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Chapter 2

				I woke up to banging on the door. Before long, the banging was accompanied by the annoying semi-shouting of Doug.

				“You better get your ass up and open this door, Bea.”

				I shook my head and auto-piloted up to open. My face felt cakey, and a nasty headache crawled behind my eyes. Doug stood there, hands digging deep in his pockets.

				“You coming in or what?” I mumbled.

				His eyes looked sort of sad, way too sad for the morning hour. I turned around, scratching my nape. My hair was a mess and I realized my face must be worse.

				“Come on, get in. Quick shower and I’ll be good in no time.”

				“I highly doubt that,” he said as he closed the door behind him. “Did that fucktard come back or call or something?”

				“Who, Richie? Nah. I drank too much beer and crashed on the couch.”

				I got in the bathroom and closed the door, leaned against it for a while. My head still felt heavy, thoughts crawling sluggishly through my mind. Mornings sucked. Having a friend tell you looked like crap didn’t help matters, either. That was totally not the way to start the day.

				As soon as I faced the mirror, I winced. The sight was worse than a warmed-over zombie. Poor Doug, having to see that in the morning. I scrubbed my face clean, took a quick shower, and washed my hair. Some make-up covered the dark circles under my eyes and brought back the false glow to my face. I tied the bathrobe around me and got out.

				Doug slumped in the couch, flipping through channels.

				“Much better presentation,” he said, smiling.

				I rolled my eyes and walked into the bedroom. “Wait till you see me all dressed up. So, is this chick we’re going to see your ex or what? Having some ex who owns a lingerie store would be totally hot,” I called through the closed door.

				“She’s a fucking fantasy, more like.”

				Snort. “How romantic. You’re all heart, huh?”

				I came out with my shades tucked on my head, wearing jeans and a shirt. Wallet and phone were stuffed in my pockets, and I rolled the house keys around my finger.

				“I am all heart, Bea,” he murmured from a step away.

				I looked up into smoldering black eyes. It always had me short on air when I got hit by the force of his eyes in the morning light. There was something there, something hungry and consuming. It scared me. I took a step back and gulped.

				“Relax, doll. Much too early for me to hit on anyone,” he said, smiling.

				The scorching intensity evaporated. Playful Doug was back, the slick grin and casual manner restored. I smiled up, trying to say my “thank you” without words. He seemed to get it, but that look remained in the back of my mind. I’d thought that spark had dwindled away. Guess I was wrong. “So are we going or what?”

				He grinned. “On one condition. I get to see you try on any costume contenders.”

				“Pfffft. In your dreams, big guy.”

				He tsked me and twitched his head toward the door. “Come on, then, haven’t got all day.”

				His SUV was parked right by the entrance. Cars said a lot about men, just like shoes said a lot about women. The massive, dark purple SUV suited Doug to a T: brazen, in your face, strong, and seductive. I wondered if the size of the car-size of the ding-dong thing applied and just how small a dong a guy had to have to go for a monster car. It was probably mean to think so; he could have been imagining what those flats I wore said about me based on the same stereotypes. I looked down at my cherry-red shoes and wondered if I fit the picture. A guy like him should walk around with one of those ridiculously perfect women, boobalicious model-like felines that purred at you with every stare. I was probably bringing his brand down this morning.

				“Is this place far? Can’t we walk there, maybe?”

				He stared at me like I was insane.

				“So first you had me get up at goddamn eleven in the morning, now you want to walk there? Are you exploring your sadistic streak these days?”

				I scrunched my nose at him, putting on my best fifth-grade teacher face on as I pointed a finger. “Walking won’t kill you.”

				“The hell it won’t. This place is across town. I like you fine, but I don’t like you that much. Get your ass in the car, and next time you have a bright idea like that, shut up about it.”

				I snorted but did as told. It wasn’t wise to mess with big-ass men in the morning. They were like Godzilla after a year of dieting: ready to bite your head off. He kept mumbling about my bright ideas for a while as he drove. I tried to turn on some music but he turned the volume down and clacked his lips.

				“I get enough of that shit at work. Lemme enjoy some peace and quiet, doll.”

				“Aside from your grumbling, you mean,” I added innocently.

				He shook his head. “I’m regretting this trip already.”

				His grumpy act was part of why I liked hanging out with him so much. He had a way of frothing at the mouth that made me laugh, and I could always tell by his eyes when he was only acting grumpy to come off as more of a tough guy. Doug was a closet gentleman and all-around sweet guy. He probably thought it didn’t suit the jaw-smasher vibe his general appearance came with, so always did the frowning and growling thing to look all fierce. As far as I was concerned, he was just an oversized teddy bear.

				I knew immediately when we reached the shop in question. Its smoking hot sexiness vibe radiated a block wide. The shop window was dark tinted, some subtle magenta glow putting the display mannequin in the kind of dark and luscious light that made you want to sway your hips more when you walked.

				I watched Doug out the corner of my eye as he walked up to the door. He opened the thing and nodded at me to get a move on. Growling, but still a gentleman to his ever-blooming shame. The man seemed crankier than me in the morning, and I hadn’t even had coffee yet. It was the dark nectar of the gods that brought me fully into civil human-being mode. Between Doug and me, I ventured a guess I’d have the worse bite right about now.

				Once we were inside, I got shivers up my spine. Chains, leather, corsets, and insane fuck-me heels hung from every part of the place. Magenta walls lit by soft lights, black-and-white pictures of people wearing ropes, cuffs, collars. Goddamn, my skin prickled up.

				“Is there something you’d like to tell me, Doug?” I whispered.

				He poked me in the ribs as the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen walked over to us. The way she moved was hypnotizing. She had long, lean legs. Her feet were clad in high heels sharp enough to poke your eyes out. She wore nothing overly provocative, but you wanted to lick her all over from one glance. Her light chocolate skin glowed almost gold, lush lips spread in a soft, almost indulgent smile. I blinked a few times, had to shake my head. And I wasn’t into women.

				“Sweet Mary, mother of my ever-loving God,” I whispered.

				Doug cleared his throat. “Hey, Justine.”

				No freaking way she was called Justine, too. Was the Marquis de Sade going to jump out from around a corner and wink? I crossed my arms over my chest.

				“Douglas. Always a pleasure to see you in the shop. And who’s your lovely friend?”

				Perfect. I was too busy ogling her up to introduce myself. I shook my head. “Sorry, I’m Bea. Nice to meet you.”

				She reached out a perfectly manicured hand and shook mine. “And Bea is short for … ?” she asked smiling.
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