, Hawk took no umbrage and his thumb swept the curve of my jaw as he replied, “I briefed your dad before dinner. You can go in and get right to work.”

         I blinked up at him. “You briefed Dad?”

         “Yeah.”

         “What did you say?”

         Hawk answered an answer that was far from complete, “He knows more than you, you know more than your stepmom.”

         “What does that mean?”

         “That means your stepmom doesn’t need to know the shit swirling around your sister, or at least she’s not gonna hear it from me. You already know too much and aren’t gonna know any more. Your father needs to know it all so I told him and he agrees with me about you and your stepmom.”

         I didn’t know where to start so I started in the middle.

         “You told Dad everything?”

         “He asked questions, I answered, so… yeah.”

         I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. What I was sure about was that I couldn’t turn back time so I had to let it go.

         “How was he?”

         His thumbs went away from my jaw as his hands slid down to rest where my neck met my shoulders.

         “Not happy but not surprised,” he answered.

         I knew how Dad felt because I felt the same way.

         “How did you keep this from Meredith?”

         “She was cookin’. I asked for some time, your dad took me into his den and I closed the door. We got out and she didn’t ask. Their conversation, if they have one, can be private. She’s his woman, that’s his call.”

         I had no verbal response to this but I felt gratitude. Hawk was right, Dad would want to know and he wouldn’t be happy not knowing. Hawk was also right, Meredith shouldn’t know unless Dad felt she could handle it and he should tell her himself.

         Even though I felt gratitude, I didn’t express it. Instead my eyes slid to the side.

         “Babe,” Hawk called when they did, and my eyes slid back. “What you said earlier—”

         Oh no. We were not going to talk about earlier. I’d gladly walk barefoot on a bed of hot coals and at the end of that journey take a swan dive into the boiling lava at the mouth of a volcano before I talked about earlier.

         Therefore, instantly I tried to jerk my neck away and move out from in front of him, but he moved faster, pushing in closer, pinning me to the car. His hands came up to cup my jaw, forcing my face to tip to him.

         “Babe,” he repeated when my eyes stared at his ear.

         Guess I had to talk about it.

         “I was making it up,” I lied to his ear. “Meredith is a romantic. I couldn’t tell her how we really are. Not then with Dad there, not privately, not ever.”

         “Babe,” he said yet again.

         “It’s not a big deal, or at least it isn’t now. When you disappear, it will be then. Meredith will be sad, but I’ll handle it.”

         “Sweet Pea, look at me,” he ordered quietly.

         My eyes slid to his.

         “I asked to be seated in that booth,” he informed me.

         I sucked in breath at what he might be saying.

         Then I breathed it out on a, “What?”

         “Clocked you before you clocked me, Gwen.”

         I stared up at him, incapable of speech.

         “Saw you through the windows as I was walkin’ up. Your friend was with you and you were laughin’.”

         Oh my God.

         His head dipped closer and I held my breath, feeling his eyes burning into mine.

         “Still see you,” he whispered.

         
    Oh my God!
  

         His thumb swept my cheekbone then his fingers went back into my hair as his other hand slid down my neck, over my shoulder and around my back, his head came down and he kissed me.

         This kiss was with tongue, lots of it, his and mine. It was wet, it was deep and it lasted a really long time.

         As usual I was holding on when he lifted his head and my body was quivering in places he could feel and in better places only I could feel and my private places were way better.

         “Get to work, Sweet Pea,” he murmured against my mouth, pulled me gently away from his car, bleeped the locks, opened the door, folded in, fired up the Camaro and purred away.

         I’d long since lost sight of his taillights but I was still standing there, a residual quiver dying away, my mind stuck on one thought.

         He could still see me laughing.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER NINE

            Squishiness

         

         I FELT THE intense warmth of Hawk’s hand at the small of my back and my eyes opened. I’d been dead asleep. I felt confusion with a hint of excitement before his weight hit the bed and he turned me to him.

         Then his arms closed around me, pressed my body the length of his and my confusion cleared.

         I was in my parents’ house.

         Before the shadow of his descending head hit its intended target, my hand shot up and covered his mouth.

         “What are you doing?” I hissed through a whisper.

         His hand came up, fingers wrapping around my wrist, and he pulled it away.

         “What do I always do?” he asked back, also whispering.

         “You broke in my parents’ house!” I was still whispering and hissing.

         “Yeah,” he replied like this was perfectly okay.

         “We can’t have sex when my parents are practically right next door!”

         He was silent, his body still, then he moved fast, his face disappearing in my neck as his arms got super tight and he rolled me to my back with his torso on mine. It was then I heard his muffled laughter.

         “Hawk!” I snapped, my hands at his sleek-skin-over-hard-muscle bared shoulders, pushing back.

         His head came up and his weight came off me as he rested both forearms into the bed on either side of me.

         He looked at me through the shadows. “Babe, not gonna fuck you,” he murmured.

         “You just said, ‘What do I always do?’ And we always have sex,” I returned.

         “Yeah, babe, but it starts with a kiss.”

         Oh. This was true.

         I stared at his shadowed head through the dark. “Then what are you doing here?”

         “You’re here.”

         “So?” I prompted.

         One of his hands came to my face and I felt his fingers glide along my hairline before they moved into the hair at the side of my head.

         “Last night someone targeted you and got close enough to you, he freaked you out. When that happened, my boys were eight minutes away and I was an hour away.”

         “You’re telling me something I know, Hawk.”

         “That’s not gonna happen again.”

         He had sounded amused, at first, then informative. His last sounded like a vow.

         My stomach got squishy.

         I resisted the squishiness and reminded him, “Dad’s right next door.”

         “He’s a man who can take care of himself and you, Sweet Pea, but there are people out there who don’t know that. They see my ride sitting at the curb, they’ll think twice before they fuck with anyone in this house.”

         Holy crap. He was protecting me. And Dad. And Meredith.

         Wow.

         “So you’re here just to, um… be here?” I asked.

         “That and make sure you sleep.”

         Uh.

         Wow.

         It was getting harder and harder to battle the squishiness.

         He went on, “And get some sleep with you. I’m fuckin’ wiped.”

         Uh.

         
    Wow.
  

         SuperHawk, World’s Greatest Lover and Major Badass, got wiped.

         Interesting.

         “Babe,” he called.

         My body jerked out of its amazement and I asked, “What?”

         “You gonna do that?”

         “What?”

         “Sleep.”

         No. No, I was never going to get back to sleep. I’d got my second wind after standing in the cold when he left earlier and I’d managed to blow through a huge amount of work, staying awake and fresh until my concentration started waning around a quarter to midnight. I’d closed down and hit the sack feeling an exhaustion I knew would mean I’d sleep deep. The minute my head hit the pillow, I was out like a light.

         Now I was wide awake.

         “Yes,” I lied.

         His head dropped and he did something new, something he’d never done except in the lead up to something else. And that was to lightly kiss the indention at the base of my throat in the middle of my collarbone.

         Then he slid off me, turned me to my side, curved his body into mine, hitching one of my knees up with his so his heavy, warm thigh was resting on mine. His arm stayed tight around my belly, he leaned in and kissed the skin behind my ear, then his head settled on the pillow.

         Guess Cabe Delgado didn’t verbalize his goodnight, he acted it out.

         Mm.

         I lay there in the warm curve of his body under his arm, feeling his breath on my neck thinking, Holy shit, MM is spooning me!

         Tracy would do cartwheels of pure joy for a mile if she knew this. Cam might have a heart attack.

         I didn’t know what to do except let the feeling my body was communicating to my brain penetrate and that feeling was I really, really like this.

         My ex-husband Scott never spooned. I spooned his back but he never cuddled into me. Even after sex. He was a slam, bam, thank you ma’am type of guy. He took his orgasm, pulled out, rolled away, turned off the light and fell asleep.

         And he snored.

         He didn’t cuddle. He didn’t sweet-talk. He didn’t do any of that. Not even in the hopes of priming me for round two. With Scott, there was never a round two. This was, I would discover later, because, by the time he had sex with me, he was too exhausted to do it again because he’d already had sex with someone else that day. Or two someone elses. Maybe even three. Who knew? That was how much of a horndog he was.

         Hawk’s weight settled into me, his arm relaxed, his breathing evened and I knew he was asleep. Asleep spooning me.

         What did I do with this? How did I make us be over when I liked this? And what he said outside by his car. And the fact he didn’t like the thought that I or my family might be targeted and he did something about it.

         This was not a man who would crush Troy like a bug and boss me around. This was a man you’d make up in a daydream.

         And this was what filled my head until it only was drifting through my head until my body started to relax into Hawk’s and then I fell asleep.

         I could have been in dream world for a while but it felt like seconds before I felt Hawk’s arm get so tight it nearly hurt, cutting off my breathing. My eyes opened and in that instant the heat of him was gone.

         I rolled, seeing his shadow by the bed. He was pulling on his cargos.

         I got up on an elbow and opened my mouth to say something when he moved again, his knee hit the bed, his finger rested lightly on my lips and I watched as his shadowy head shook in the negative once.

         Uh-oh.

         Then he was gone.

         About a nanosecond later I heard a scuffle, some exerted gasps, then a hard, loud thump as if someone’s body hit the wall.

         Then I heard my sister Ginger’s unmistakable shriek, “What the fuck!”

         I threw back the covers and leaped from the bed, seeing the lights going on in the hall.

         “Ginger! Jesus!” I heard my dad yell before I hit the hall to see Ginger pinned against the wall with Hawk’s hand in her chest. Hawk standing in cargoes with the top button undone, Dad in the hall wearing only pajama bottoms staring angrily at Ginger, and Meredith joining late, like me. Unlike me she was wearing one of her long, lacy, satin negligees, what she always wore, even when I was a kid, though some of them were short, and I always thought she was quite simply it because of her sexy nightwear.

         “What are you doing here?” Dad asked Ginger, his eyes narrowed on her, apparently unsurprised and unconcerned that Hawk was standing in his hallway in the middle of the night, bare-chested and barefoot with the top button on his cargos undone.

         For my part, I was unsurprised that Ginger was dressed like Darla had been yesterday except she was wearing a camisole laced up the front. It was at least one, maybe two sizes too small so the lacing gaped and it showed skin and a hint of boob. She also wasn’t wearing fishnets but tights that had big holes and runs in them everywhere. And she also really needed a refresh on her makeup since her mascara and eyeliner were giving her raccoon eyes. Lastly, her curly strawberry blonde hair was the definition of a rat’s nest.

         My sister. Serious skankage.

         “I grew up here,” Ginger snapped back, and Hawk stepped back, dropping his arm and moving to me.

         “Yeah, but the last time you were here I think I made myself clear you weren’t welcome back,” Dad returned. My eyes slid to Meredith to see she was standing there, both arms wrapped around her belly, her pixie-pretty face pale and her lip quivering.

         Seeing that, my gaze moved back and I mentally speared my sister with imaginary giant African tribal lances.

         “Fuck, I just need a fuckin’ shower and somethin’ to eat. I’ve got some shit goin’ down. You can’t even let me have a fuckin’ shower?” Ginger shot back.

         “Mouth, Ginger,” I warned because Meredith hated it when we cursed. She said ladies didn’t curse. Of course, I cursed in my head and sometimes they came out of my mouth but I never did it in front of Meredith.

         Ginger leaned toward me and hissed, “Fuck you, Gwennie.”

         “It’s the middle of the night,” Dad butted in to inform her.

         Her head jerked toward Dad. “So fuckin’ what?” Ginger returned.

         “Ginger, remember who you’re speaking to,” I snapped at her, and her eyes shot to me.

         “Fuck you again.” Her eyes swept me then she asked, “What’re you even doin’ here?”

         “Escapin’ your shit, which leaked to her house last night,” Hawk replied.

         Ginger’s eyes sliced to him then to me then to Hawk then to Dad and Meredith.

         “I see, I’m your daughter, I got shit goin’ down and I can’t even have any of your precious water to take a fuckin’ shower. But Gwennie, sweet, wonderful, perfect Gwennie, she can crash here with her fuck buddy,” Ginger said to them.

         I sucked in breath as I felt Hawk’s body get tight beside mine.

         Meredith snapped, “Ginger!”

         “What?” Ginger snapped back. “You’re givin’ me shit about bein’ here in the middle of the night but Gwen, perfect Gwen, she can play with her fuck toy right next door and you don’t give a shit?” she asked.

         I sucked in another breath as fury radiated in a swell from Hawk, Dad’s face got so red I feared he’d have a heart attack but Meredith, she moved. She walked right up to Ginger and slapped her hard across the face, snapping Ginger’s head to the side.

         Everyone moved then because Ginger lunged to attack Meredith. Dad pulled Meredith to safety and Hawk pinned Ginger against the wall again with his hand at the same time he held me back from getting in a hair-pulling, bitch-slapping fight with my sister, doing this with his other hand in my belly.

         I stopped pushing against him when Ginger fought him, kicking out at his legs with her feet (and not connecting) and tearing at his forearm with her tatty, peeling black-painted nails, which I feared would inflict some damage. He held her against the wall with one hand, his face set and tight, his jaw so hard it looked like it would shatter.

         “Get your hand off me!” she shrieked.

         “Calm the fuck down,” Hawk returned.

         “I said get your fuckin’ hand off me!” Ginger repeated on a screech.

         Then we heard it. Glass shattering. Everyone went still and stayed still except Hawk who, after his preliminary freeze, sprinted to the stairs. That was when we heard two more noises, glass breaking much quieter, then two identical whooshes followed by two muted booms.

         Then we saw the unmistakable dance of firelight from the stairs.

         “Hawk!” I screamed, not thinking and dashing to the stairs.

         Dad caught me around the belly with a strong arm and pulled me back. He tossed me behind him, lifted a finger in my face and ordered, “Stay here!”

         Then he raced down the stairs.

         “Bax!” Meredith cried but I moved.

         I turned to her and yelled, “Go! Put on some shoes and a jacket. Get some for Dad.” When Meredith didn’t move, I screamed, “Go, go, go!”

         Meredith turned and ran to her room and I turned to Ginger.

         “Be smart,” I snapped. “Stay here.”

         She glared at me and returned, “Bite me.”

         I didn’t have time for Ginger so I didn’t give her any. I ran to the guest bedroom, pulled on my boots and grabbed Hawk’s boots and tee. I was turning to leave the bedroom when I collided with something and that something was Hawk. He had a blanket and he threw it around me, wrapping me up before I could twitch, then I was lifted into his arms and we were moving.

         I smelled smoke and felt heat. Then I smelled fresh air and felt cold. I was put down on my feet and Hawk’s arms left me. I struggled with the blanket, still carrying his tee and boots, and got my head clear just in time to see him race back into the house, barefoot and bare-chested. I shrugged off the blanket, dropped his boots and tee in the yard and rushed to the side of house, down the incline and jumped down the short wall to the walkway to Mrs. Mayhew’s apartment. I banged on her door and shouted because sometimes she didn’t hear too well. I kept doing it until the outside light went on and her door opened.

         Peering up at me from her old-lady height, her blue hair looking like it normally looked, not like she’d been sleeping on it, she breathed, “Gwendolyn, what on—?”

         I cut her off. “No time, Mrs. M, get a jacket, put on a pair of shoes. Quick, quick, quick! There’s a fire upstairs.”

         I didn’t wait for her to obey. I ran into her house, shooing cats out, and darted to her bedroom. I had her fleecy, old-lady robe in my hands by the time she got to me and I threw it at her then rushed to the closet. I pulled out a pair of furlined snow boots, hooked her arm with mine and scuttled her out the door.

         When we were outside she stopped and held on to me to keep herself steady while she tugged on her boots. By the time we made it to the front of the house, Meredith was there, a cell to her ear, her body wrapped in a blanket. But I stopped and stared when I saw Dog, of all freaking people, with Dad’s front garden hose going full throttle, aiming it at flames coming out of the front window of the house.

         “Where’s Dad and Hawk?” I shouted at Meredith. She took the phone from her ear and replied, “They’re in there. Bax got the fire extinguishers.”

         Shit!

         My father had been a volunteer firefighter for ten years. He had fire extinguishers everywhere. He and Hawk were so totally the kind of macho idiots who would try to battle a blaze with fucking fire extinguishers.

         I sucked in breath, told myself panic wouldn’t help anyone, nor would a screaming hissy fit, both of which I wanted very badly to do.

         Then I pulled a quaking Mrs. Mayhew closer to my side and asked Meredith, “Ginger?”

         Meredith shook her head and her eyes slid to the side of the house where the tree that Ginger used regularly to sneak out of the house was planted. Dad had threatened to cut that tree down a million times, but since there was another one on the other side of the house, Meredith refused to allow it, said the house would look wonky.

         Now, even though my sister was a complete and total bitch, I was glad he didn’t because I knew she escaped down that tree.

         This clashed with my thoughts that she took off and left her mother and me up there and didn’t say a word or think of another person in her family. Especially after my childhood home was firebombed because of her fucking shit.

         I held Mrs. Mayhew closer and stared at the house, willing Dad and Hawk to come out as Dog kept the hose aimed in the window.

         The sirens could be heard and the firemen came. It took them approximately a millisecond to get their shit sorted and start battling the blaze. Dad came out wearing a coat and boots but Hawk emerged from the dancing flames still bare-chested and barefoot.

         I rushed to his boots and tee and met him with them in my hands.

         He threw an arm around me and guided me to the sidewalk where my parents and Mrs. Mayhew were standing, now with Dog.

         Hawk yanked his tee over his head but spoke as he tugged it down his abs.

         “Wanna tell me why the fuck you’re here?” he clipped at Dog.

         “Orders,” Dog replied.

         “Gwen or Ginger?” Hawk asked.

         “Gwen,” Dog answered.

         Hawk’s face got tight but I was too busy freaking out because it was also covered in soot.

         Therefore I got close and put my hands on his abs.

         “Baby,” I whispered, leaning carefully into him and looking up, “you okay?”

         He looked down at me. “Yeah,” he grunted.

         “You sure? You’re not burned anywhere?”

         He had looked down at me but it took him a minute to focus on me.

         His arm slid around my shoulders and he pulled me closer.

         “I’m good, Gwen,” he muttered to me, then his eyes went to the flaming house.

         My eyes went to the house too. Then my arms slid around his middle, I pressed in close and I rested my cheek on his pectoral. That was when his other arm closed around me.

         Neighbors came out, Dad, Meredith and Mrs. Mayhew moved close, and we watched the firefighters battle the blaze.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TEN

            Pros and Cons

         

         I WOKE UP but kept my eyes closed as I lay in my bed feeling bright, Denver sunlight against my eyelids.

         Then I reached out a hand and slid it across my bed.

         I was alone, Hawk was gone.

         I slid my hand back, tucked both under my cheek and curled my legs into my belly as I opened my eyes.

         There were people in my house, the kitchen. I knew that because my bedroom was over the kitchen and I heard low murmurs drifting up from there.

         This was likely Meredith and the commandos. She was probably making them homemade donuts they would refuse to eat and regaling them with stories of my former boyfriends, none of whom, except Hawk, she actually liked but she never told me that until I’d dumped them or they’d dumped me.

         Dad was probably at work. His house had been firebombed, he’d battled the blaze then he’d watched firefighters battle the blaze then he’d talked to the police then one of Hawk’s boys came in an SUV. Hawk loaded Meredith, Dad, Mrs. Mayhew and me in it and Hawk’s boy (this one, who looked half wrestler, half giant, was named Mo) whisked Mrs. Mayhew to her friend Erma’s place and Dad, Meredith and me to my house. Dad had taken a shower while Meredith and I pulled out the couch in my office and made the bed. Dad and Meredith hit the sack, I hit the sack and sometime later, likely right before the break of dawn, I felt Hawk hit the sack next to me. He’d rolled into me, curled deep, but I fell back to sleep before I knew whether or not he was in dreamland.

         Even with all of this I suspected Dad was still at work. The entire eastern seaboard could fall into the sea and Dad would go to work then get on the phone, call all his men and ask why they were still at home, grieving over loved ones and the loss of national monuments as the country came to grips with a colossal tragedy. Then he’d tell them they should be on the site, there was work to be done.

         Of course, he only had his pajama bottoms and coat, but that wouldn’t stop him.

         I closed my eyes and sighed.

         Detective Mitch Lawson had showed last night. He’d talked to Hawk first, then Dad and Hawk, then Meredith and me. When he got to Meredith and me he mostly wanted to know if we were all right and didn’t ask probing questions. Then he’d given my arm a reassuring squeeze as he gazed into my eyes, his eyes intense (but still soulful), then he took off.

         Dog had disappeared prior to the cops and Lawson showing up. This was why Hawk didn’t come with us to my house. Hawk went to find Dog. I didn’t know why but I didn’t ask questions. I was in an extremely rare Do As I’m Told Mood so when Hawk got bossy, I didn’t give him lip. I did exactly what he ordered me to do. I got in his boy’s SUV, got my family to warmth and safety, got them settled and went to bed.

         On that thought, my eyes tipped down the bed and I saw Hawk walk into the room. This surprised me. I thought he’d be out doing Hawk things, covertly gathering intel for top-secret assignments, interrogating suspects in windowless rooms made of cement, beating infidels into submission, stuff like that.

         It also surprised me he had on a fresh pair of Army green cargo pants and a skin-tight, but clean, long-sleeved burgundy tee. Guess his boys delivered changes of clothes. I wondered if they took orders and had credit at Nordstrom. If they did, this would be on the pro side of my Should I Explore Things with Cabe “Hawk” Delgado List.

         Hawk’s eyes didn’t leave me as he walked to the bed, sat on his side and leaned deep, his torso across the bed, his forearm in it, his face ending up close to mine.

         “How you doin’, Sweet Pea?” he asked quietly.

         “Can you do me a favor?” I asked quietly back.

         “Depends,” he answered.

         Figured.

         “Next time you’re in a house that’s firebombed, can you pause to put on a shirt and shoes before you sally forth into the inferno?”

         I watched from close as he grinned and his dimples popped out.

         Then his eyebrows went up. “Sally forth?”

         “Okay, you didn’t sally, you raced. You know what I mean.”

         Something about his face changed and I couldn’t put my finger on it because his eyes moved to my hair. Then he fell to his front, bracing his weight on his opposite forearm as he lifted his other hand. He ran his fingers along my hairline, down around my ear and he shifted the hair off my neck. Then his eyes came to mine.

         I held my breath because they were heated and intense like at dinner last night.

         “Yeah, I know what you mean,” he whispered. I wanted to tear my eyes from his, I really did. I just couldn’t. “You were worried about me.”

         “You were fighting a fire in a pair of cargo pants,” I explained, trying to sound casual and probably failing.

         His heated, black eyes held mine for a long time. So long I felt my lungs start to burn.

         Then he said, “All right, next time I’m in a house that’s firebombed, I’ll put on a shirt and boots before I tackle the inferno.”

         “Thanks,” I whispered.

         His eyes moved over my face then he asked, “Now that we got that outta the way, you wanna answer my question?”

         “What question?”

         “How you doin’?”

         “I’m fine.”

         His eyes held mine again for several long seconds before he whispered, “Liar.”

         “I am,” I decreed.

         “Gwen, baby, you’re curled in a protective ball again.”

         Shit. I was.

         I uncurled and pushed up, taking pillows with me so I could rest against my headboard. Hawk moved too, pulling himself up and in so his hip was beside mine and his weight was leaning into his hand on the other side of me.

         “Is Meredith downstairs?” I asked.

         “Yeah,” he answered.

         “Is she making homemade donuts?” I asked.

         “Is that a hopeful question or a serious one?” he asked in return.

         I had to admit, it was hopeful, but I would only admit that to myself.

         Therefore, I didn’t speak.

         He grinned again and answered, “No, she’s makin’ eggs and bacon.”

         Meredith made good eggs and bacon but her donuts were better.

         “Do I have eggs and bacon to make?”

         “Apparently, since she’s doin’ it in her nightgown and your robe and she doesn’t have a car and neither do you so it’s doubtful she went out and hit a store.”

         I probably did have bacon and eggs. At least eggs, they were a standard ingredient in all kinds of cookie dough.

         “Where’s Dad?” I asked.

         “Some guy named Rick came an hour ago with a change of clothes then took your Dad to work.”

         See!

         “My dad’s a nut,” I muttered.

         He lifted a hand and nabbed a lock of my hair, tugging it, then his hand fell.

         I thought that was a sweet thing to do.

         Hawk could be sweet. Hawk was a cuddler. Hawk saved my life or, at least, delivered me safely out of a burning building.

         All three for the pro side of the Should I Explore Things with Cabe “Hawk” Delgado List.

         Shit.

         That was what I was thinking before he asked a question that would explain why he was being sweet.

         “You want the good news or the bad news?”

         Great. There was bad news.

         “Can I have the good news and you tell me the bad news in the next millennium?”

         “Sure,” he agreed, and I didn’t think that was good.

         “The bad news,” I mumbled.

         His face got serious. “Ginger got away.”

         My face, I was sure, got confused. “What?”

         “She got away.”

         “From what? The fire?”

         “That and the guys who firebombed your house to smoke her out.”

         Oh shit.

         “They didn’t firebomb my house to kill her?”

         “Babe, my car was at your curb.”

         “So?”

         “You think they’d think I’d let anyone in that house die?”

         I crossed my arms on my chest and stared at him. “I know you’re a step down from superhero, Hawk, but seriously?”

         He grinned. “You think I’m a step down from superhero?”

         Oh shit! Time to cover.

         “I was being facetious,” I informed him.

         His grin got bigger. “No, you think I’m a step down from superhero.”

         “Don’t you have good news to tell me?” I prompted in order to change the subject.

         “Probably it was that night I gave you the triple orgasm.” He stayed on the current subject and my mouth dropped open.

         Then I snapped it shut to ask, “What?”

         “That night when I did that thing with my mouth and fingers and you—”

         “I didn’t have a triple orgasm, Hawk,” I snapped, but the truth was, I did.

         “Babe, you did, I counted.”

         “No, it was just really long,” I lied.

         “Gwen, don’t you think I know when you stop comin’ and start again?”

         “No, I don’t think you know,” I retorted.

         “It happens enough,” he observed, and he was right.

         There was one for the con side of the Should I Explore Things with Cabe “Hawk” Delgado List. Hawk was arrogant.

         “Hello?” I called. “Good news? Or, maybe you can tell me why Ginger getting away is bad news.”

         He grinned at me then finally changed the subject.

         “Ginger getting away is bad news because, I had Ginger under my thumb, I could have handed her to Lawson. Instead, I tackled the inferno in your dad’s livin’ room and the bitch got away.”

         I felt my brows draw together. “Hand her to Lawson?”

         “Only safe place for her to be is with the police. She cuts a deal, they cut her jail time, or, if she’s got half the shit they think she’s got, they hand her to the Feds who give her a new identity. Ginger Kidd testifies then she disappears but she does it breathin’.”

         “The Feds?” I whispered.

         At my whisper and possibly the terrified look on my face, Hawk’s face gentled. “Babe, you know she’s in serious shit.”

         “Yes,” I confirmed. “But the Feds?”

         “Her shit is serious,” he repeated with variation.

         I looked at my lap and whispered, “Damn.”

         Hawk lifted my head with his thumb and finger at my chin until my eyes met his, then he dropped his hand and went on. “I had her under my thumb, they wouldn’t have made a play for her. They wanted to smoke her out and get me occupied. They succeeded in that.”

         “She was only there a few minutes. Did they have enough time to conceive and execute this dire plan?”

         “They’re resourceful.”

         That wasn’t good news.

         “But she got away,” I finished.

         “She got away,” Hawk affirmed.

         “And Dog?” I asked.

         “Found him. He’s allergic to the police so he took off. He arrived after the fire started, doin’ a drive-by, keepin’ an eye on you for Tack. He didn’t see anything, not even Ginger, or she’d be at the Chaos compound right about now.”

         “Keeping an eye on me for Tack?”

         His look shifted to unhappy. “Told you, babe, you do not want Tack’s attention, but you got it.”

         “I got it, I know, but I don’t get it. Why was Dog doing a drive-by?”

         “Tack’s orders, keepin’ you safe.”

         I stared at him.

         Then I breathed, “Keeping me safe?”

         He stared back at me.

         Then he asked, “Babe, seriously?”

         “I met him once,” I reminded Hawk.

         “Twice,” Hawk reminded me.

         “Okay, twice,” I amended.

         “Yeah,” Hawk agreed.

         “So, I don’t get it. I barely know him. Why would he send Dog out to keep an eye on me?”

         Hawk stared at me again then he repeated, “Babe, seriously?”

         I threw up my hands and straightened in the bed, crossing my legs under me. “Yes, Hawk, seriously. What is up with that?”

         His eyes narrowed before he asked, “Do you remember our conversation last night?”

         Uh-oh.

         “Which one?” I asked hesitantly.

         “The one where I told you I clocked you before I even walked into the restaurant where you were sittin’, entertaining every man in the room.”

         “I wasn’t entertaining every man in the room!” I snapped.

         “Babe, you were.”

         “Was not.”

         “You were.”

         I leaned in a bit. “Was not.”

         “Sweet Pea, you were flippin’ your hair, fidgeting on your stool, suckin’ straws, but just your laugh is enough to make a man’s dick get hard.”

         Another con. Sort of. I mean, all that stuff I was doing for him and I was certainly glad to know, after all this time, he noticed, but I wasn’t going to tell him that.

         And it was nice he liked my laugh.

         Moving on.

         “And this has to do with Tack…?” I prompted.

         “Are you not seein’ the pattern here?”

         “Uh… no.”

         “Were you not in your yard yesterday with Lawson, Tack and me?”

         Uh-oh.

         “I was there,” I snapped.

         “And were you not in your livin’ room when your boy Troy showed?”

         Hmm. I was seeing his point.

         “That doesn’t count. I’ve known Troy—”

         Hawk cut me off. “Counts for him.”

         He was probably right.

         Hawk continued. “Counts for me.”

         I crossed my arms on my chest. “Can you get to the point?”

         “The point is, you’re the kind of woman whose furnace breaks down, she calls you, you haul your ass over to her house to fix it, even if you’re in the middle of a game.”

         Oh shit. That had happened. I’d called Troy right in the middle of a Broncos game.

         God, I hated it that Hawk knew everything about me.

         Another con!

         “And you’re also the kind of woman who a man sees curled in a protective ball, he’s moved to do what he can to make certain that doesn’t happen again.”

         I felt my eyes get squinty. “Is that why you’re here?”

         He shook his head. “I’m here ’cause when you come, you come hard, you don’t hold back but you do hold on and you do it tight. I’m here because, when you call me baby in this bed, I feel it in my dick. And I’m here because you don’t hesitate throwing attitude when every other woman I know doesn’t have the guts to say boo to me. Seein’ you scared and wantin’ to do something about it was just an extra reason that made me want to be here.”

         I had no response to that so I didn’t make one.

         Instead, I said, “And Tack?”

         “The attitude, babe. You threw a hissy fit in Ride, and not a lotta women surrounded by members of the Chaos MC would rant about her sister, Barbies and a fuckin’ TV show.”

         My eyes got squintier. “How do you know this shit?”

         “I got eyes on Ride, Sweet Pea. I watched the whole show, and you leak that to Tack I will not be happy.”

         This surprised me. “You have eyes on Ride?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Why do you have eyes on Ride?”

         “You don’t need to know that.”

         This was true. Not only did I not need to know, I didn’t want to know.

         “Okay, you made your point,” I told him. “Can we get on to the good news?”

         “Yeah,” he replied. “The good news is, the fire was contained to the living room. My brother works for the DFD. He’s been to the scene this morning and reports your laptop is all right.”

         He had a brother? He had a mother who was a nut who named him a somewhat unusual but definitely cool name and a brother who was a firefighter?

         I was finding it difficult to process all this information coming at me. A year and a half and nothing but nocturnal visits and multiple orgasms and now all of this.

         “You have a brother?” I asked.

         “Yeah,” he answered.

         “Do you have any other siblings?” I asked.

         “Yeah,” he answered.

         “What? A sister? Brother? Two? Twelve?” I pressed.

         “Another brother,” he answered.

         Good God. There were three Italian–Cuban–Puerto Rican male Delgados roaming the earth. How did I not know this? As a woman, I should have instinctually felt their presence.

         “Where are you?” I continued my interrogation.

         “What?” he asked.

         “In the lineup, where are you? Firstborn, middle, last?”

         “First.”

         Shit, no wonder he was bossy. The firstborn of three boys.

         “Babe, did you hear what I said about your laptop?” Hawk called.

         I blinked and looked at him.

         Then I asked, “What are their names? Falcon and Eagle?”

         His dimples popped out then he shared, “My name is Falcone.”

         “Your name is Hawk.”

         “No, babe, my middle name. Falcone.”

         I blinked again. “Your middle name is Falcone?”

         “I told you my mother was a nut.”

         “What is that? Italian?”

         “Yep.”

         “So what are your brother’s names?”

         “Von and Jury.”

         Jeez. His mother was a nut.

         “Did your dad have no input into the naming of his children?”

         The dimples deepened. “He strapped her with three boys, Sweet Pea. She wanted girls. She married my dad, three boys from his seed, she knew she was in for a lifetime of fights, blood, drunkenness, puke and pregnancy scares. That’s what she got. Layin’ that shit on her, he wasn’t gonna fight her on names.”

         He needed to stop. He was freaking me out. This was TMI. Major TMI.

         “TMI,” I muttered, staring at him.

         “What?” he asked.

         “Too much information, Hawk.”

         “Babe, we’re all in our thirties. Von is married. We grew up, learned control and to be smart. The drunkenness, puke and pregnancy scares are history.”

         He’d left out the fights and blood.

         Then something came to me. “You don’t use protection with me.”

         “I did the first few times.”

         This was true, he did.

         “But—”

         “Rifled through your shit, saw your birth control pills. Put you on radar, saw you shared that body with no one but me, decided it was unnecessary.”

         My eyes got squinty again. “You rifled through my shit?”

         “Gwen, baby, clue in. I was makin’ you mine. When I make a woman mine, I do my homework.”

         I stared at him, uncertain what this meant and deciding for sanity’s sake not to ask.

         Then I mumbled, “I need a homemade donut,” because I did. I needed three. Then I needed to get my ass to the mall. I felt another little black dress coming on.

         I was interrupted in my plan of attack on the mall when Hawk plucked me out of bed, twisted me, I landed on my back and was pressed into the mattress by his weight.

         “See you’re gettin’ stressy,” he muttered, his eyes scanning my face, his hands skimming my body.

         Mm.

         “My childhood home was firebombed last night and I don’t know what to do about you. Of course I’m getting stressy.”

         His face disappeared in my neck and he murmured in my ear, “I can teach you better ways to deal with stress than downin’ donuts.”

         I knew this to be true since he’d already expended a fair amount of effort on those lessons. Except for stressing out about why I was letting him visit me, after a night with him my body felt like I’d received a one-and-a-half-hour full-body massage at the hands of a master while in a steam room.

         I put my hands to his shoulders and exerted pressure, saying, “My stepmom and your commandos are in the kitchen.”

         His head came up and he looked down at me, his eyes warm and my belly got squishy. “We’ll be quick and quiet,” he whispered.

         He could be quick? He’d never been quick before. He was a man who took his time and he did this in a good way.

         “I can’t have sex in a house that Meredith is in. And I can’t have sex with you because I haven’t decided what to do about you.”

         I wasn’t paying attention so when his hands met the hem of my nightshirt then went in and up, the warmth of them light on my skin made me shiver.

         “How about I help you decide,” he offered, then his head dipped and his lips slid across my jaw and that felt nice. Coupled with his hands still moving on me, I did another shiver.

         I pulled myself together. “No, I need to make the decision on my own. I’m compiling a mental pros and cons list of whether I should explore things with you.”

         His head came up, his lips in a minor grin, but the dimples were there. One of his hands stilled but the other one came out of my nightshirt, lifted and ran along my hairline.

         “What you got?” he whispered.

         “You’re bossy, arrogant, intrusive, annoying and you crushed Troy like a bug without thought or remorse. Those are cons,” I shared honestly.

         His minor grin amplified.

         See! Totally unrepentant.

         “Oh, and you don’t listen to me,” I added.

         More grinning then, “Do I have anything going for me?”

         “On the very rare occasion you can be sweet, you’re a cuddler and you carried me out of a burning building. Those are the pros.”

         “I’m a cuddler?”

         “You spoon.”

         His brows went up. “That’s important enough to put on your list?”

         “Uh… yeah.”

         He stared at me, grinning nearly at a smile, then he noted, “Fuckin’ ridiculous what women think is important.”

         My eyes got squinty and I snapped, “Con!”

         The grin became a smile when he whispered, “You forgot a pro, baby.”

         “No,” I corrected. “So far, that list is exhaustive.”

         His hand in my nightshirt moved up and the warmth of it cupped my breast. I sucked in air and stilled. Then I melted and let out the air on a quiet gasp when the skin of his palm slid across my nipple.

         “Definitely a pro,” he muttered while watching my face, then his head dropped and he kissed me. This was a triple threat because his tongue in my mouth, his hand at my breast (now with thumb action that was nice) and his hard, heavy body pinning mine to the bed was irresistible.

         He was right, definitely a pro.

         His mouth released mine, his thumb stopped its brilliant torture and his fingers cupped my breast. I found my fingers curled around the back of his head, my other arm tight around his back, and one of my calves had moved to hook around the back of his thigh.

         I was gazing up at him firm in the knowledge that I wanted to discover quick when he grinned and his warm hand gave my breast a firm squeeze.

         “See what I mean, baby?” he whispered. “Definitely pro.”

         I blinked. Then I stiffened.

         Then I stated, “And see what I mean, baby? Definitely arrogant.”

         He did that manly, deep, amused chuckle, dipped his head, kissed the indentation at the base of my throat, his hand disappeared from my breast and he rolled off me, taking me with him. We were on our feet beside the bed, his arms around me, before I could blink.

         “You need to work, get shit done,” he declared. “Tonight I need you focused.”

         “On what?” I asked.

         His face got closer and his arms got tighter. “On me.”

         Oh boy.

         “My parents are staying here,” I reminded him.

         “I got a place,” he reminded me.

         His lair. Hmm. Another shiver, which he felt and I knew it because it caused him to grin another grin.

         His arms gave me a squeeze. “Work, then tonight I add to the right side of your list.”

         I opened my mouth to tell him I should make my decision without my mind muddled by his superhuman sexual powers, but I didn’t get a word out. His head bent, his mouth touched mine and then, poof! he was gone.

         I swayed a second without his strong arms around me and his solid body to rest against. Then I turned to stare at the bedroom door.

         Then I muttered, “I hate it when he does that.”

         But I didn’t. If I was honest, I thought it was cool.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

            Dress. Heels. Focus.

         

         I WAS SCORING through work again after getting eggs, bacon and coffee from Meredith; sharing in her delight that it was “only the living room, honey, and I’ve been after your dad for months for a new couch” and “I really needed a few days off, so now I get to put my feet up” (told you she always looks on the bright side); saying hello to the commandos; having a shower; accepting delivery of my laptop, bag, purse and jacket direct from the “scene” from another of Hawk’s commandos; and holing myself in my office.

         Cam and Tracy had called. Cam because she heard talk at the station about the firebombing. Tracy because she heard about the firebombing from Cam.

         Troy didn’t call and this was either because he was nursing his wounds or because Cam and Tracy had kept this news from him because they thought he was probably nursing his wounds.

         I gave some time to considering calling him but ended up deciding to give him time to nurse his wounds. Or at least this was what I told myself I was doing. Really, I was chicken.

         Everyone knew that I was no-go zone for chitchats outside of initial briefings about my childhood home getting firebombed, all of which were done. They knew I was about work and focus. So when my cell phone rang, I was surprised.

         Then I figured it was Troy.

         I picked it up, looked at the display and it said “Hawk Calling.”

         I stared at it. I didn’t have his number programmed in my phone mainly because I didn’t have his number.

         I flipped it open and put it to my ear wondering if Tracy was playing a practical joke and, if so, how did she pull it off and, more importantly, why?

         “Hello?”

         “Babe,” Hawk replied.

         Nope, not Tracy playing a practical joke.

         “Hawk?”

         “Little black dress, high heels, seven thirty,” he stated.

         I blinked. Then I asked, “What?”

         “Tonight.”

         “Tonight what?”

         “Tonight, you in a little black dress and high heels. I’ll be there at seven thirty.”

         Ohmigod! Hawk was asking me out on a date!

         My belly got squishy.

         “Are you asking me out on a date?” I asked just to confirm.

         “Sweet Pea, I’ve been fuckin’ you for a year and a half.”

         My belly stopped being squishy.

         “I know.”

         “So no, I’m not askin’. I’m tellin’ you, dress, heels, I’ll be there at seven thirty.”

         Uh… what?

         “So, you’re not asking me out on a date, you’re telling me we’re going out on a date,” I guessed though I knew it was accurately.

         “That’s about it,” he replied.

         “You can’t tell me we’re going on a date!” I snapped.

         “Just did, babe.”

         “Con,” I muttered because that was a serious con.

         He chuckled his deep, manly, amused chuckle, then he ordered, “Get work done. I want your focus on me, not work.”

         “I don’t think I’ll have time for a date. I’m buried.” This was a lie. With the work I got done last night and today, I was catching up. I totally had time for a date and I had a life creed that stated that any opportunity to wear a little black dress was to be taken up, no ifs, ands or buts. However, I was making an exception.

         “Was made pretty clear last night even before I fought a fire side by side with your old man that I had their blessing, Gwen. Don’t think they’d step in if I dressed you myself and carried you kicking and screaming to my car.”

         This was, unfortunately, true.

         I shifted focus to something else annoying.

         “Did you program yourself into my phone?” I demanded to know.

         “Yeah,” he answered.

         “When?”

         “Before I handed it off to Fang.”

         “Fang?”

         “My boy who brought you your shit.”

         Jeez. That guy’s name was Fang? I could see it. I’d noticed his eyeteeth were somewhat prominent. But I couldn’t imagine he’d be okay with that nickname considering it seemed to be making fun of this unfortunate dental anomaly and he looked like he could hammer a human body through cement with his fist if he thought someone was making fun of him.

         “Why?” I continued.

         “Why what?” Hawk asked.

         “Why did you program yourself into my phone?”

         Silence then, “Babe.”

         As usual, there was no more.

         “Babe what? We’ve had a non-relationship for months, now we’ve shifted and I’ve explained I’m uncertain about this shift and our future.”

         “You can be as uncertain as you want, Sweet Pea, I’m certain enough for both of us. Dress. Heels. Focus. Seven thirty.”

         I opened my mouth to say something but I had dead air.

         I flipped my phone shut. Then I stared at it.

         Then I tossed it on my desk and snapped, “God, he’s so infuriating.”

         But even as I said it, I knew deep down that first, I was happy I had the opportunity to don one of my little black dresses and, second, I was just a wee bit excited that I finally, finally had a date with Cabe “Hawk” Delgado.

         I went back to work pretending that I wasn’t thinking that I hoped I got to ride in his Camaro.

         * * *

         It was nearly seven thirty, Dad was home and in my office watching television while Meredith was pottering around, likely rearranging all the stuff in my drawers and cupboards in the kitchen. I was in the bathroom freaking out about my date with Hawk.

         This freaking-out business was partly due to the fact that I was getting ready for my date with Hawk and not sticking to my guns about not going on a date with Hawk and the fact that, again, I was likely making stupid choices about all things Hawk.

         It was also partly due to the fact that I really, really hoped he liked my dress.

         The commandos were done with my security system and I knew this because Smoke had given Meredith and me a rather long lesson on how to use it.

         It seemed complicated. I’d never had an alarm system but I figured usually you punched in some numbers and presto! Security. But mine included panic buttons in my office, my bedroom, kitchen, living room and, overkill, the bathroom. It also included different codes for different types of alarms, say, windows and doors only or to activate the sensors in the house. There was also a different code that sent the message to “base” that there might be an unknown situation and they should come in “soft,” whatever the hell that meant.

         Neither Meredith nor I were good with remembering numbers and when Meredith ran to get a piece of paper to write them down, Smoke looked at his feet and a muscle clenched in his jaw. Then he herded Meredith and me into the kitchen. There he sat us at my big, battered farm table and quizzed us on the three different codes until we memorized them.

         He wasn’t really patient with this endeavor, especially when Meredith leaned in to me and whispered, “I don’t understand what the big deal is, sweetie. I mean, I don’t want to embarrass you but your dad and I, we do know you and Hawk are…” her voice dropped, “intimate.” I avoided Smoke’s eyes as Meredith went on. “I mean, it isn’t like he isn’t here looking out for you.”

         I bit my lip and shrugged. I didn’t know what else to do. She thought Hawk and I were an item because Hawk was making her think we were an item and I wasn’t helping matters by playing his game. Clearly, she thought I was safe under his care. I didn’t want to mess with that. Especially not the day after her home had been firebombed because of her other daughter’s shit.

         I also didn’t want to talk with my stepmom about being intimate with anyone. Meredith was cool, she’d always been cool, but she was also the only mom I knew and she was definitely a mom and she had been from the very beginning. You didn’t discuss sex with hot guys with your mom, especially not super-multiple-orgasm sex.

         Dad, by the way, learned the codes in about two seconds. He’d always been good with numbers. It was his way.

         The doorbell chimed then clunked as I was staring into the mirror lining my lips and suddenly I felt butterflies in my stomach. The kind I felt when I first saw Hawk and the kind I’d denied feeling every time since when he visited me.

         “I’ll get it!” Meredith yelled from downstairs. I sucked in breath and finished with my liner, filling in with lipstick.

         Trust Hawk to press my doorbell for the first time now. I probably wouldn’t get butterflies in my stomach if he suddenly materialized in the bathroom. I’d probably get annoyed.

         I ran to my room, grabbed my clutch and wrap then ran to the door and closed it a bit so I could look in the full-length mirror on the back.

         Little black dress, check. In fact, it was my numero uno little black dress. The best of the lot. Sleeveless and it had a deep vee in front that showed cleavage, a way deeper one in the back, and it had a blousy drape around the middle but clung like a second skin to my hips and the tops of my thighs where it stopped. It was way short. So short, it was almost Darla-slash-Ginger mini-jean-skirt short except without the skank component. And it was made of an awesome material that even on the blousy parts it caught at flesh and revealed things it was pretending it conceal. It was fabulous.

         High heels, check. In fact, they were strappy sandals, black, sexy spiked heel. They made my legs look brilliant. Killer.

         Hair out to there. Smoky makeup.

         The whole thing, the be-all-you-could-be of date apparel.

         I hoped.

         I rushed out of my room shouting “See you later, Dad!”

         “Have a good time, honey!” Dad shouted back. “Tell Hawk not to worry about the doorbell, I’ll fix it this weekend!”

         Bonus to Dad being evacuated to my house due to smoke and fire damage. Resident handyman.

         “Will do!” I yelled, though I seriously doubted Hawk was losing sleep about my clunking doorbell.

         Then I rushed down the stairs to see the living room dark but a light and voices were coming from the kitchen. Meredith was probably offering Hawk a beer. When Meredith was in my house, I gave up the position of Head Hostess. I’d learned it was the best way to go. She could probably go to the White House for a state dinner and the First Lady would step aside and let Meredith take over.

         I hustled to the kitchen and stopped dead in the doorway when I saw Meredith chatting with Detective Mitch Lawson.

         I was freaked out last night, what with the fire and Dad and Hawk battling the flames with fire extinguishers, I hadn’t taken the time to admire yet again how hot he was. Now that he was in my kitchen and I was in a little black dress with hair out to there, when his eyes turned to me and he froze, I had the opportunity to process yet again how hot he was.

         So I took it.

         He recovered first.

         “Gwendolyn.”

         God, I liked it that he always said my full name.

         “Hey, Detective Lawson.”

         He did his small smile then he invited, “You can call me Mitch.”

         “Um… okay.”

         Lawson’s eyes swept me then he looked at Meredith.

         “I’m sorry, Mrs. Kidd, but could you give Gwendolyn and me a moment?”

         “Oh!” Meredith cried at the same time she jumped. She’d been processing how hot he was too. “Sure. Of course. I’ll just…” she rushed to the fridge and grabbed two beers “… get Bax and me a drink.” She closed the fridge then rushed to the door of the kitchen saying, “Nice to see you again, Detective Lawson.”

         “Mitch,” he corrected.

         “Mitch,” Meredith called as she continued escaping.

         Oh boy. Alone in my kitchen with Mitch. No eight cops in the living room. No Hawk… yet. He was late.

         I walked a bit into the kitchen. “Uh… is everything okay?”

         His head tipped to the side. “Yeah, why?”

         “Uh… you’re here and, uh… you’re an officer of the law and there’s the small fact my sister is in some serious trouble so…” I trailed off.

         “I’m here because of your sister but not because anything is wrong.”

         “Oh. Okay,” I replied.

         “Or, anything else is wrong,” he amended.

         “Oh. Okay,” I said again.

         “I just wanted to ask a favor of you.”

         I took a breath and then repeated, “Oh. Okay.”

         And, by the way, I felt like an idiot repeating those two words but what could I say? I was in a little black dress waiting for Hawk. Lawson was hot, I knew he was into me and he was there to ask a favor. I didn’t know what to do. The situation seemed uncertain, not in a good way or a bad way, just in an unpredictable way.

         He studied me a second then, his voice dipping quiet, he ordered, “Gwendolyn, come here.”

         Without delay my feet moved me closer to him because I was a woman and when a hot guy told you in a quiet, deep, attractive voice to come to him, you just did it.

         I forced my feet to stop when I was a foot away from him.

         When I stopped, he said softly, “You look pretty.”

         He told me I looked pretty.

         Nice.

         “Thanks,” I whispered.

         “Goin’ out with Hawk?”

         I pressed my lips together. Then I nodded.

         He smiled.

         Then he straightened and moved into me so the foot that separated us became more like six inches.

         Or less.

         His hand came up and he rested it on my waist, and before I could say anything or move, he started talking.

         “I don’t want to offend you when I say this but after last night, I need to say it.”

         Uh-oh.

         I’d tipped my head to look up in his soulful eyes and they seemed more soulful than ever.

         “What?” I asked before I could get lost in his soulful eyes.

         He hesitated then stated, “Your sister, Ginger, she’s not too smart.”

         Oh. Well, I’d expected something else. I didn’t know what but, seeing as his hand was on my waist and he was in my space, it wasn’t Ginger.

         “I kind of know that,” I replied.

         “You probably know this too and if you didn’t before the last coupla nights, then you do now, but she doesn’t think about who she’s draggin’ into this.”

         “Yes, the last couple of nights I’ve learned that.”

         He nodded. Then he said, “So, the favor I’m askin’, if you see her again, I want you to call me.”

         My body got tight, but it was only automatic. Nevertheless, he felt it and got closer, his hand gripping my waist, his other hand lifting to do the same on the other side.

         “I can’t say what’s gonna happen to her. If she plays it smart, if we can cut a deal, if we can protect her. There are no promises here, Gwendolyn. What I can say is, whatever happens, she’s safer with us than she is on the street, and you are definitely safer if she’s with us and not on the street.”

         I could see this.

         He kept going. “And, for you, we get her in custody, I’ll do what I can for her.”

         Oh. Wow.

         “Thanks,” I whispered.

         His fingers dug in, giving me a squeeze as his mouth gave me a smile.

         “Just want to be clear, I don’t want you to try to detain her. But if you see her, she shows, she gets in contact with you, you won’t be helpin’ her out, even if she tells you you are, by keepin’ it from us. Just call me, tell me what she said, where you saw her and if you know where she intends to go.”

         “You want me to inform on my sister,” I surmised.

         “Yeah,” he replied, no hesitation, no bullshit.

         “Okay,” I agreed, no hesitation either.

         He smiled again.

         Then his fingers gave me another squeeze and he asked, “How’re you handlin’ this?”

         God, he was nice.

         “Well, there are life lessons I’d prefer to learn, say, how to make the perfect soufflé, not that I can keep my head in a crisis that involves fiery destruction, but I’m doing okay.”

         His brows went up. “You want to learn to make the perfect soufflé?”

         “Um…” I was uncertain where to put my hands. There wasn’t enough space and I was carrying my clutch and wrap. But when his fingers gripped me again and pulled me an inch closer I had no choice but to lift them and rest them on his chest.

         Hmm. That was better.

         “Not really,” I went on. “More like, I’d like to learn to make chocolate chip cookie dough in thirty seconds or less.”

         He smiled yet again.

         “But I wouldn’t be averse to learning to make the perfect soufflé,” I continued, “if it was chocolate.”

         His smile deepened.

         Yowza!

         Then his smile faded and his face got soft, as did his voice. “Lotsa shit happenin’, Gwendolyn. Scary shit. You sure you’re okay?”

         Totally nice.

         “Yeah,” I whispered then, do not ask me why, I went on to share, “but I’m a little worried about Meredith. She’s using the fire as an excuse to buy a new couch and have a few days of rest and relaxation but I can tell she’s upset. She’s just not talking about it. And I don’t want to bring it up if she doesn’t want to talk about it. But, Ginger, she’s Meredith’s daughter and I think—”

         “She loves you,” he cut me off.

         “What?”

         “I could see it last night, the night before, she cares about you. Ginger is her daughter and her daughter is bringing you trouble, your dad too. She feels responsible for that and she doesn’t know what to do with it.”

         He was probably right.

         Lawson continued, “You need to talk to her about it. Assure her you don’t hold her responsible. Take that load off her because she’s gonna be focusing on other shit too, like the trouble Ginger has made for herself. She doesn’t need to worry about how you feel about the trouble Ginger is bringing on you.”

         “You’re right,” I said quietly.

         He lifted a hand and tucked hair behind my ear while his soulful, dark brown eyes watched then he rested his hand curled around my neck, his warm palm at my throat.

         This was nice too. Too nice.

         His eyes came back to mine. “Yeah, I’m right.”

         “We’re not like this, Meredith, Dad and me,” I assured him quickly, not certain why I was doing it, just feeling the need to do it. “Ginger is…” I shook my head “… she’s different than the rest of us. I don’t know why. She just always has been. She’s—”

         “I know, Gwendolyn,” he said gently in a way that made me know he knew.

         I nodded, feeling relief, and his fingers gave my neck a squeeze.

         Right then the back door opened. Lawson and my head turned and Hawk was there.

         He was wearing much what he was wearing the first time I laid eyes on him. The tailored shirt was midnight blue this time but no less fantastic. Jeans. Boots. Great belt. Black leather jacket that was an awesome style and hung great on his broad shoulders. And a Nordstrom bag dangling from his hand. No, a Nordstrom shoe bag dangling from his hand.

         My body stiffened and Lawson’s hands gripped me tighter.

         Hawk closed the door behind him but didn’t tear his eyes from Lawson and me.

         Then he put his hands on his hips, the bag banging against his thigh.

         “Am I interrupting something?”

         “No,” I said hurriedly.

         “Yeah,” Lawson replied at the same time.

         I took a careful step back and Lawson’s hands fell away.

         This was when Lawson and Hawk went into a macho man, death match staredown.

         I stepped into the non-verbal, motionless fray before it became verbal and full of motion.

         “He just came by to ask me to call if I see or hear from Ginger,” I explained to Hawk.

         Hawk’s eyes had cut to me when I spoke but the second I finished, they cut back to Lawson.

         “Thought I made myself clear,” he growled.

         “You did,” Lawson returned. “But you’ll remember, I didn’t agree.”

         “You do not use my woman to make your career,” Hawk went on like Lawson didn’t speak.

         I pressed my lips together and got tense mainly because I felt anger, a lot of it, rolling off Lawson then I heard it in the rumble of his quiet voice.

         “Careful,” Lawson warned.

         “She is not in this,” Hawk continued. “Ginger doesn’t exist for her. That’s what’s in here and that’s what’s communicated on the street.”

         “Last two nights proved that wrong, Hawk. Ginger’s unpredictable and you know it.”

         “Right, but any of that shit goes down, it gets communicated through me, not Gwen.”

         “She gets desperate,” Lawson started, “and by the way, Ginger Kidd passed desperate about a week ago, she’s gonna make extreme choices. Gwendolyn is in that line of fire. You and your boys are good, Hawk, but you can’t cover her 24/7 and keep your other shit in line.”

         “Let me worry about that,” Hawk returned.

         “She needs to know what to do,” Lawson replied.

         “Yeah, and I’ll tell her,” Hawk shot back.

         Another macho man, death match staredown ensued, but luckily before it could advance to hand-to-hand combat, Lawson broke the staredown and looked at me.

         “You have my card,” he said, and I nodded because I did have his card, I just didn’t know what happened to it. He nodded back and finished, “I’ll let myself out.”

         Then he leaned into me, right in front of Hawk, bent and kissed the hinge of my jaw, his lips causing goose bumps to rise on my skin.

         Oh boy.

         He lifted his head, looked in my eyes and whispered, “Stay safe. You need anything, even if it’s just to talk, call me.”

         I nodded.

         His gaze sliced through Hawk then he walked out of the kitchen and into the living room.

         I watched while practicing deep breathing. Then, slowly, I turned to Hawk to see he hadn’t moved. He was still standing there with his hands to his hips, the Nordstrom bag hanging from his fingers, his eyes on me with a look in them that could only be described as un… hap… pee.

         Uh-oh.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWELVE

            The Us You Wanted Us to Be

         

         I STARED AT Hawk. Hawk stared at me. When his unhappy look didn’t shift, I decided to speak.

         “Hey,” I said.

         He kept staring at me. Then he moved to the table lifting the Nordstrom bag and pulling out a familiar box with the words “Jimmy Choo” on the top. It wasn’t familiar because I owned a box like that, just that I’d seen them the multiple times I’d tried on a pair of Jimmy Choos. He dumped the bag on the table and then put the box on the table. Then he sent it sliding down the table toward me.

         As it was shoes, and Jimmy Choo shoes, reflexively I moved fast. My hand darting out to catch it before something tragic happened, like a pair of Jimmy Choo shoes falling to the floor.

         With my hand resting on the box, I looked at Hawk, my heart beating fast.

         “What’s this?” I asked.

         He dipped his head to the box and growled, “Open it.”

         Hmm. Still unhappy.

         I dropped my clutch and wrap to the table, picked up the box and opened it.

         Then my heart seized.

         In it was a pair of silver watersnake platform sandals—slim slingback strap, peep toe, four-and-a-half-inch spiked heel. Elegant. Gorgeous. Scary expensive.

         The shoes Tracy had been hiding in the shoe storeroom at Nordstrom for me for the last six weeks. Shoes I wanted so badly I could taste it. Shoes I told myself I would save to afford. Shoes I was never going to buy because I could never afford them, even with Tracy’s discount.

         But my mission was to own a pair of Jimmy Choo shoes before I died. Some women had career goals. Some women wanted to be good mothers. Some women wanted to do their bit to save the world. My life goal was owning really beautiful, really expensive shoes.

         My eyes lifted to Hawk.

         “I don’t understand,” I whispered.

         “Those the shoes you wanted?” Hawk asked.

         I blinked.

         “Yes,” I answered.

         “You got ’em.”

         It took some effort but I succeeded in not hyperventilating.

         “You bought them for me?” I asked as it hit me. Security system. Panic buttons. Window repair. Shoes that cost over seven hundred dollars.

         What was going on?

         “You wanted them,” he answered like it was as simple as that.

         I felt my head get light. “How? Why?”

         “Babe, you gonna put them on or what?”

         “How? Why?” I repeated.

         He sighed then, “Your friend said you had them on hold. I know where your friend works. I sent my girl to find them. She found your girl, your girl got ’em off hold, I bought ’em, now they’re here.”

         His girl?

         I was too freaked, and the subject was Jimmy Choos, so I didn’t ask about that.

         He stopped speaking and I prompted, “That’s the how, what’s the why?”

         “Gwen, you wanted them.”

         “That’s it?” I asked.

         “That’s it,” he confirmed.

         “I also want my own personal tropical island paradise,” I told him. “Are you going to get that for me too?”

         The unhappy look shifted from his face and his mouth twitched. “That might take a while.”

         I stared at him and my belly felt squishy, my heart felt like it had grown a couple sizes and was threatening to burst out of my chest, plus something tingly was happening in my throat.

         Then I forced out, “I don’t know what to say.”

         “Don’t say anything,” he returned. “Just put on the fuckin’ shoes so we can go eat. I’m hungry.”

         “Okay,” I whispered, pulled out a chair, sat, unstrapped my strappy black sandals and slid on my new silver watersnake, kickass Jimmy Choo platforms.

         Just like when I tried them on at Nordstrom. Utter perfection.

         I sat with one calf outstretched, staring at my foot and thinking I might have just found heaven on earth, shoe-style, when Hawk spoke.

         “You gonna sit there and stare at those shoes for the next decade or you gonna get your ass in my car?”

         My head tipped back and my feet were encased in Jimmy Choo shoes, so Hawk being annoying deflected right off me.

         “I’m going to stare at them for a decade,” I replied, smiling at him.

         His eyes got that heated and intense look, my heart swelled even further, and he said, “Babe, quit fuckin’ around and let’s go.”

         I was still smiling when I stood, grabbed my wrap and clutch off the table and walked to him on my new Jimmy Choos while Hawk watched.

         Then I stopped close to him, put the hand that was clutching my wrap to his chest and I leaned in.

         “Thanks, Hawk,” I whispered because I didn’t know what else to say. Those words were far from enough but I had to say something. And not because he bought me a beautiful pair of shoes that I wanted but because he heard Tracy mention it in passing and he sent “his girl” out to get them for me. And because I had a break-in and in two days my window was fixed and I had a security system installed. And he was sticking around to protect me, and because he was, likely due to his, Dad’s and Dog’s efforts, the fire that started in my parents’ living room didn’t engulf the house, and my laptop had been saved.

         And since “thanks” wasn’t enough, I leaned in, lifted up and touched my mouth to his.

         The second I did this, his head slanted and his arms closed around me, tight, yanking me deep into his body as his tongue invaded my mouth. My touch of lips turned into a full-blown, super-hot, leading-to-sex-on-my-battered-farm-table kiss.

         My clutch and wrap had fallen to the floor because both my arms were around his neck, my body was plastered to his, one of his arms was tight around my back, the other hand had slid in my dress then down and was cupping the cheek of my ass, skin to skin (I was wearing a thong, which was a smart move on my part not only to avoid panty lines but because his warm, strong hand cupping my ass felt freaking great), when I heard my father clear his throat.

         My body jerked, Hawk’s head came up and turned to the door as his hand slid out of my dress and up to the small of my back but his arms didn’t move even as my hands went to his shoulders and I pressed.

         Slowly, my head turned and I saw my dad walk in, a small smile playing at his lips, his eyes to the floor.

         Oh my God. My father just saw me in a clinch with Hawk. A clinch that included Hawk’s hand in my dress cupping my ass.

         Kill me. Someone. Kill me.

         “Meredith forgot the bottle opener,” Dad mumbled as he walked to the utensils drawer.

         “We might be late,” Hawk replied, still not letting me go, “or not home at all.”

         Oh my God.

         My eyes flew to his face and got squinty but he missed this because he was looking over my shoulder at Dad.

         “Right,” Dad muttered, turning back to the door as Hawk let me go, then stepped back and bent to retrieve my bag and wrap. “Have a good time,” Dad called as he walked out of the kitchen.

         “Later, Dad,” I called back, my voice sounding strangled.

         Then Hawk’s hands were on me, he turned me so my back was to him and I felt my wrap settle on my shoulders.

         He turned me to face him and handed me my clutch.

         “Did that just happen?” I whispered.

         “Yep,” Hawk replied, grabbed my hand and tugged me to the door.

         “My dad just saw us making out with your hand on my ass,” I added detail, just to confirm.

         Hawk opened the door and pulled me through, repeating, “Yep.”

         “Well, at least I got my Jimmy Choos before I died. Now you can take me to the nearest railway crossing and I’ll throw myself in front of a train.”

         Hawk kept his hand firm in mine as he led me down the steps of the back stoop, toward the gate of my backyard, and he did this while chuckling.

         “I’m not finding this funny,” I told him as he lifted the latch on the gate, pulled it open and tugged me through.

         “Babe, you’ve been married. He knows you aren’t a virgin.”

         “Uh… yeah but—”

         “And he knows what type of guy I am because he’s the same type of guy so he pretty much knows I’m not gonna have a hot piece like his daughter and not kiss her with my hand on her ass, not to mention do other things to her.”

         “You can quit talking now,” I told him.

         He beeped the locks on the Camaro, opened the door and ignored me. “You think he waited until he put his band on her finger to get your stepmom in his bed, babe, you’re very wrong.”

         He shoved me in the car while I put my hands over my ears and chanted, “La la la,” over and over again.

         Even though I was chanting, I could still hear him chuckling.

         Hawk slammed the door and I buckled in thinking Time to move on.

         Hawk got in beside me, fired up the Camaro and we purred from the curb.

         
    Nice.
  

         Hawk drove and he did this silently and he did this for a while so I filled the conversational void.

         “The security system is done.”

         “I know.”

         “Smoke taught us how to use it,” I went on.

         Silence, then, “Smoke?”

         “Your Numero Dos.”

         “My Numero Dos?”

         I turned to look at him. “Yeah. The Hispanic guy that supervised the work.”

         Another beat of silence, then Hawk burst out laughing.

         “What’s funny?” I asked into his laughter.

         “Smoke,” he said through his laughter.

         “Uh… yeah. Smoke. That’s how he introduced himself.”

         He stopped laughing but was still grinning when he stated, “Babe, he was fuckin’ with you. His name isn’t Smoke. It’s Jorge.”

         I stared at him. Then I said, “He’s not known as Smoke?”

         “Nope.”

         “That’s not, like, his street name or something?”

         A brief chuckle then, “No.”

         “Why would he tell me his name was Smoke?” I asked.

         “Because he’s like that and because you’d believe him and because you believed him, he probably found that hilarious.”

         I crossed my arms on my chest. “Well, you have another guy named Fang. You’re called Hawk. Why wouldn’t I believe a name like Smoke?”

         “Fang is definitely a Fang and Hawk is who I am.”

         Fang was, unfortunately for him, definitely a Fang.

         “No,” I stated, turning my head to look at him again, “you’re Cabe Delgado.”

         “I used to be Cabe Delgado, Gwen, but shit happens in life and that man is still in me but now I’m not that man.”

         Interesting.

         “What does that mean?” I asked.

         “You still addin’ to your list of pros and cons?” he asked back.

         “Yes,” I replied.

         “The pros win out, Sweet Pea, and uncertainty becomes certainty, then I’ll tell you what that means.”

         Now I wanted to know what that meant.

         I decided my best bet for the moment was to pass on that.

         So I looked back out the windscreen and changed the subject. “You have a girl?”

         Something weird and tense filled the car and it was coming from Hawk when he asked back, “I have a girl?”

         “The girl who got me my shoes,” I explained, freakishly scared to look at him due to the strange tenseness.

         Then the tenseness evaporated, poof! like it was never there when he answered easily, “Yeah, I have a girl.”

         Um… weird!

         I hesitantly pressed forward. “What kind of girl?”

         Hawk unhesitantly shared, “A secretary, receptionist kind of girl.”

         Interesting.

         “What’s her name?”

         “Elvira.”

         I turned to look at him again. “Elvira?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Is she mistress of the darkness?”

         “She gets in a bad mood, definitely.”

         Hmm.

         “Does she have bad moods often?” I asked.

         “She works with thirteen guys who naturally produce high levels of testosterone and feed on extreme situations, which means she has to have attitude. A woman with attitude comes with bad moods so, yeah, she has bad moods often.”

         There was a lot there so I broke it down.

         “You have thirteen guys?”

         “Yep.”

         “Like, you employ thirteen guys?”

         “Thirteen guys and a girl, yeah.”

         Hmm.

         “And these guys produce high levels of testosterone and feed on extreme situations?” I went on.

         “Yep.”

         Oh boy.

         “What kind of extreme situations?” I asked, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

         His hand came out and wrapped around my thigh before he said in a gentle voice, “Babe, trust me. With my work, ignorance is bliss. Yeah?”

         Oh boy. I was right. I didn’t want to know.

         Time to switch subjects.

         I looked back out the windscreen. “So, attitude comes with bad moods?”

         “Definitely.”

         “You think I have attitude.”

         “Definitely.”

         “Are you saying I have bad moods?”

         His hand at my thigh gave me a squeeze as he said an amused, “Babe.”

         Hmm!

         He went on, “Though, discovered today I can alleviate Elvira’s bad mood by sending her to Nordstrom to buy a pair of shoes that cost as much as a used car and I can make you kiss me for the first time by givin’ ’em to you.”

         I turned to look at him. “I’ve kissed you.”

         “No, you’ve kissed me back. I kiss you.”

         This was true.

         “Plan on more shoes in the future, Sweet Pea,” he muttered. My belly got squishy again, my heart swelled again and that tingly feeling in my throat came back.

         Therefore, I announced, “This is freaking me out.”

         He glanced at me then looked back at the road. “What?”

         “You, being sweet. Generous and sweet. Generous, forthcoming about your life… ish, and sweet. It’s freaking me out.”

         “Why?” he asked.

         “This isn’t us,” I answered.

         “This is the us you wanted us to be, Gwen,” he returned.

         “I’m not sure about that,” I lied.

         “Bullshit, babe,” he called me on it. “I know you wanna pretend I wasn’t there but I was at your parents’ dinner table last night.”

         Oh shit. We were back on this.

         “I told you I was making stuff up,” I lied again. “Meredith is romantic. She fainted when she met Dad because she knew he was the man of her dreams, with one look, she knew. She loves me. She wants that for me, she always has so I gave it to her.”

         His hand left my thigh so he could shift as he stated quietly, “Gwen, baby, you meant every word you said.”

         “Did not,” I returned.

         He stopped the car and I saw we were parked outside Tamayo on Larimer Square in lower downtown Denver, otherwise known as LoDo. Tamayo had brilliant Mexican food. Tamayo had unusual, delicious cocktails and guacamole that proved there was a God. Tamayo had a gorgeous mural behind the bar and a sun terrace. Tamayo was awesome.

         My eyes went to him as I felt Hawk turn to me.

         “Don’t,” he ordered softly.

         “Don’t what?” I asked.

         His hand lifted, fingers curling around the back of my neck and he pulled me to him. “Don’t pollute what came out of your mouth last night.”

         Suddenly I realized this was important to him, not a little, a lot. And not a lot, but a whole lot. And I didn’t know what to do with that but something about it scared the freaking shit out of me.

         “Hawk—” I whispered, and his hand slid from my neck to my jaw but his thumb moved up to press against my lips.

         “Don’t,” he repeated.

         “Okay,” I whispered against his thumb.

         He dropped his hand and unbuckled my belt then he folded out of the car. He was at my door before I could rest one Jimmy Choo–clad foot to the pavement. He took my hand, pulled me out of the car, kept hold of my hand and Hawk, me and my Jimmy Choos walked into Tamayo.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

            Totally Missed Out

         

         I WOKE UP and heard Hawk’s murmur from what seemed like far away.

         He was on the phone.

         I opened my eyes.

         I was in Hawk’s bed.

         I tucked my hands under my cheek, closed my eyes and the night before came sliding into my brain.

         All of it. And there was lots.

         First up, Tamayo had cocktails called Tamayopolitans. Pineapple-infused tequila, cranberry and guava. Delicious. Refreshing. Dangerous.

         I was not averse to drinking outside a cosmo if the cocktail had “opolitan” somewhere in its name so Tamayopolitans it was.

         And lots of them. And lots of food. And lots of me talking.

         Hawk’s sharing component of the evening was clearly used up during our car ride. The dinner conversation consisted of Hawk asking questions and me answering them. He might have known everything about me but it was clear he wanted to know how I felt about everything about me.

         So he asked me about my mom and I told him that, as great as Meredith was, Mom taking off sucked, the fact that she could do it and did. He also asked me about my dad and I told him all about my dad, all the reasons why I loved him and all the reasons he was a great dad (kind of one in the same but I still went into detail about both topics). Ditto with Meredith. The opposite with Ginger, though I did share that regardless of the fact that Ginger was Ginger and there wasn’t a lot to love, she was still my sister and I’d never given up hope that she’d pull her shit together eventually. Until now.

         He asked about Cam, Leo and Tracy, but it was me, me on my fourth Tamayopolitan, who shared about Troy. About how I was worried now that his crush was outed he’d disappear from my life and I’d miss him if he went away.

         Hawk also laughed with me when I told a joke or a funny story and I laughed with him when he made some comment that was amusing.

         And lastly, he was into everything I said. He was concentrating only on me. It was like every word that poured forth out of my mouth was a piece to the puzzle that was the meaning of life and he had some of the pieces but he wanted to make sure he got them all. His relaxed and comfortable yet intent concentration, the fact that not one woman who walked by caught his attention, in fact, nothing but me caught his attention—there was something about it that felt good. As in really good.

         It was easy, it was fun, the food great, the drinks plentiful, my company amusing and hot as all get-out and I had fabulous shoes.

         It was the best date I’d ever had.

         It was after Tamayopolitan number six that we left and the second part of the night started.

         We were in the Camaro and purring through the streets of Denver, me wondering where the night would take us next and getting a quiver in a private place at where my wonderings were taking me when Hawk’s phone rang. He took the call, said a few words, flipped his phone shut and swung a uey.

         “Gotta go to base, babe. There’s a situation I need a brief on. Urgent. Can you hang in my office?”

         At his question, I thought, Oh my God! I get to see his base!

         And since I was slightly inebriated, I was pretty certain I didn’t hide my excitement even though the word I chose to use was, “Sure,” it came out peppy and eager. I knew this because, when I chanced a glance at him, he was grinning.

         He drove into the basement garage of a high-rise office building in upper downtown, guided me to the elevator, taking me up to the fourteenth floor. The elevator opened and there was a vestibule at either side of which there were two hallways. Hawk went right then right again and down the hall where he chose door number two and used a keycard to access it.

         I walked in with him and stopped dead.

         Instant cool.

         Commando Central!

         The windows to the view at the back were darkened even against the evening skyline. In front of me in theater style with elevated platforms were three levels, four workstations at each level, all sorts of knobs and buttons and telephones on the consoles of the workstations. Behind me, rows of screens set into the wall, machinery under them with numerical displays, every one of them filled with some action, people, places and things. There were three offices off the theater area to the left; all but the last one on the top level had floor-to-ceiling windows that clearly showed what the occupant was doing at all times. To the right, more doors, only two: one was a big conference room with more floor-to-ceiling windows, one a door but no windows.

         The room was filled with commandos, some I’d seen, some I hadn’t, some sitting at workstations, some obviously waiting for Hawk to arrive.

         One was “Smoke.”

         “Hey, Smoke,” I called, waving at him.

         Commandos looked to their boots and shuffled their feet.

         “Hey, Gwen,” Smoke replied.

         I tipped my head to the side and asked loudly, “Next time you need to make up a nickname to fake someone out, can I pick it?”

         There was more shuffling of feet, Smoke grinned at me and I heard Hawk chuckle, then he handed me a keycard and put his hand in the small of my back.

         “Babe, top office, hang there. I’ll come get you as soon as I’m done,” he ordered, and I looked up at him to see him jerk his head to the dark office at the top.

         I nodded and, not thinking, my body and brain having absorbed six Tamayopolitans, my feet encased in Jimmy Choos he’d given me, my belly filled with yummy food he’d bought for me, my night having been spent sitting across the table from him, I put a hand lightly on his abs, lifted up on my toes and touched my mouth to his.

         Then I clipped across the shiny black floors, up the side aisle steps and used the keycard to get into his office, not realizing I had a bunch of commando eyes following me, some admiring, all curious.

         Upon entering and turning on the light I found Hawk’s office was uber-modern and totally clinical. No photos on the desk or credenza. No medals on the walls. No trophies on shelves or plaques displayed. No personal paraphernalia. There weren’t any files on the desk, pencil holders, notepads, not even a computer, just a phone. The whole thing was decorated in black, light gray, black leather and chrome and so clean a doctor could perform surgery there. There were four television monitors on the wall, blank screens. There was a long black couch. There were two black chairs in front of his desk and a big, high-backed swivel one behind it. That was it.

         I considered my options for time spent in Hawk’s office and I decided to text Cam and Tracy about the date instead of trying to rifle through drawers. First, if I rifled through drawers that would be intrusive and very wrong—he might have intruded in my life but that didn’t mean I needed to return the favor. Second, and more important, I figured he maybe had cameras in there and would find out I did it, which he probably would frown on and Hawk pissed was a scary thing.

         So I sat on the couch and texted Cam and Tracy about the date and received ecstatic texts back from Trace and cautionary texts back from Cam which mostly consisted of her begging me not to imbibe even a drop more alcohol.

         Hawk said it wouldn’t take very long but he was wrong. So since it took a long time, I had six Tamayopolitans, my belly was full and I’d had two interrupted nights of sleep during which there were intervals of high emotion including break-ins and firebombs, I eventually passed out on his couch.

         I woke up to Hawk lifting me in his arms.

         “I can walk,” I mumbled.

         “Yeah?” he asked, then suggested, “How ’bout you do that on level ground when you’re in those heels.”

         He wanted to carry me? Okay, I was all right with that.

         I shoved my forehead in his neck and wrapped one arm around his shoulder, the other around his neck and muttered, “’Kay.”

         He walked me down the steps by the console workstations, but even when we got to level ground, he didn’t put me down until we were outside the elevator. When he did, I leaned heavily into him.

         “Tired?” he asked.

         “Six Tamayopolitans,” I explained but I kind of slurred the word “Tamayopolitans” mainly because I was sleepy and because I was still a little drunk.

         He chuckled and pulled me closer.

         When we were inside the elevator and I was again pressed into him, I noted, “Your briefing lasted a long time.”

         “Reports from the field, things changed, we needed to abort mission, regroup and reengage.”

         This was all scary language my mind refused to process so I lifted my face from his pectoral and tipped my head back to look at him. “Let me guess, I don’t want to know?”

         He grinned down at me. “No, you don’t want to know.”

         “You’re grinning,” I observed. “Does that mean there were no casualties?”

         “Not the good guys,” he replied.

         Again, scary. Again, mind refused to process. Though, good news.

         I planted my cheek in his pectoral again and mumbled, “Good to know.”

         He gave me a squeeze. Then he guided me out of the elevator and into the Camaro. Then I fell asleep again.

         The last part of the evening was when I woke up because the Camaro had quit purring. He had parked. He helped me out of the car, through a door and I knew one thing. I wasn’t home. I knew something else. I didn’t care. I just wanted to sleep.

         So I muttered, “Bed.”

         “Gotcha, Sweet Pea.”

         Hawk helped me stumble up some stairs that made a lot of noise and I was curious to look around, I just didn’t have the energy. I spied a bed, groped my way to it, divested myself of little black dress and awesome shoes and face-planted in it.

         Now it was morning.

         Shit.

         I pushed up on a hand and shoved my hair out of my face.

         Then I stared.

         I was in humungous bed in a cavernous building and when I say cavernous, I mean cavernous. It had to be a warehouse at one point. I could see daylight pouring in from enormous windows that went from floor to at least three stories up. I could also see there was a dusting of snow sometime in the night. And I could see that the warehouse was in the middle of nowhere, frosted scrub all around, a large creek or small river running close to the building. Further, I could see I was on a platform that had an iron railing that was not decorative in the slightest but industrial.

         I looked down the foot of the bed and saw a wide expanse of plank floors and at the end, a big cube made of glass block, the door to it open, a bathroom.

         My first stop.

         My eyes moved to the floor and I saw my dress and Jimmy Choos tangled with Hawk’s jeans, shirt and boots. Something about that I liked, something about that made my belly squishy.

         Oh boy, I was in trouble.

         I held the covers up to my breasts, shifted to the side of the bed and dropped my torso down, reaching out. I decided against my dress and grabbed his shirt. Then I lifted up and shrugged it on while in bed. I threw the covers back and held Hawk’s shirt closed with my hand as I got out and wandered to the bathroom. I was half dazed from still being sleepy and having a good, relaxing night and half dazed because I was in Hawk’s lair.

         The bathroom was nice, clean, tidy, if utilitarian. No personal touches there either like there weren’t any in the bed area. Just thick, soft midnight blue and dark gray towels on the railings and folded and stacked on shelves over the toilet. The midnight blue and dark gray was a theme, the sheets and comforter were the same colors.

         I used the facilities and then washed my hands. Then I looked in the medicine cabinet because you pretty much were thrown out of the Girl Club if you didn’t snoop at least in the medicine cabinet. I’d given his desk a pass; I had to look in the medicine cabinet.

         Toothpaste. Deodorant. Floss. Shave cream. Razors. Two extra toothbrushes. That was it.

         I opened a toothbrush and went to town on my teeth. If he was upset I used a toothbrush I’d buy him a new one. I couldn’t afford Jimmy Choos or workmen who would make my living room habitable but I could afford a toothbrush.

         I rinsed, flossed and wiped my hands. I did a few buttons up on his shirt and folded back the long sleeves. Then I walked out.

         When I did, I was feeling nervous. This was different. This wasn’t what we had. This wasn’t fuck buddies or us fighting all the time. We’d had a date. He’d given me shoes. He’d carried me from a burning building. My father didn’t mind walking in to see us in a carnal clinch. Meredith thought he was the bomb. I knew where he worked. I’d met some of his men. What I said at dinner with my parents was important to him.

         Now I was in his lair.

         My mind rifled through this information and then some as I walked to the stairs and walked down them slowly, spotting him in the kitchen but not looking at him. I was taking in the cavernous space.

         A seating area in the middle with a big, wide couch, two recliners on either side, a big flat-screen TV all on a thick rug. Weight and exercise equipment down the opposite wall, a lot of it: weight bench, bars of weights, treadmill, stationary bike, rowing machine, elliptical machine. A desk in the far corner at a diagonal, facing the room, this showing personality, papers and files and a laptop on it. He used that desk and it showed, not like the rest of his place. A kitchen that had a big horseshoe bar with stools around it, another countertop against a column of brick wall between gigantic windows, top-of-the-line appliances. In between all of this there were some big rugs on the cement floor but mostly it was just open. Wide open.

         Jeez, how on earth did he heat it?

         My head turned left and I bit my lip when I saw under the bed platform an area that was definitely Hawk’s space. Floor-to-platform shelves stuffed full with books and CDs. A very nice stereo. A battered old chair and ottoman that wasn’t like the other furniture or equipment, not new, not stylish. There was a table next it, equally battered. A floor lamp behind the chair, its base going up and the shaded bulb drooping over the chair to provide light to read. A tatty, frayed old rug on the floor, so big, it filled the area. At the end, another cube, this paneled in a warm, worn wood, the door to it closed. That space was like it was from a different world, it didn’t fit, it seemed snug and cozy, inviting.

         Interesting.

         I hit the bottom of the stairs and could delay no longer.

         My eyes turned to him.

         He was in the kitchen, bare-chested, coffee mug held aloft, eyes on me.

         And in that instant, it hit me.

         The pros outweighed the cons. I wasn’t uncertain anymore. I was certain… very certain.

         He could be bossy and a lot of what he did freaked me out or pissed me off but when he was sweet, generous, sexy and open it was better than my best daydream.

         By far.

         And I was good at daydreams. I’d spent a lot of time daydreaming. I made up the best daydreams ever.

         So for reality to surpass that certainty slotted in and, when it did, it held firm.

         I rounded the horseshoe and saw he was wearing track pants, black with dark gray stripes down the sides, bare feet.

         Hot.

         I went to him, right to him and didn’t stop until my body hit his, my arms slid around his waist and I pressed my face in the skin of his chest.

         There I mumbled, “Mornin’, baby.”

         One of his arms glided around me, pulled me closer and he said into the top of my hair, “Mornin’, Sweet Pea. You sleep okay?”

         I turned my head to press my cheek to his chest as I nodded.

         “Good,” he murmured, giving me a squeeze.

         I squeezed him back.

         “Coffee?” he asked, and I nodded against his chest again. “How do you take it?”

         I slid my cheek against his warm skin as I tilted my head back to look at him, my brows going up when my eyes hit his black ones. “You don’t know?”

         His mouth twitched. “No.”

         “Cream, half a sugar.”

         His brows went up this time. “Half a sugar?”

         “I save my sugar for when I eat it in cookie dough.”

         He chuckled, his arm tightening for a second as he did then he kept looking down at me. I watched his eyes get lazy. I’d never seen that, his eyes getting lazy. It was sensational.

         Then he bent his head, touched his lips to mine and let me go.

         He moved to the coffeepot at the counter by the wall. I moved to the horseshoe bar and leaned against it.

         “I used a toothbrush,” I informed him.

         “Good,” he replied, grabbing a mug from some shelves that were fixed to the brick where there was a bunch of shiny, midnight blue stoneware, stainless steel utensils hanging from hooks off the bottom shelves, gleaming pots and pans on the top.

         Guess he didn’t need me to buy him a new toothbrush. And it also appeared from the near-new look of his eating and cooking supplies, he didn’t cook or eat much at his lair.

         “Do you move the furniture back and have football matches on Saturdays with your commandos?” I asked the brown skin over defined muscle of his back as he poured my coffee.

         “No,” he answered, but I could hear the smile in his voice.

         “Rugby?” I went on.

         He twisted to the fridge and opened it, repeating, “No.”

         “Paintball?”

         He took out the milk, closed the fridge and looked over his shoulder at me, grinning. “No.”

         “Hmm,” I mumbled.

         He finished my coffee and brought it to me then rested a hip against the counter, his body facing mine, our bodies touching.

         I took a sip from my coffee as he did the same with his.

         He made good coffee.

         “You make good coffee,” I shared.

         He had no response.

         I tilted my head back to look at him. “And you’re tidy.”

         His brows drew together. “I’m tidy?”

         “Your bathroom is clean, there isn’t a tangle of cargos and skin-tight shirts all over the floor, and your stockpiles of guns and ammo have obviously been cleared away.”

         The dimples popped out.

         Then he replied, “Disordered house, disordered mind, disordered life, babe.”

         This was true. I knew it because Dad had taught me that and it was also a principle I lived by, which was why my living room drove me batty.

         “I can’t picture you cleaning,” I shared.

         “I don’t. Janine does it.”

         “Janine?”

         “Takes care of this place, takes care of base. Janine’s in charge of order so I can focus on other shit.”

         “Hmm,” I mumbled.

         He employed a lot of people. He drove a top-of-the-line Camaro. He installed elaborate security systems. He could afford expensive designer shoes. He could heat a cavernous warehouse to the point he could walk around barefoot and bare-chested and I was comfortable in only his shirt and a thong.

         “You live in an old warehouse,” I pointed out the obvious.

         “Yeah,” he agreed to the obvious.

         “This is a lot of space, Hawk.”

         “Yeah,” he agreed.

         “A lot of space,” I went on.

         He grinned then took a sip of coffee. I did the same.

         When his mug came away from his lips, he stated, “Don’t like close. Need room.”

         Interesting.

         “Well, you’ve got it.”

         He grinned again, put down his coffee mug, took mine from my hand, put that down too, and then moved into me at the front, his hands sliding around at my waist to my back, wrapping around and pulling me to him.

         I rested my hands on his chest and looked up.

         “You’re cute in the morning,” he told me.

         “I am?” I asked.

         “Cute and sweet.”

         “Mm,” I mumbled, glad he thought that, but I’d always been a morning person. I was a night person too. I was an anytime person when I wasn’t stressy and in a bad mood.

         One of his hands left my back. I watched his eyes get heated and intense as they studied my face.

         Then he did something beautiful, something amazing, something that, if I’d had any doubts as to my certainty, they would have disintegrated.

         He tenderly slid the backs of his knuckles against the skin of my cheek while he muttered, “A year and a half. Totally fuckin’ missed out.”

         My belly went squishy.

         Yep, definitely certain.

         “Hawk,” I whispered, and his hand cupped my jaw.

         “How much work did you get done?”

         “What?”

         “You were relaxed last night, not stressed, you good with work?”

         “Um…” I mumbled, not wanting to think about work or life or anything, wanting instead to just live this real daydream.

         Hawk continued, “I gotta go do something this morning, boys’ll be here in a few minutes and I want you here when I come back.”

         I stared into his eyes.

         Oh my God.

         Yay! He wanted me at his lair when he came back!

         My mind shifted to work.

         Oh shit.

         Boo! I needed to get home and hit it.

         I melted into him and my hands slid up his chest to his neck.

         “One of my deadlines is today. I’m close to finished but I still need to get some work done.” His arm squeezed me. I continued and I did it in a quiet, slightly scared, slightly hopeful voice, but my decision was made and my decision was about him so I figured he should know it even though it scared the freaking shit out of me. “I want to be here when you get back, baby, but I always make my deadlines. It’s a promise I give my clients and—”

         “Babe,” he cut me off, “it’s cool.”

         “I do want to be here,” I restated to make sure he got it, but I did it on a whisper.

         His hand at my jaw tilted my head back further as his dipped closer to mine. “I’m gettin’ that, Sweet Pea,” he whispered back, “and I like it.”

         He got it. And he liked it.

         I licked my lips and nodded.

         He touched his lips to mine then lifted his head an inch and said, “I gotta go with the boys. I’ll call Fang. You take your time, get dressed, shower, get some food, whatever you wanna do. He’ll be here in thirty minutes, take you home. I’ll leave a key for you, take it. The security code is three-three-six-four. When you’re done, come back.”

         “Okay,” I agreed readily.

         His arm around me pulled me closer and his hand at my jaw slid back into my hair as I watched his eyes grow hot.

         “We’re past due, babe. Definitely. Even more since I had to watch you last night in that dress and those shoes and then you passed out practically naked in my bed before we got to play. Plan for an energetic evening.”

         Wow.

         “Okay.” I breathed it this time and again I did it readily.

         He smiled a smile that, with his eyes hot on me and his body close, I saw was hungry.

         Yum.

         My fingers glided over his hair and put on pressure as I lifted up on my toes and my eyes dropped to his lips.

         Therefore I watched them form the words in a mutter, “Totally missed out.”

         Then he kissed me, hot, hard, with tongues, and his hand at my ass pulled my hips into his as I held on and my legs and insides turned liquid.

         He broke the kiss on what sounded like a frustrated growl and I liked that so much, it made me press closer. When I did, his mouth touched mine then came back then again and then his teeth nipped my lower lip.

         Um… nice.

         “Hawk,” I whispered, still holding on.

         “Baby, let go. You don’t, I lose a client and no more fancy shoes.”

         I considered this, weighing shoes against sex with Hawk in his cavernous lair.

         Then I kept holding on.

         He smiled, his arm giving me a squeeze, his mouth touching mine again then he let me go and stepped back. I moved to lean against the bar in an effort to hold myself up and he lifted a hand and ran the side of his index finger along the skin under my chin.

         Um… nice!

         “Later,” he promised.

         “’Kay,” I replied.

         His hand moved to my neck and gave it a squeeze. He moved away, dug in a drawer, pulled out a key which he dropped to the counter and then he strode to the stairs. I watched until he made it to the top. I grabbed my coffee, sipped at it and watched some more as he opened and shut drawers on his dresser and the wardrobe, then got dressed.

         I heard the vehicles outside as he was sitting on the bed putting on his boots, and me and my coffee mug wandered to the stairs as he came down them. He hooked me with an arm at my shoulders, guided me to the door under the bed platform, through it to another cavernous space that held his Camaro, a black SUV, a motorcycle under a cover and still there was enough space to park my car, my dad’s car and a motor home.

         He grabbed a box that hung from a cable and had two big round red buttons on it. He pressed one, the colossal door slid up, cold from the outside assaulted me, but I only minutely felt it as he walked me to the end of the building and turned me to him. I succeeded in evasive maneuvering with my coffee mug right before he laid another hot, wet one on me.

         He lifted his head and muttered, “Energetic.”

         “Gotcha,” I replied. He grinned then I watched him prowl to one of three SUVs, seeing one of his commandos had jumped from the driver’s seat and was rounding the vehicle to get in on the other side as Hawk took the wheel.

         I stood there in the cold, in his shirt, carrying a shiny, midnight blue coffee mug, completely unembarrassed because I was completely happy in my real-life daydream and I waved the commandos off as they drove away.

         None of them waved back though I got a couple grins and one amused head shake.

         Then I grabbed the box, hit the button, the big door groaned down and I reentered Hawk’s lair.

         * * *

         I was on the bed platform making Hawk’s bed when it happened.

         The phone rang and, obviously, I ignored it.

         Then the answering machine on one of the heavy, dark wood nightstands clicked on. An electronic voice asked the caller to leave a message then the caller left a message.

         The minute I heard her voice, I froze mid pillow fluffing.

         “Hawk?” Hesitant. Probing but unsure. “Honey, I hope everything’s okay. You didn’t show last night. I’m Thursday.” Pause. “I hope you don’t mind me calling.” Still hesitant. “But I’m worried. Um…” Pause. “Call me, okay?” Another pause, then hurriedly, “Just so I know you’re all right.” Pause again then, “Um… okay, um… bye.”

         There was a buzz because she’d hung up and then silence.

         I stood there, pillow in hand, staring at the answering machine, something unpleasant sifting through my stomach.

         She was Thursday?

         Thursday?

         What the hell did that mean?

         She was Thursday. Yesterday was Thursday. She was expecting a visit from Hawk.

         She was Thursday.

         That something in my stomach slid up my gullet, filled my mouth and it tasted of acid.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

            Filler

         

         FANG IDLED AT the curb while I did my walk of shame up to my house. It really wasn’t a walk of shame, but no one seeing me in the daylight hours in a little black dress and fabulous shoes would know that.

         Fang, I found to my fortune, was not a master communicator. This was good and bad because this meant I could slide into my head and stay there the whole way from Hawk’s lair. This was good because I needed to be in my head to sort my shit out and this was bad because I didn’t want to be in my head and because I couldn’t figure out how to sort my shit.

         I opened the door and saw Meredith, Camille, Tracy and Mrs. Mayhew all sitting on my furniture and drinking coffee at the left side of my living room. The furniture had been uncovered, the floors had been swept, the mist of dust on all surfaces had disappeared. The renovation equipment had vanished. The right side of the living room was just as tidy but it was empty. A peek through the glass doors to my once-empty den showing it was now storage for tools, tubes, cans and equipment. The walls still needed to be re-skimmed, the floors refinished, the fireplace mantels stripped and redone and the light fixtures replaced but at least it looked like a living room

         Jeez. It was ten o’clock. Meredith had been busy.

         I stared at them and I loved them. I loved them all. And I loved that Meredith made my living room look like a living room.

         But I wanted cookie dough. Aloneness and cookie dough.

         No, I needed aloneness and cookie dough.

         Like, a lot.

         “Hey,” I called.

         “Have a good night?” Meredith beamed.

         “Um…” I mumbled.

         “That’s a pretty dress,” Mrs. Mayhew complimented.

         “Thanks, Mrs. M,” I replied, walking in thinking she was being so Mrs. M, saying I was wearing a pretty dress when I’d walked into my house in the clothes I’d worn the night before which everyone knew screamed slut!

         “Heard you got a hot one on your hook,” she remarked, smiling at me huge.

         Well, I thought so, but I was worried I was on his hook.

         “Um…” I mumbled again.

         “You okay?” Cam asked, looking at me closely.

         “Um…” I mumbled yet again.

         All female eyes focused intently on me as it appeared I was incapable of speech.

         Then Cam moved.

         “Right,” she said smartly, jumping up from the couch. “Shower, yoga pants, let’s go!” she ordered and clapped her hands, coming to me, bustling me to the stairs and up them, right to my bathroom.

         I turned at the bathroom door and looked at her.

         Cam was my height, all legs and booty, minor cleavage that wasn’t much to write home about but it didn’t matter because she was flat-out, heart-stopping gorgeous. Big almond eyes, full lips, fabulous cheekbones, elegant jaw, perfectly arched brows. She was the exotic, African American yin to Tracy’s girl-next-door yang. This used to give me a complex, seeing as my two best friends were akin to catwalk models let loose on society. I learned to control my feelings of inferiority through copious imbibing of cosmos and shopping for fantastic clothes I could don that would build my confidence whenever I went out with them.

         “Cam,” I said.

         “You’re freaked,” she replied, reading me, as usual, like a book.

         Not, of course, that I was being mysterious.

         “Something happened,” I told her. “Well, a lot of somethings happened but—”

         “Shower, babe, I’ll make a fresh pot and meet you in your office with Tracy. You got fifteen minutes.” Then she turned and walked to the stairs.

         There were a lot of things about Cam I loved. Being me, and allowing my life to careen out of control occasionally, one of the best of them was her ability to control a situation and be decisive.

         I did as I was told, and in yoga pants, camisole and zip-up hoodie with wet hair, I met Cam and Tracy in my office.

         Tracy handed me a mug of joe.

         I took it and my eyes slid to Cam. “How’d you ditch Meredith and Mrs. M?”

         This I knew was a feat. Meredith was the only mom I knew, and she worried about me even though I was thirty-three and even when there wasn’t anything to worry about. Mrs. M was Grandma to me and every kid on the block, be they thirty-three, three or sixty-three. If you were younger than her, she was your grandma, and nearly everyone I knew was younger than her except her friend Erma who evidence was suggesting was dating Father Time.

         “I didn’t have to,” Cam answered. “Mrs. M is going with Meredith to her house to meet the insurance guy. But I did have to promise a full briefing.”

         “You aren’t giving a full briefing,” I declared, sitting in my office chair and taking a sip of coffee.

         “Of course not,” she muttered.

         “What’s with the face?” Tracy asked and I looked at her.

         “What face?”

         “Your face,” she replied. “You look… I don’t know how you look. I thought the date went great. Last night I got twelve texts about how great the date went. Now you don’t look like the date went great.”

         My eyes slid to the window. “It did.”

         “So?” Cam prompted and my eyes slid to her.

         “Thursday called,” I answered, Cam’s eyes closed slowly but Tracy’s expression shifted to confused.

         I stared at Cam. Cam knew something.

         “Thursday called?” Tracy asked.

         I ignored her.

         “Cam?” I called, her eyes opened and a light shone in them, a sad light, an unhappy light. “Cam,” I whispered.

         “You told me you two were over,” she said softly.

         This was true.

         “Thursday called?” Tracy repeated, sounding impatient, and I looked at her.

         “Great date, the best, better than my wildest dreams. He was into me, he was interested in everything I said, he was funny, he bought me Jimmy Choos,” I told her, and her eyes lit up.

         “I know, his lady, Elvira, who’s hilarious by the way, she swore me to secrecy but I thought that was so cool! Totally generous. I offered my discount but she said no. Just handed over a company credit card. Awesome!” Tracy ended on a cry and a bounce on the couch.

         “Yeah, awesome, until Thursday called,” I replied, and Tracy looked confused again.

         “What’s up with Thursday?” she asked.

         “I don’t know,” I answered then looked at Cam. “But you do, don’t you?”

         Camille’s eyes held mine. Then she sighed.

         Then she spoke. “Cabe ‘Hawk’ Delgado is on the grid,” she stated. “In fact, he’s so on the grid, he’s all over the grid. There’s some mystery and a lot of speculation about his activities but he’s Mr. Grid. If it’s happening in Denver, he knows about it, and speculation says that sometimes he’s in on it, though no one knows how. Also, no one knows exactly what he does, or all that he does, they just know he’s a busy guy.”

         I already guessed this and, at that point, I didn’t care about this.

         So I prompted, “And?”

         She pulled in breath, that breath that said she was preparing me for something not so fun.

         Then she started to give me the not so fun. “One thing that doesn’t have any mystery when it comes to Delgado is His Days.”

         “His Days?” Tracy repeated.

         Cam nodded at her. “Otherwise known as His Women.”

         “Shit,” Tracy muttered, her eyes cutting to me, but my eyes stayed glued to Cam as I struggled to breathe.

         Then I choked out, “Talk to me.”

         Cam pressed her lips together then she said, “Girl, I’m so sorry.”

         I felt a tingly sensation in my throat and it wasn’t the same happy one as last night.

         “Talk to me, Cam,” I whispered.

         Another breath then Cam stated, “Okay, Delgado is known to claim women. He does this and slots them into a schedule. They come and go but while they’re there, they’re claimed. He investigates them and it’s made clear no one goes near them. When he’s done with them, he’s done. One moves out, he moves another one in.”

         “This can’t be,” I told her. “I don’t have a day.”

         Cam swallowed. Not a good sign.

         “What?” I asked.

         “Girl—” she started.

         I leaned forward and repeated. “What?”

         “You’re known as Filler.”

         Oh my God.

         “I’m known as Filler?” I whispered.

         She nodded. “He’s feeling like a switch-up, or one of his women is out of town or he’s got a slot open he hasn’t filled yet, he comes to you.”

         “I’m known as Filler,” I repeated.

         “Honey—” Tracy whispered.

         “Who knows me as Filler?” I asked Cam.

         “Um…” She hesitated then said, “Everyone now.”

         “Everyone now,” I repeated.

         She nodded.

         “Lawson?”

         She bit her lip and nodded again.

         Oh my God!

         “Tack?” I asked.

         “Probably,” Cam answered.

         I looked to the floor. Then it hit me and I looked back at Cam.

         “She knew,” I stated.

         “What, babe?” Cam asked.

         “Thursday, she knew. She knew what she was, who she was, her day. She knew his name. She knew his number.”

         “Well, um—” Cam started.

         I cut her off. “I guess, if you get a guaranteed slot, you get his contact details. But Filler, now Filler is just filler.”

         “Gwennie, sweetie,” Tracy whispered.

         I shot out of my chair and shouted, “I don’t believe this!”

         Camille and Tracy shot up too.

         “Gwen, babe, listen to me. The talk now is he’s off routine. This shit with His Days, it is for them what it was for you, night visits, stringent boundaries. He doesn’t date them, he just sleeps with them.”

         “So?” I yelled, crashing my mug to my desk, coffee sloshing over.

         “So, this is good, you’ve broken through,” Tracy put in quickly and, as ever with my dear, sweet Trace, hopefully.

         “No, Trace, this isn’t good,” I returned. “This is humiliating.”

         And it was. It was humiliating. Deep down to the core humiliating. And the worst part of that feeling was that I did it to my damned self.

         Again!

         I lifted my hands, slid my fingers in my hair and held on. “I can’t believe this. I don’t know what to do with this,” I told the floor.

         “Maybe you should talk to him about it,” Cam, of all people, advised, and my head lifted so my eyes could narrow on her.

         “Are you high?” I yelled, and her face flinched. “I’m filler, everyone on the grid knows it. God!” I pulled my hands through my hair and threw them out to my sides repeating, “God!”

         “Babe,” Cam said softly, “calm down.”

         I lifted my hands again to press my palms to my forehead and through my arms I looked at her.

         “I want him,” I whispered my secret.

         “Then talk to him,” Cam whispered back.

         “I wanted him to be special,” I kept whispering.

         “Girl,” she kept whispering too and got closer, wrapping her fingers around my arm, “talk to him.”

         “For him to be special, he has to make me feel special. Not like Scott made me feel.” I heard Tracy make a soft whimper. She knew how Scott made me feel, they both did. “And definitely not worse than Scott made me feel.”

         Cam’s other hand came up and wrapped around my arm, pulling them down, she stepped in close, her hands sliding up to grip mine as Tracy moved into our little huddle.

         “I did this to myself,” I whispered.

         “Baby,” Cam whispered back as Tracy slid her arm around my waist and she whispered, “Honey.”

         “I wanted to believe I could break through,” I went on.

         “Maybe you have,” Cam replied.

         “I think you have,” Tracy put in.

         “I held on, hoping to break through.” I kept talking like they didn’t speak.

         “Gwen, take a breath and clear your head,” Camille advised.

         I dropped my head and looked at my toes. Dark berry polish, a winter color. I needed summer. I needed sun. It was time to take a vacation.

         “I’ll always be filler,” I told my toes.

         “Oh honey,” Tracy whispered.

         Suddenly I pulled away, lifted my head and announced, “I need to finish on my deadline.” I looked at Cam. “Can I stay with you and Leo tonight?”

         “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Tracy stated.

         “Yeah, babe, you can,” Cam replied.

         “Cam!” Tracy snapped and Cam looked at her.

         “She needs space,” Cam returned.

         Tracy looked at me. “He’s coming to you tonight, isn’t he?”

         “No,” I told her. “He wants me to go to him.”

         Her eyes lit and she moved in close. “Then go.”

         “No,” I replied.

         She put her hands on my shoulders. “Gwennie, this is shit. I get it. This sucks but I can’t help but think that—”

         I stepped back and her hands dropped. “I can. I can think it. And I’m not even mad at him, Trace. I’m not. This is me. I did this to me. I allowed this to happen. And if I’m ever going to have any self-respect after this fucking, fucking mess, I’m the one who has to stop it.”

         “That’s a bad decision,” Tracy said firmly.

         “Maybe so, but it’s the one I’ve made,” I replied and straightened my shoulders. “Scott fucked me over and I loved him. That killed me. I even knew it was happening and I allowed it until I couldn’t put up with allowing it anymore. With Scott, I waited too long to look after myself, hoping he’d sort his shit out, and I waited too long with Hawk. Even if things have changed for him, I’ll always know what I allowed myself to be, what other people think of me. No wonder both Lawson and Tack thought they could make a play. They want to get in there, and who can blame them? A sure thing who opens her bed and her legs, no questions asked, no expectations, just an opportunity to get off and go your own way until you’re done. Shit!”

         “That isn’t who you are,” Cam declared.

         “No? Seems like it to me,” I shot back.

         “Then, girl, you’re wrong,” Cam retorted.

         I shook my head. “I can’t think about this now. I have to work. I’ll come over as soon as I send my files,” I told Cam.

         She studied me then she said quietly, “All right, girl. I’m off today. I’ll get ice cream.”

         “Cookie dough,” I corrected.

         “Cookie dough,” she whispered.

         “Gwennie—” Trace started, and my eyes moved to her.

         “I love you, babe, you know I do, but not now. I can’t take your hope now. Please.”

         “Okay,” she whispered.

         “I need to work,” I repeated.

         “Right,” Cam replied.

         I nodded my head once and twisted to turn on my computer. I snatched a Kleenex out of the box on my desk to mop up the coffee spill as I heard them move out of the room.

         “Gwen?” Cam called, and I turned back, coffee-wet Kleenex in my hand, she was in my door. “Scott was an ass and Delgado controls his life to within an inch of it. He got one dose of you in the light of day and he’s shifted his entire way of doing things. You are not who you think you are,” she told me.

         No, she was wrong. I was exactly who I thought I was and the worst of it was, Cabe “Hawk” Delgado knew it.

         “I have to work,” I told her.

         “You’re not who you think you are,” she repeated.

         I stared at her.

         “Cookie dough,” she whispered, then disappeared from my door.

         * * *

         “Ready, ready,” I said to the courier who was standing inside my door. He was waiting, visibly impatiently, for me to finish writing out the check from the amount I’d jotted down when I called Nordstrom to find out exactly how much a pair of fabulous silver watersnake platform peep-toed slingbacks cost.

         I signed the check, ripped it off and shoved it in the envelope with the note I’d dashed out while I still had the courage.

         
    
    Hawk,
  

         
    
    For the shoes. You need to find a replacement for my shifts.
  

         
    
    Gwen
  

         I licked the envelope, closed it and handed it to the courier.

         “You don’t have a name of the company?” he asked me.

         I shook my head. “No, I just know the building, fourteenth floor, turn right off the elevators, right again down the hall and second door down on the left. Tell whoever you hand it to to give it to Hawk.”

         His brows shot up. “Hawk?”

         “Hawk.”

         He eyed me like he thought I had a screw loose.

         Then he muttered, “Whatever,” and took his leave.

         I shut the door behind him.

         Then I walked upstairs and sent my work to my author with my notes. I packed a bag. I wrote a note for Dad and Meredith and left it in the kitchen. Then I got in my car, which Meredith and I had gone to get from her house the day before.

         Then I went to Cam and Leo’s.
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