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Chapter One


SYDNEY


I had been sitting in the same spot for an hour.


Well, at least it felt like an hour. I honestly had no idea what time it was. I couldn’t look at the clock to verify how long I’d been immobile. I couldn’t look at anything besides the hand resting in my lap.


No, not resting. It shook violently, no matter how hard I pressed it flat against my jean-covered thigh.


My skin all over was clammy and frigid at the same time. Sweat tickled my palms, pooled at the base of my neck and in the hollow dip of my throat. It was quite possible I was running a fever.


I should feel sick. This was sickening.


The house felt eerily quiet, desolate, though I knew Marcus was in the other room. I hadn’t heard the evidence of his departure—the front door closing or the low rumble of his truck starting up.


He hadn’t left. And why would he? Why would he be the one leaving in this scenario?


You should be leaving, Sydney. Get up. Run. Grab your stuff and get the hell out of here.


I exhaled a trembling breath. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t stop shaking. I could barely remember how important oxygen intake was in the matter of staying alive. Long seconds stretched out before I would inhale in a panic, allow my lungs to taste the air in the room I shouldn’t still be sitting in, then expel that breath all too quickly.


I needed to go. I needed to react somehow, because I hadn’t thus far.


I felt numb. And this  … this felt like a dream.


A paralyzing dream.


The kind you didn’t wake up from.


My phone rang from my bag on the floor somewhere, but it sounded miles away. I couldn’t lift my head to the noise. I couldn’t even remember where I had tossed it after I endured the one-sided conversation with Marcus.


Endured. Not participated in.


Him, doing all the talking, all the explaining, and none of it sounding the least bit apologetic, his voice cold and distant, detached, final … having made the decision, his decision, while I stood there frozen.


Frozen.


Marcus turned on his heel and swiftly left the room. I collapsed into a pile of heavy limbs on the floor, where I’d remained, and where I had every intention of remaining.


That was my reaction. It was the only reaction I was capable of.


Until the phone rang …again.


Something felt off. It was a miracle I felt it, whatever it was, considering my deadened state.


Like a whispered warning against my ear.


My spine stiffened in an instant. I turned my head in the direction of my muffled ringtone, scanning with what felt like new eyes.


Fresh and alert.


I was up to count six of Taylor Swift singing about being young and reckless. I knew who was calling, and I contemplated ignoring my best friend again, slouching over and righting myself to my previous position, until I realized …


Shit.


Shit.


My already tight chest grew tighter.


Tori never called me that many times in a row. If I didn’t answer her, I was usually in the middle of a shift at work, and she’d leave her standard “call me when you get a sec” message.


She never rang me up like this. Urgently.


Was something wrong?


I found my bag halfway under the bed and tugged it out by one of the straps. Palming my phone, I answered the call just before the last words of the verse sounded.


“H-hey, what’s up?” I asked, voice strained and anxious, stumbling brokenly through my greeting.


My head hit the side of the mattress as I resumed my location on the floor with my knees pulled in close against my chest.


“Syd.” Tori’s voice cracked with a whimper. “Hon …hey, hey, are you busy right now? Do you have a minute to talk? I need to talk.”


I blinked rapidly at her distressful tone.


I suddenly couldn’t remember the last hour, or however long I had been in this room. I couldn’t remember the bomb Marcus dropped in my lap before he dismissed me with a curt nod and went about his business doing God knows what.


My hands no longer shook. My breathing was even. Focused.


I had never heard my best friend cry. Never. Not once in the twelve years we’d known each other. And we’d been through some shit, let me tell you.


But she was crying now.


I was right. Something was off.


Worry consumed me. My blood ran warmer as I began to pace along the length of the bed, pressing the phone to my ear as I quickly collected myself.


“I have as much time as you need, sweetie. What’s going on? Why are you upset?”


“Wes,” she hiccupped.


Wes.


Tori’s boyfriend of six months and serious enough he was obviously worth shedding tears over.


I hadn’t had a chance to meet the guy yet, due to my busy work schedule and the three-hour drive time between Tori and myself. But I felt like I knew him. Ninety percent of Tori’s and my conversations revolved around what amazingly sweet thing Wes did for her that week.


He seemed perfect.


My attention snapped back to the phone at my ear when I heard a crash, the sound of glass breaking, followed immediately by my best friend’s livid but still distraught high-pitched voice.


“Married. He’s fucking married, Syd! Can you believe that? That son of a bitch has a wife!”


I stopped pacing and stared openmouthed at the wall.


Married?


Oh, God …


Tori took in a shuddering breath and I started pacing again, needing to either move or hit someone. And I wasn’t jumping at the chance to confront Marcus just yet, so option two was out.


Tori’s voice shrank to a more vulnerable decibel when she finally continued.


“God, Sydney, how stupid am I? How did I not see this? His weeknight rule with being too busy to see me Monday through Friday, always sending my calls to voice mail only to return them minutes later, which I’m imagining now was enough time for him to make up some bullshit story to appease his wife so he could sneak out and call me back. Asshole. God …that stupid fucking asshole. How? How did that not set off alarms in my head? Was it that obvious? Was I that blind, Syd?”


I didn’t know if it was from my frantic pacing, or from Tori’s confession sinking in, but suddenly I needed to steady myself with a hand on the wall.


The room began to spin.


I blinked everything into focus before finding my own voice, which I kept quiet.


“Oh, my God, Tori. My God. How did you find out? What happened?”


“Saw him with her at the mall, pushing a damn stroller through the food court,” she answered, sounding equal parts disgusted and destroyed. “They looked so fucking perfect together, I didn’t know whether to throw up or scream.”


She groaned, and I heard more things rattling in the background.


I pictured Tori testing the weight of different glass objects before she chose one to hurl against the closest wall.


“I walked right up to the son of a bitch. I saw her ring. I saw his. I was ready to confront him then and there. You know me. But you know what that bastard did?”


She sniffed loudly through the phone.


It broke my heart to hear her like this, but I didn’t get to tell her that before she continued.


“He …he threw his arm around her, smiled at me, and introduced us. He actually introduced his wife to me, Sydney. Told her I was an old friend from high school. Can you believe that? A friend.”


She chuckled derisively at the word.


“I’ve done things with him I’ve never done with other men. I’ve talked with him …you know? That kind of talking where you just share yourself with someone for hours and hours and you can’t think of anything else you’d rather be doing. I don’t know if I loved him, but I could’ve. I know I could’ve.”


“What did you do?”


She breathed through a tight laugh.


“I know what I should’ve done. I should’ve called him out on it. Stomped his balls out. His wife deserved to know. I would want to know, but I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t. I stood there like some freak, staring at him with my mouth hanging open. I probably looked psychotic. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. After God knows how long they walked away and I …I just kept standing there until a security guard came up to me and asked if I was okay.” She paused, then whispered, “I wasn’t. I’m not.”


I moved to the bed and sank onto the mattress, elbows on my knees, and rubbed my palm across my forehead.


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing either. I couldn’t believe people could be this malicious as to openly hurt someone this way, even though I was suffering from a pain similar to what Tori was experiencing. But at least she was acknowledging it. Admitting the effect it had on her and even going as far as confessing it to someone.


I couldn’t do that yet. I wasn’t feeling anything.


Until now.


The change was swift. I suddenly felt everything, as if someone had taken a book filled with the range of human emotions and chucked it at my head. I was overwhelmed. Alive with reaction. I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. I was full of rage and bitterness, pain …God, the pain was undeniable now. It felt like a cancer eating away at my bones.


Tori let out a strangled yell. Something else shattered through the line.


I closed my eyes and imagined doing the same thing.


I knew her adoration for Wes ran deep and threatened to run deeper the more time she had spent with that man.


She saw him as her future.


He’d already planned one out with another woman.


Are all men complete pieces of shit?


My eyes flashed down at my left hand, lifeless on my leg. One particular finger felt foreign to me. Irritating. Like an itch I couldn’t reach to scratch.


I couldn’t remain still anymore.


My skin pricked at the base of my neck as I stood and pulled my suitcases from the walk-in closet, dragging them to the bed.


I knew my best friend better than anyone. I knew that sometimes she simply needed me to listen instead of offering my assurance or advice. Just knowing someone was there for you spoke louder than a lot of words.


So that’s what I gave her. Silence.


She cried softly into my ear as I threw my entire life into two suitcases and one duffle bag. I ransacked the bathroom, not caring how I left it as I packed away my toiletries. I wiped away every memory of myself from that room.


Every photo. Anything tying me to Marcus. Everything personal.


I wanted them gone. But more important, I wanted to be gone.


I stripped the ring from my finger and held it tight in my fist, the blunt edge of the diamond threatening to break skin.


Tori dragged out an edgy breath, then told me quietly, “I’m sorry, hon. I just needed to get that off my chest. You’re probably busy, right? Are you at work? It’s cool, I’ll let you go.”


Work. That was another thing I had to deal with. Immediately. Sooner the better.


“Yeah, I’m kind of in the middle of something,” I replied, which wasn’t entirely a lie. I knew she would assume that meant I was at the hospital, when in reality I was in the middle of letting go of the life I thought I was meant to have.


The one I wrote vows for.


I had to get off the phone. The sooner I finished this, the better.


“All right. I gotta go anyway. There’s glass everywhere. I should probably clean it up before I step on it. Call me tomorrow if you have a chance.”


The call disconnected.


I chuckled, which seemed so strange given the reality of the situation.


My current, completely fucked-up situation.


Tori never waited on the line to hear anyone’s good-bye. I knew that about her. I’d overheard many conversations she held growing up, but every time we spoke, I still readied myself with a response.


It was habitual, and the normal thing to do.


I envied her ability to cut the world off like that. To dominate life.


It wasn’t too late for me to become a wrecking force. I had absolutely nothing to lose anymore.


I had nothing at all.


Securing the duffle strap over my shoulder, I lifted the suitcases and marched down the hallway.


Noise from the television grew louder as I descended the stairs. Marcus was continuing on with his night as if nothing had been revealed. As if we were still an “us,” and he hadn’t taken all of that away from me.


I briefly glanced in his direction when I moved past the living room.


He was sitting in his favorite chair and nursing a beer, his feet crossed at the ankles and propped up on our coffee table. His eyes glued to the game.


Typical.


He was a creature of habit, and he had already come to terms with a world we were no longer facing together. He chose it willingly.


Why should my departure affect him? He’d already let go of me.


Marcus didn’t speak. I knew he wouldn’t, but what surprised me was my silence. I had so much to say, to scream, in his face or from this distance, it didn’t matter, but more than anything I wanted to get on the road before darkness blanketed the sky. I hated driving at night.


And most important, I wanted to get to my friend.


I didn’t need to free up a hand to open the door. Our storm door never latched properly, and with a swift kick at the base, it would swing free and open, creaking at the hinges.


For the first time since we’d moved into that house, I was grateful for the minor imperfection.


I didn’t need to free up my hand, but I did need to open it slightly. Two fingers letting go of the weight burning against my flesh.


The last noise I heard before I stepped outside and welcomed the damp air on my skin was the ping of gold striking the wood beneath my feet.


* * *


I rode with the windows down the entire drive to Dogwood Beach. I reveled in the clean scent of grass and earth, the sweet warmth of a May evening. Everyday things, beautiful things that would normally calm my restless mind, but not tonight. I kept the music off and just let myself think, piling on sign after obvious sign I had been too stupid or too disconnected to notice over the past three months.


It was all so clear now. Every color of our corrosion.


The naive veil had finally been lifted, and the longer I drove, the more I hated myself for becoming one of those women who allowed deceit to slip past them. Who stayed too detached and okay with little changes that should’ve been red-hot alarms, blaring with an incessant warning.


Our growing silence with each other, leaving our only conversations to be ones we needed to have, not ones we wanted to have. The indifferent way he began to look at me, or the late nights when he’d claim he was too tired to drag himself to bed and instead chose to camp out on the couch.


A couch I knew from experience wasn’t the best for sleeping on.


I regretted every whispered word I uttered into the dark late at night when I wrapped myself around a cold pillow and reached with a seeking hand for a body I knew wasn’t next to me.


What was I reaching for?


And why? Why didn’t I see it? Where had I been?


Tori’s questions from earlier became a mantra.


Was I that blind? How stupid was I?


With each passing minute, my hands formed tighter to the wheel until a crack of pain shot up my forearms. I adjusted and readjusted, flexing until my shoulders began to shake. I was a bottle of pent-up aggression, a warrior in a cage, watching as a threatening figure inched closer … closer until I saw the intimidation radiating off them in heated waves. Until I felt it on my skin. The warm bite of hunger scratched the back of my throat. I wanted to bare my teeth and sink them into flesh. Draw blood. I couldn’t remember ever feeling this alive before, but I was ready.


Ready to release my anger onto someone who truly deserved it.


It was after nine when I finally arrived, parked my car behind Tori’s Volvo, and grabbed my duffle, leaving my other bags in the backseat.


The smell of salt water soaked into my lungs as I climbed the stairs to the porch, and for a brief moment I thought about how peaceful my new life was about to become.


Living at the beach was a fairy tale to me. A pipe dream that was about to become a reality …at least I was hoping it would.


I was showing up at my friend’s house, unannounced, seeking refuge.


Bag in hand, I held my breath and knocked three times.


Seconds passed before the door swung open.


Tori stood before me in her pajamas, a pair of pale blue linen shorts and an oversized T-shirt that hung off her shoulder.


Her jaw hit the floor as she looked me over with wide, startled eyes.


“Syd! What are you …” She paused, gaze lowering to the duffle in my hand. “What’s going on? Where’s Marcus? Is he with you?”


She glanced behind me in the direction of the driveway.


Explanations were in order. This was the boldest move I had ever made in all of my twenty-four years, aside from getting married straight out of high school.


I never visited Tori without planning out my trip, and she always knew about it well in advance.


This wasn’t simply a visit, though. This was a permanent relocation.


But explanations could wait. I had to deal with something, or someone, to be specific, before I revealed anything.


I pushed past her and entered the house.


“No, he’s not. And he won’t be joining me either. I hope that offer you made me last year still stands. I know you were just joking about us ditching our men and starting a lesbian life together, but as long as we keep it purely platonic, I could swing it.”


I tossed my bag on the couch in the large sitting room and spun to face a very, very confused-looking Tori.


Rightfully so.


She tilted her head, motioning around the room as if the house, and not the woman standing in front of her, had just magically appeared.


“What’s going on here? What are you doing?”


“I need that asshole’s number. Let me handle this first, and then I’ll explain everything. I promise.” I tugged my phone out of my back pocket. My hand shook ever so slightly. “What is it?”


She slowly inched closer.


“Who? Wes? Why? You’re not going to call him, are you?”


“Tori,” I growled. “Give. Me. His. Number.”


My words, and the tone behind them, acted like a fire lit to blaze under her ass. She gasped, then moved with purpose through the tiny but lavish beach house.


Tori came from money. Her family came from money. You didn’t live this close to the water and in digs like this without either having connections or a stacked bank account.


“Okayyy.” She spoke with uncertainty, her tongue clinging to the word as she walked back into the room. “Okay, um, seriously, I have no clue what’s going on right now, but I’m almost afraid you might choke me if I don’t do what you say. You’re a bit scary right now, Syd.”


If I’d had it in me, I would’ve smiled at that.


But I didn’t have it in me to smile.


Tori dug the heel of her hand into her eye while her other scrolled through the contacts on her phone.


Her long blond hair was haphazardly pulled back into a loose pony, with several pieces falling onto her shoulders and curling there.


She looked unkempt and exhausted, but still unbelievably gorgeous, because she always looked unbelievably gorgeous no matter how unkempt or exhausted she was.


Tori was a natural stunner and the definition of small-town beauty queen. She grew up in the pageant circuit, won every competition she ever entered without even caring enough about them to try, it was all her mother’s doing, putting her in those pageants and exploiting her daughter’s beauty, and Tori went through the motions to make her mother happy, but that didn’t mean Tori didn’t know when to put her foot down and that occurred when she was approached by some agency to do shampoo commercials when she was fourteen.


My best friend wasn’t interested in the kind of attention appearing in a shampoo commercial would bring a fourteen-year-old who had developed a lot earlier than the rest of her peers.


So that offer was the end of Tori’s pageant days and, subsequently, the beginning of her mother’s descent into the world of plastic surgery.


If her daughter wasn’t going to bring her attention, Mrs. Rivera would find her own way to grab it.


I watched another strand of hair fall out of Tori’s messy yet still utterly perfect pony.


I imagined after she destroyed God knows how many breakables in the house, she probably tossed about in her bed, praying for sleep and dreams involving Wes’s unfortunate but highly deserved demise.


Bastard.


Keeping her eyes on her phone, Tori shook her head then finally spoke.


“He probably won’t answer you. That’s his thing. But whatever. Ready? It’s 919-555-6871.”


I opened up the keypad on my phone and moved my thumb furiously over the numbers.


He would answer. I’d hit Redial until my fingers bled if needed.


I placed the phone to my ear and waited.


I felt anxious and slightly dizzy. My pulse was racing. I knew I probably needed to sit down, take a breath, but the second that motherfucker’s deep voice seeped into my ear with a tired yet undeniably sexy “yeah,” which pissed me off to no end seeing as I hated this man with every fiber of my being and had no business thinking his “yeahs” were sexy, I was on high alert and once again found myself pacing the room like a strung-out junkie.


“You,” I growled, voice vibrating low and sore in my throat. “Stupid, worthless piece of dog shit.”


Tori gasped behind me.


“Excuse me?” Wes sounded put off. “What the fuck—”


“Who the hell do you think you are, huh? And in what universe is a douche bag tool like you able to bag a wife? Is she also a fucking idiot?”


I heard his heavy breathing on the other line, but nothing else. His silence boiled my blood.


“Hello! Remove the dildo from your mouth and fucking speak!”


I spun around, shocked at my own coarse words, and looked up at Tori, curious to see her reaction.


She stood frozen between the couch and the wall, her eyes swollen and red from her earlier tears, doubled in size now that I’d let my mouth loose on this dipshit.


A light, amused chuckle hissed in my ear.


I pulled in a breath through my nose.


“Jesus Christ,” he mumbled. “Think you might have the wrong number, Wild. I don’t normally suck on dildos after six o’clock on Tuesdays.”


I blinked at the floor.


Wild?


Was he making fun of me?


He was. He was making a joke, out of me, out of this, out of my best friend’s pain.


I flattened a hand to my chest, feigning regret.


“Oh, I am so, so sorry. I forgot. You’re into ass play. Hard and deep, right? Tori told me all about it. My mistake. Is that something your wife enjoys? Do you take turns fucking each other?”


“Fuck,” he groaned. “You serious?”


“You hurt her,” I bit out through clenched teeth. “You hurt my best friend. And you better pray to the God of assholes like you that I don’t ever see your ugly, motherfucking face. Jail doesn’t scare me, loser. I will cut your dick off and make you eat it in front of your mother.”


He laughed again, only this time it was bold and straight from his belly. One of those laughs I knew had his head thrown back and tears brimming his eyes.


My feet stuck to the carpet. The hand at my side curled into a tight fist with nails threatening to break skin.


“You’re …wow,” he said, his voice floating with another soft laugh. “Damn. Just slow down a minute, all right? Quit yelling for a second.” He cleared his throat. I heard the creak of the mattress. “Look, I’m not going to deny that I partake in a little ass play on occasion, but no joke, I’m the one delivering it. There is no other scenario. As for my dick? I really need him to stay attached. We’re close. You get me?”


Did I get him?


“I hate you,” I whispered, closing my eyes, my heart pounding.


Suddenly, I forgot who I had dialed and could only picture Marcus standing in the doorway of our bedroom.


Marcus, telling me it was over.


Marcus, digging his nails into my chest and clawing out my heart.


Marcus, my husband, who had stopped loving me and wanted out.


He didn’t look remorseful in that moment. He looked … relieved.


There was no need to lie anymore. No need to pretend he was happy. He was free, and I was falling.


Down.


Down.


Into the unknown, where I had to find the person I was without him. I didn’t even know where to begin looking for her.


Wes hesitated responding, finally giving me a quiet, “Don’t even know me,” followed by a heavy sigh. “Again, you got the wrong number. This guy who you think I am, he screwed over your friend? Right? Do me a favor and check the number you were supposed to dial. I’m betting you’re only off by one.”


“Fuck you,” I spat.


I was sick of hearing his denial, but then strangely found myself pulling the phone back and studying the screen.


There was something in his voice when he dropped the enjoyment of my verbal lashing. A concealed sadness, and I didn’t think the man who had shamelessly introduced his wife to his girlfriend had the ability to feel anything that deep.


You had to have a heart first. Wes clearly didn’t.


I couldn’t remember what number Tori had given me. It could easily have been the number lit up on my phone, but I wanted to be certain.


I lifted my head to look at her.


“What was that number again?”


Tori narrowed her eyes, her mouth dropping open. She then glanced down once more at the phone in her hand and slowly repeated, “Uh, 919-555-6871.”


Shit.


Exactly one number off. I’d dialed 6872.


“What’s going on?” Tori asked, stepping forward.


I knew the man on the other end of the line heard the confirmation he was betting on. By the time the phone touched my ear again, he was finishing the last subtle notes of a throaty chuckle.


“Sorry you’re going to have to go through that epic speech again, Wild. You nailed it, though, if that helps.”


Wild.


His voice was smooth and low, wickedly playful.


Sexy.


I was ready to dig a hole in the sand and bury myself in it.


God, I am such a shit.


I slapped a hand over my eyes, groaning.


“Oh, my God. I am so, so sorry. This … was clearly a call not meant for you. I’m sure you’re not a douche bag tool.”


“Who sucks on dildos and gets fucked by his wife?”


He chuckled again.


I could feel the heat burn across my cheeks and down my neck.


“Yeah,” I said through a wince.


“Not really my thing.”


Tori nudged my elbow, then held her hands out, silently questioning what was going on.


I shook my head. I needed to get off the phone with this guy. I’d abused him enough already.


I held up a finger to Tori and spun around, facing the large bay window at the front of the house.


“Right. Um, again, I’m very, very sorry I cussed you out and accused you of enjoying … those things. I don’t normally go off like that. It’s just been …one of those days. You know?” I blew out a quick breath. “Sorry again. Take care.”


Quickly, before he had the chance to respond, I slid my thumb over the End Call button.


My body slumped into the nearby recliner and I curled into the leather, dropping my head back with a sigh.


That felt good. Even if I hadn’t spewed that hatred at my intended victim, something in my chest felt lighter. It was bizarre. Maybe I didn’t need to dial the correct number to chew out Wes, or face my new reality and lay into Marcus.


Speaking of douche bag tools.


Marcus had gotten off too easy. He pulled the pin on our relationship and walked away without any refusal from me. I’m not a wallflower. Far from it, actually. I would eventually face him and give him every word I was meant to say in that bedroom. He deserved to know how I felt, but more than that, he deserved to feel it.


“What …the hell was that?” Tori appeared in front of me, her hands stuck to her hips. “Did you seriously say all of that to a wrong number?”


I nodded.


“Holy shit, you badass. Way to commit.” Her smile faded a second before her eyes went soft. “Are you going to try Wes again? Because really, Syd, you don’t have to do that. I’m not asking you to fight my battles, and to be honest …” She trailed off, swallowing heavily as her eyes lowered. “I think I’m okay. I mean, I’m completely done with men for the time being, but I’m not chasing a bottle of pills with some hooch. I’ll get over it. He was just another mistake.”


After I was silent for a few seconds, she bent down and placed her hand gently on my knee.


“Hey,” she whispered.


I rolled my head to the side until our eyes met, and before she spoke her next words, I knew from the look on her face what she was planning on asking me.


I decided to beat her to it.


“Marcus told me tonight he wants a divorce.”


She sucked in a breath.


“What? Why? What happened?”


Before I could answer, she shot up abruptly, holding her hand out to keep me quiet.


“Wait. We need wine for this discussion, and all of the chocolate in this house. Give me a minute.”


She turned to take a step, but halted, spinning back around and pointing at the floor.


“You will be living here.”


My mouth lifted in the corner.


“Thank you.”


She disappeared down the hallway in a blur of blond hair and long limbs as I tucked myself into a ball, staring off into the quiet house.


My new home.




Chapter Two


SYDNEY


“I just …I don’t get it.”


Tori slid down onto the floor next to me in front of the couch with another bottle of wine.


We had polished off the first one rather quickly while I revealed the details of my evening, which included everything involving Marcus, plus the ending of my employment in Raleigh I handled over a phone call on the drive here, and I was already starting to feel the effects of the alcohol. My cheeks were flushed and I was growing tired.


Wine always made me sleepy.


She popped the cork and poured herself another glass.


“How do you fall out of love with someone after seven years together?” she asked. “How does that even happen? And with no warning, that’s the strangest part. It’s like he just woke up and, boom, he wants out.”


I took the bottle from her and brought it to my lips. The moscato warmed my throat.


“There were warnings,” I confessed, staring straight ahead. I could instantly feel her eyes on me.


“Like?”


Tori sounded baffled, which was to be expected. I hadn’t shared with her the details of the past few months with Marcus. Not because I wanted to keep her in the dark, but because at the time, I was lost in it myself. I didn’t want to see what was happening to my marriage. I didn’t want to feed any truth to it. So I made excuses for Marcus. I played down obvious cautions and ignored my suspicions. Anything to keep myself from acknowledging the reality.


“Syd.”


Tori nudged my shoulder, snapping me out of my head.


“Sorry.” I gave her a weak smile, then focused on the bottle in my hand. “You know how Marcus’s job is. He’s always worked crazy hours, but lately, it was nonstop. Twelve-to-fourteen-hour days. He’d pick up side jobs on the weekend for extra cash. We never saw each other anymore. If he was home, I was working and vice versa. It was like we were living separate lives in the same house.”


“But you guys still talked to each other and stuff, right?”


I subtly shook my head.


“Not about anything other than stuff we had to discuss, like if a certain bill was paid or what I needed to pick up from the market. He became quiet, like really distant with me, but I figured it was just the job getting to him. I knew he had to be exhausted. He was never home.”


“Mm.” She brought her glass to her lips. “What about texting? Didn’t you two talk on the phone at all?”


I gave Tori an odd look. She should’ve known the answer to that question.


“You know how Marcus is with technology. He hates cell phones. He rarely carries his with him. And texting is out of the question. He refuses to do it.”


I took another swig of the wine, remembering the countless conversations we’d had about him never returning my messages.


“How am I supposed to respond to a smiley face? And I’m not typing on that small as shit keyboard. It’s lame.”


I took a deep breath before continuing on with my confession.


“We stopped having sex, too. That should’ve been the biggest red flag, but again … long hours. I just figured he was too tired.”


I prayed he was too tired. The other possibility, my husband no longer finding me physically attractive, wasn’t something I wanted to believe, and it wouldn’t have been something I could’ve understood either.


I hadn’t changed much since Marcus and I first met in high school. I still looked fairly the same. Yes, I was curvier and filled out my jeans a bit more, especially in the bottom, which seemed to be where I stored all the extra calories I consumed, but Marcus acted like he loved the freshman fifteen I held on to. Up until recently, he could barely keep his hands off me in public.


How could he go from wanting me insatiably to not at all? How does that even happen?


Tori leaned forward and exchanged her glass for the bag of chocolate-covered pretzels off the table.


“How long has it been?”


“Three months,” I blurted out.


“Three months?” She whipped her head around and gaped at me. The bag crumpled in her grasp. “You haven’t had sex in three months? Really? Jesus, that’s …” She paused, blinking several times with her mouth hanging open, then leaning closer and whispering as if she didn’t want her neighbors to know, “Three months? Did you at least try?”


I rolled my eyes.


“Of course I tried, but after the third rejection I gave up.”


“I don’t blame you.”


She bit into a pretzel and offered me the bag.


I shook my head. Not even one of my favorite snacks appealed to me at the moment.


“And you just thought he was too tired for sex?” she asked.


“Yeah.”


God, that observation sounded ridiculous now. It was so obvious, but denial can fool you. Hope can fool you, too. I knew what I wanted to believe, and that was the only thing I allowed myself to focus on.


For three months, I didn’t just think my marriage was fine and my husband still wanted me, I knew that was the only possibility. I left no room in my head for doubt.


“Does he know you’re here?” she asked.


“No. I just packed up and left. I didn’t talk to him.”


“Good. He doesn’t deserve to know what you’re doing. Fuck him.”


A bubble of laughter caught in my throat. All I could think of was …


I tried.


“I’m going to say something, and I know this is a huge risk because there is a possibility you and Marcus could work out your shit and get back together, but I think he did you a huge favor tonight.”


I slowly turned to look at Tori. I couldn’t believe what I had just heard.


“What?”


“I know. I know. Just hear me out. Don’t yell at me yet.” She sat the bag of pretzels down and turned her body, angling herself toward me. She tucked a chunk of hair behind her ear. “I’ve always liked Marcus. You know that. But I think he kind of dulled you out a little, hon.”


I narrowed my eyes at her.


“Dulled me out? What does that mean?”


She motioned at me. “You weren’t you with him. I don’t know. You two were always so serious together. It was like the guy couldn’t take a joke.”


I shrugged. “So what?”


“So what?” she repeated, sitting up on her knees. “I never saw you laugh with him, Syd. I mean, you two seemed happy, otherwise I would’ve said something to you, but …it was like you weren’t friends at all. You were just married. He never played with you.”


I slid my hand around my neck and squeezed while my eyes lost focus on the carpet.


I couldn’t dispute what Tori was saying. Marcus wasn’t really a playful guy, but I never needed him to be. He always, up until recent months, made me feel like I was the only woman he ever saw. He was affectionate, most of the time, and caring. He supported and encouraged me through college. I didn’t need him to joke around or make me laugh. That wasn’t important. I just needed him to love me. And he did.


He just didn’t anymore.


Tori sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to upset you further, it’s just …I’ve known you forever. I know the person you are when we’re together. You’re silly and a complete nut. Remember how we met? Seventh grade? You told me your name was Tori, too, because you wanted us to be best friends and you thought it would happen faster if we had the same name?”


I smiled faintly.


“Had you calling me that for a week,” I said.


“I know.” Tori laughed. “I yelled at everyone who called you Sydney. Even teachers.” She nudged my shoulder with hers. “I’m just saying, I missed that girl when Marcus was around. That’s all.”


She said those final two words on a shrug.


I slid down farther and rested my head on the cushion, staring up at the ceiling.


Tori joined me, putting herself into a similar pose.


After a minute or two of silence, I finally responded.


“Maybe you’re right. Maybe Marcus and I weren’t friends. Maybe we didn’t play with each other and laugh all the time. But you know what? It doesn’t matter anymore. Whatever we were, he no longer wants it. He’s done. And I need to think about my life without him, starting with finding a job around here.”


“Oh, I got you covered on that.”


“You do?”


I stared at her profile. I had no idea what she was driving at.


She tilted her head to the side and smiled.


“Hell yeah I do. Come work with me at Whitecaps until you find an x-ray job.”


“As a waitress?”


“Yep. Nate will work you into the schedule no problem. He’s cool. And I’ll make sure he puts us on the same shifts.” She slapped my knee and stood, stretching her arms above her head with a yawn. “I’m beat. Do you need help bringing the rest of your stuff in?”


“Nah, I got it. When do you think I could talk to Nate about getting a job?”


I got on my feet to join her, both of us grabbing a bottle and the trash from the snacks we’d devoured during our conversation.


We carried our handfuls to the kitchen.


“Tomorrow,” she answered, holding the lid of the trash can open for me. She then took the unfinished bottle of moscato and recorked it before sticking it into the refrigerator. “We’ll take a drive down to Whitecaps and get you set up. I’m sure he’ll want you to start immediately. We just had someone quit last week.”


“It’ll only be until I find an x-ray job. Are you sure he won’t mind if it’s temporary?”


I knew some managers frowned upon hiring someone who wasn’t willing to stick around. I wouldn’t blame Nate for being hesitant about bringing me on, and I would never keep my motives from him. I could very easily find a job in a couple weeks and leave them short staffed.


On the other hand, it could take me months to find an x-ray position here locally.


Tori placed her hands on my shoulders, gently squeezing. Her eyes got soft.


“You know you don’t have to jump right into something. You could take a few weeks to relax—”


I cut her off.


“I need to work, Tori. I can’t just sit around here. I’ll go crazy.”


Crazy thinking about how I was suddenly single for the first time in seven years, and how I’m going to be divorced—divorced—before my twenty-fifth birthday.


Crazy thinking about what I could’ve possibly done to cause this, or to prevent it.


Crazy.


This didn’t feel like my life.


Tori stepped back, dropping her hands with a nod and a smile.


“Okay. You know what’s best for you. And you’ll like it there. Trust me.” Mischief danced in her eyes.


I could only imagine what she meant by that.


“I’m heading to bed. Pick a room, any room. It’s yours.”


“Tori, wait.”


She stopped almost to the stairs, gazing back over her shoulder.


“We’ve done nothing but talk about me all night. Are you okay, with Wes and everything?”


It took her a second, but a ghost of a smile tugged at her mouth.


“Getting there. I mean, it hurts, but you’re here. That’ll help. I know I’ll be okay.” She winked at me before climbing the stairs. “Night, roomie,” she called out.


I stood in the silence of the kitchen for a minute, maybe more, wondering when I could be okay, too.


* * *


I couldn’t remember falling asleep last night.


I couldn’t remember the slow drift of weightlessness that takes over your body when your mind is quiet.


I couldn’t remember relaxing at all in the most comfortable bed I’d ever lain on.


I did, however, remember calling my mother and filling her in on my eventful evening after I carried my suitcases inside. I also unfortunately remembered her sweetly paired “I told you so’s” and “God hates divorce” rantings in my ear.


She was never a huge fan of Marcus, for reasons she never expanded on, but more so, she thought my choice to leave him and move in with Tori, instead of staying and working things out with Marcus, was disappointing.


Disappointing. I disappointed her.


That hurt.


The conversation with my mother was kept brief. I made up an excuse and got off the phone while she was in the middle of yet another spiritual lecture, and I readied myself for bed.


I remembered hitting the soft, billowy mattress and wiping the tears from my eyes.


I remembered flipping my pillow over when I soaked the satin.


I remembered the peaceful hum of the fan spinning overhead, the clock on the wall ticking away the seconds of my misery, and the faint sounds of waves crashing outside my window, and how all of it, every calming noise, irritated me to no end.


But clearing my mind enough to welcome sleep? No. That I couldn’t remember at all.


I woke in a tangle of sheets and blankets, my hair matted and soaked with sweat. My nightshirt twisted on my torso.


I sat up in a jerk, my eyes searching the room for someone.


Someone. That was almost laughable.


I should be used to waking up alone at this point, but somehow this morning felt …different.


Permanent.


Irrefutable.


I used to be a morning person. A life person. Today, not so much.


* * *


“Hellooo?”


Tori waved her hand in my face as we drove down the long stretch of road that runs parallel with the shore.


I dragged my gaze off the dash.


“Huh? What’s up?”


She chuckled softly, peering out the windshield.


“You were spacing out over there. We’re almost at the restaurant. It’s just up here on the right.”


I flipped the visor down and checked my appearance in the mirror.


I fingered the ends of my long, bottle-dyed blond hair, then smeared on a quick application of lip gloss.


“You okay?”


“Fine,” I replied through a rushed exhale. My stomach felt coiled into a rigid knot. I shifted in my seat, shrugging. “Just new job jitters, I guess. I hope he hires me.”


Tori laughed again as I leaned back in the seat and tucked my lip gloss into the front pocket of my jeans.


“What?” I asked, turning to look at her as the car slowed down.


Her profile was devilish, lifted in amusement, matching her signature ruby lip she always wore no matter if she was going out or cleaning the house.


Tori always wore red lipstick. And she rocked it.


“Nate isn’t an idiot. He knows what he’s doing. You’re in.”


I thought about how strange that sounded, then decided to shift the attention off me and onto the one person I knew had to be hurting as badly as I was.


“How are you today?”


Tori didn’t miss a beat. She also made me reevaluate my assumption that we were both in the same sinking boat.


“Getting better by the second,” she replied, adjusting the volume on the stereo, wiggling her ass in her seat and smacking the steering wheel along to the beat of the Calvin Harris song pumping through the speakers.


She smiled at me before elaborating.


“My best girl is here, it’s going to be a gorgeous day, by the looks of it, and I devoted all of my prayers last night to the hopes of Wes contracting a delightfully new STD and having that shit named after him. Hopefully soon, people will start getting diagnosed with ‘the Wes.’ Symptoms include swelling of the genitals, painful urination, and a wicked rash.” She lifted her eyebrows, crystal blue eyes sparkling. “It’s fatal.”


I couldn’t help laughing.


She pulled into a large lot surrounding a restaurant and parked along the side.


Whitecaps was a waterfront establishment, very beach chic, if there was such a thing. Colorful long boards were propped along the outer perimeter, with a few stuck into the sand on either side of the staircase. Boating oars framed the entrance of the restaurant, and the railing wrapping around the building was made up of a thick rope, the kind you would use to secure your boat to a pier.


I liked it instantly. It was such a contrast to the beige walls and dark environment of a radiology department.


“Let’s get you a job.”


I’d barely exited the car before Tori was grabbing my hand and dragging me up the stairs and through the doors.


My eyes blinked rapidly at my new surroundings.


The atmosphere inside was as energetic and refreshing as the exterior of the building.


Bold, vibrant color scheme, with lots of oranges, yellows, and bright blues. Surfboards and nautical knickknacks hanging on the walls.


I didn’t like it.


I loved it.


Flo Rida poured softly through the overhead speakers as I was pulled through the restaurant toward the back of the room.


Tori waved to a few servers, then halted at a door with the word “Manager” written in white.


She knocked twice. A muted voice beckoned for her to enter.


“Nate, hey, are you busy?” Tori asked, swinging the door open and tugging me to follow.


The man behind the desk lifted his head.


He was a young guy, couldn’t have been more than thirty, and really, really good-looking, with dark, short-styled hair and a muscular build, rough, sexy stubble marking his jaw, and eyes the color of a rich chocolate. His tie was loosened at the collar, and his thick shoulders pulled the material of his dress shirt taut across his body, highlighting his pecs.


He glanced briefly at me, then looked at Tori, pulled his dark-rimmed glasses off, and set them on top of a pile of papers.


“I’m always busy. What’s up?”


“This”—Tori pulled me close beside her, still holding my hand—“is my best friend, Sydney. She just moved here and needs a job. Give her one.”


I gasped at my best friend’s bluntness.


Nate leaned back in his chair, eyes narrowing.


Shit.


“Please give her a job, is what you meant to say, right? Because I am your boss, not your friend, Tori. You seem to forget that every other time I see you.”


“Didn’t I say please?”


“No,” he answered dryly.


I was suddenly panicked.


Good-bye, nice job with fantastic music and a chill environment.


Tori waved her free hand nonchalantly in the air.


“My bad. Please, can you give her a job? She’s amazing, and you know she’ll be very popular with the locals.”


Nate trained his eyes on me, studied me briefly, then asked, “You have waitress experience?”


I nodded, reclaiming my hand and stepping forward.


“It’s been a few years. I waitressed through high school and a little in college. But before you hire me, I have to tell you, this isn’t permanent. I’ll be actively looking for a radiology position while I …if I work here. I promise to give you two weeks’ notice, but it could be soon that I’ll end up leaving.”


“Radiology?”


“Yes, sir. I’m certified in x-ray.”


“Do you know how overly qualified you probably are for this?”


I smiled uncertainly, readying my knees to beg.


The carpet appeared soft. I might get away with little to no rug burn.


Nate cleared his throat, leaning farther back in his chair.


“So I could hire you today and you could quit on me this weekend if you found something else? That’s what you’re telling me, right?”


“Yes,” I answered honestly.


“Do you have any idea how much hassle that’ll be for me? The amount of paperwork and double coverage for training I’ll set up, all for nothing? And when you do end up quitting, I’ll have to scramble to get your shifts covered. That’s not easy. Why should I even hire you?”


My breath caught in my throat as I stared at him, scrambling for a response.


Shit!


He was definitely leaning toward blowing me off. As he should. This was ridiculous. I could find a job tomorrow and not even get the opportunity to pick up a shift here.


I briefly glanced in Tori’s direction, only to see how little invested she was in this discussion.


She was busy admiring the collection of sailboats lined along the bookshelf on the other side of the room, humming softly to herself.


Scowling, I turned back to Nate in time to catch the impatient tilt of his head.


I inhaled a deep, soothing breath before finally responding.


“Because I would really appreciate the opportunity to work here, probably more than half of your staff. Because I don’t simply need this job, I want this job. Being over qualified isn’t an issue. I didn’t get a degree in waitressing. I have no idea how to work your computer system. But I am a fast learner. I’ll work my ass off for you. Tori said she does doubles occasionally to help you out. I have no problem with that. I actually wouldn’t mind the constant distraction. And again, I promise I’ll give you notice if another job comes up. Even if I’m only here a few weeks, you won’t regret hiring me.”


Silence stretched between us. Nate seemed to mull over my request, running his hand along the back of his neck as he exhaled a thick breath.


I looked anywhere but his face.


The stripes in his shirt. The clutter of paperwork on his desk. The back of my best friend’s head as she continued to forget I existed.


“I doubt half of my staff knows how to work the computer system. In fact, none of them use it,” Nate admitted, drawing my attention back to his face. A subtle grin pulled at his mouth. “You’ll fit right in.”


My mouth stretched into my biggest smile in months. The tension pulled from my shoulders. I extended a hand to Nate as he stood up out of his chair.


“Thank you so, so much for this. I can start immediately. Today. Tonight.”


He laughed, releasing my hand.


“How about Friday? I’ll pair you up with Tori for training.”


“Great.”


“Awesome,” Tori sang, skipping over to rejoin the conversation. She threw her arm over my shoulder. “Thanks, Nate. You’re the best boss ever.”


He jerked his chin, then reclaimed his seat, his eyes refocusing on the documents in front of him.


“Get Sydney set up with uniforms before you go.”


Tori directed me out of the office, nodding at Nate’s request.


“Thank you again,” I said over my shoulder before the door to the office closed behind us.


I felt relieved, and a bit excited. I hadn’t worked with Tori since we were sixteen and both living in Raleigh. We never got through a shift without cracking up at least a dozen times.


I needed this right now.


Tori pulled away from me when we reached the hostess desk.


“We’re getting out of here ’cause I don’t hang at work on my days off.” She reached for the keys in her back pocket. “Wanna wait for me out in the car?”


I looked out the large window overlooking the dunes obscuring the ocean.


“I think I’m going to go check out the beach really quick. Text me when you’re ready.”


She gave me a double thumbs-up before spinning around and walking back in the direction we came.


I slipped out the door.


I crossed the pebble stone parking lot and ascended the staircase leading to the beach, wrapping my arms around myself even though I wasn’t the least bit chilled.


The sun burned across a cloudless sky. I felt the intensity of it bake into the skin of my bare shoulders.


Waves crashed against the shore, some carrying surfers with them in the distance. A few feet ahead of me, a small child kicked a sand castle and giggled with his father.


I sat down on a step and slipped my sandals off.


The sand was warm underneath my feet as I dug my toes into it, staring out at the world in front of me. I rubbed a shell between my fingers as I watched a couple walk hand-in-hand toward the pier.


They looked happy. I tried to remember the last time Marcus held my hand, or even reached for it.


My chest burned when I couldn’t conjure up an image in my mind.


I looked down at the faint line marking my left ring finger. The token I was left with now that I no longer wore my ring. It was subtle, thanks to my naturally pale skin, but to me it stood out like embers glowing in the dark.


I hated it. I didn’t need a reminder of how I’d failed as a wife. Or how Marcus stopped seeing me as one.


Maybe I could coat my entire hand in sunblock except for that thin strip. Burn the memory away.


The idea seemed promising enough to consider.


From my back pocket, my cell beeped with an incoming message.


I wiped the tear from my cheek as I stood and palmed my phone, expecting to see Tori’s name lit up on my screen.


I froze on the step, my free hand on the railing as I stared curiously at the message and the number it was sent from.






Wild Girl. Eaten any innocent men alive today yet?








My lip twitched, the hint of a smile.


I sat back down, reading the message a second time as I remembered my conversation with this stranger yesterday. My accidental verbal beat-down.


Jesus. I really let him have it.


I couldn’t think of the last time I was that embarrassed.


I told the guy to remove a dildo from his mouth, for Christ sakes.


All in all, whoever this was seemed to be a good sport about it. He could’ve laid into me and cussed me out. Made me feel even more like a complete shit for dialing the wrong number and not confirming the identity of my intended victim before I tore into him like he owed me money.


He was more than decent about the whole thing. Easily forgiving.


And now he was messaging me out of nowhere and striking up conversation.


Wild.


He wanted to talk to me.


Huh.


I tapped my thumb on the edge of the phone case, then hovered over the letters of my keypad as I stared at the message.


Did I even want to talk to this guy anymore? Wasn’t this weird? We didn’t know each other. Our encounter was a mistake. A onetime mishap, never to be repeated.


Right?




Chapter Three


BRIAN


I passed out last night pissed off and ready to beat the shit out of my best friend/roommate, who didn’t understand the premise of fucking quietly in the bedroom down the hall.


Moans and earsplitting screams echoed off the walls of our beach house, seeping underneath the crack of my door.


Filling my fucking head. Keeping me awake.


Nothing was unusual about that scenario. Jamie brought home lots of women, and I swore to Christ he tested out their vocal range before even considering their pussy as a temporary home for his dick. The louder the better seemed to be his philosophy.


I didn’t give a fuck what he did, or who. I just didn’t want to hear it.


Taking every pillow I owned, I submerged my head and muffled the sounds well enough to fall asleep.


Six hours, that was all I was asking for. Six hours and I could function enough to push through another mindlessly objectionable day in the life I was slowly living. Quickly hating. And unarguably deserved.


I barely settled into a dream when the shrill ring of my cell phone jerked me upright in bed.


It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, for my hand to seek out the bastard device on my nightstand. I didn’t recognize the number. I was fucking exhausted and could barely focus on the screen my thumb was hovering over.


I almost let the call go to voice mail. I almost said to hell with it and shattered the fucking thing by hurling it against the wall.


Thank fuck I didn’t. I would’ve missed out on the most amusing conversation I’ve ever had and, quite possibly, the most perverse.


And the voice that gave it to me.


Unfuckingreal.


Didn’t know what did it, the vulgar she was throwing at me, her fiery tone that paired with it, or the sweetness I heard underneath, but I was hooked. Every muscle in my body tightened as her voice seeped into my ear and awakened my mind.


Fuck sleep. I was no longer interested.


That feisty thing on the other end of the phone was filthy and unquestionably infuriated, ready to sink her claws into me and draw blood.


I would welcome an assault from her with arms outstretched and the biggest grin smeared across my face. I couldn’t help it. She was fucking fantastic. Passionate in her defense. Silver-tongued and ballbusting.


My ears weren’t the only parts of me enjoying that conversation.


I wanted to taste her voice. I thought about what her lips looked like as those words left her, if they were pink and wet and swollen and if she bit them while she was silent and waiting, hearing out my objections.


Strange how quickly an obsession can build.


One phone call had me reeling, and it was never even meant for me.


I hadn’t laughed like that in months, and it felt good.


The kind of good I wanted to keep feeling, and I could’ve.


I could’ve kept her going. Lied. Revealed nothing and let her lay into me as much as she needed to. But she deserved to know I wasn’t the person she was seeking out. And her response?


“Fuck you.”


Yeah. Fuck me.


How long would I be consumed by this mystery woman?


Hours, at least. That was for certain. It was eleven o’clock and I was trying to busy myself at work on Wednesday, but nothing was taking my mind off that voice.


“Would you fuckin’ relax?” I glared down at my lap, pressing my palm against the tent in my shorts.


I got hard every time I thought about her. It was becoming a major fucking problem.


My gaze lingered until the heat in my groin subsided, then I resumed the tedious task of staring at my phone on the counter. The very phone containing her number.


Fuck this. How pathetic was I going to allow myself to become today?


I pushed away from the counter with a grunt and went to the corkboard on the back wall displaying this week’s lesson sign-ups.


I removed old advertisements and sales that no longer applied. I studied the list of names, noted the instructors posted next to them, then dropped my shoulders and glanced back at the phone.


If that piece of shit devil of a device had a mouth, it would’ve fucking smiled at me.


It was winning. No contest. I knew it. Apple knew it. It was only a matter of time before I caved and dialed her up, giving in and fully acknowledging my fucked-up obsession.


I raked a hand down my face as I remembered how abruptly she ended our conversation last night. How quick she was to apologize and get off the phone.


Red flag, right there, dick.


I didn’t even get to utter a partial good-bye before she hung up and left me reeling. She wouldn’t answer me. I’m the guy she didn’t intend on calling.


I moved back to the counter, but instead of caving and grabbing my phone, I pulled the crossword puzzle off the shelf behind me and tossed it on the wood, grabbing a pen and leaning over the paper.


I read the clues. Filled in a few answers. Got pissed when I filled shit in wrong and had to write over it, all because my mind wasn’t on that damn crossword or the answers I was filling in.


Not one bit.


I had officially run out of things to distract me.


My phone vibrated and shifted on the counter, snapping my attention off the spot on the paper I was spacing out on.


I reached for it and glanced down at the text from my sister. My hand readied to reply.


And then …it hit me.


A text …a text I might be able to coax her to respond to. It was, without a doubt, the less personal approach.


Decision made, I palmed my phone and pulled up my recent calls. My thumbs moved hurriedly over the keypad.






Wild Girl. Eaten any innocent men alive today yet?








I hit Send. I felt good.


Keeping it playful was most likely the best way to go about this. My other thought, confessing how hard I came last night after she hung up on me, might’ve backfired.


She’d respond, all right. With a restraining order.


The front door chimed, pulling my attention off the phone.


Jamie, the same motherfucker who I wanted to beat the piss out of last night, drifted into the shop with a small group of women floating in behind him. He jerked his chin in my direction, greeted me with a smug grin, then turned his head and watched as the three ladies moved to congregate by a table covered in T-shirts and board shorts.


Stopping on the other side of the counter I was standing behind, he ran a hand through his damp hair.


“What up? What are you doing?”


I placed the phone down.


“Nothing. Waiting on that shipment of boards to arrive.”


Not a lie. I was waiting. The boards were set to arrive sometime today. I just couldn’t seem to care one way or another about it.


I nodded toward the window facing the ocean. “How’s it out there today?”


“Decent. A bit choppy.” He lifted his brow. “You tryin’ to get out? I can man the shop. I don’t have any other lessons until later this afternoon. I think three o’clock is my next one.”


I shook my head, stepped back, and leaned my weight against the table, crossing my arms tight across my chest.


Jamie and I co-owned Wax, a surf shop walking distance from the beach.


We opened the store a couple years back when both of us lived and breathed sand and salt water. Back when I did surf, it was purely for enjoyment. I craved the rush of adrenaline. The freedom and adventure it provided. Jamie was the same, but it was different for him. He was a local hero. A Dogwood Beach legend. He won three world championships back-to-back and was one of the most powerful free surfers I’d ever seen.


Kid was fucking talented. He split his days in the shop with me and out on the water.


“Where the fuck is Cole? Wasn’t he supposed to be back with our lunch by now? I’m starving.”


“He called. Screwed up the order and had to go back,” I replied.


“Serious?”


“Yep.”


“Idiot.” Jamie laughed.


His gaze trained on the three women in the store as they checked out some long boards.


“How difficult is it to remember a Chinese take-out order for three? He needs to get his ass out of the sun. I think that hippy organic sunscreen he uses is killing off his brain cells. No joke.”


“I don’t know. I had some chick stop in here the other day and ask what brand he wears. Said he gave her a lesson and smelled good, or some shit. She ended up getting his number before she left.”


Jamie straightened. He looked stunned.


It took everything in me not to crack up.


He narrowed his eyes.


“Shut the hell up. Cole got laid based on his love for the environment?”


I shrugged.


One of the three girls browsing around the shop came up to the counter. Her smile passed between myself and Jamie.


“Excuse me. Um …” She paused to bite at her bottom lip. “Can one of you help us reach those shirts up there?”


She pointed behind her at the wall of merchandise, allowing the tiny top she was wearing to ride up her body and reveal a pierced navel and a tribal tattoo surrounding it, making no attempt to cover herself after she lowered her hand.


My gaze barely lingered. I wasn’t interested.


Jamie, on the other hand, smiled and threw his arm over her shoulder.


“Sure thing, baby,” he said gently. “I can help you with that. I’ll even lend a hand if you or either of your friends want to try one on. We’re all about good service around here.”


She giggled and hid her blush behind her hair, wrapping her arm around his waist.


“Might want to check IDs before you assist with anything,” I suggested as the two of them stepped away.


That girl looked young as shit, and virgin pussy fucked with my best friend’s better judgment. Made him a thoughtless moron completely controlled by a set of tits with legs. He had a thing for being a chick’s first and rarely passed up that opportunity.


Jamie glanced back, acknowledging me with a jerk of his head, grinning like he was already sheathing up his cock and sinking himself balls deep into one of the girls while the others waited bent over and eager.


I shook my head.


Dumbass was going to get himself in trouble one of these days.


The phone on the counter vibrated, dragging my attention away from the foursome about to commence in the dressing room.


I snatched it up and glanced at the sender. My pulse jumped.






It’s a little early. I usually wait until after dinner to randomly dial up men and cuss them out. Again, I’m SO sorry. I feel awful for saying that stuff to you.








My fingers moved vigorously.






Don’t need to apologize. That was the most interesting conversation I’ve ever had.


Really?


Straight up. How did the intended guy take it? You make him cry?


I never called him.








Huh. That surprised me. She seemed dedicated to destroying that prick’s ego last night. He sure as hell sounded like he deserved it.






You should’ve. I think you had a shot at causing some serious hurt.


I don’t know.


Got some mouth on you.








I pinched my eyes shut as my cock reacted …a-fuckin’-gain.


Shit.


Did I seriously need to give myself another reminder of her mouth? Hadn’t my brain been stripped of blood flow enough today?






Thanks? LOL. Not sure how to respond to that, so I’ll just take it as a compliment.


It was a compliment. Trust me.


Okay.


You trust me?








Where the fuck was I going with that question?


Way to switch into full-on creeper mode, Brian.


Christ.


I needed to back up before she blocked me and prevented any future conversations.






Not sure why I asked that or what the fuck it meant. You don’t know me. Can’t trust people you don’t know.


I don’t NOT trust you. If that makes sense. People don’t really earn trust with me. They lose it.








I stared at the screen, finding her response both interesting and cryptic, but not having time to dwell further on that as she hit me up again.






This is weird, right?


What?


This. Texting each other. I honestly wasn’t expecting to talk to you again. Everything in my life is seriously messed up right now.


What’s messed up about it?


EVERYTHING.


You gonna elaborate on that?


I’ll bore you.


Try me.








I waited anxiously for her reply. I wasn’t sure I was going to get one.


This felt too personal, but fuck it, I wanted to know.






Honestly? I feel like I’m spinning out of control. You ever feel like that?


Can’t say I have.


Like, I’m trying to focus on something steady to keep myself from falling, but I can’t see it. I just keep picking up speed, spinning and spinning.
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