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    Dedication




    To Miami,




    My city of bright-colored night life,




    drugged dreams,




    tantalizing bodies,




    and everything else in between.


  




  

    Prologue




    “SOMETIMES IT’S OKAY to kill, if you’re saving someone else in the process, Rainbow.” Dad wiped my tears from my face with bloody hands. “Go ahead, sweetheart. Do it for Daddy. Pull the trigger.”




    And I did.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Eve and the Apple




    Five years later




    I’D BEEN WASHING BLOOD off of my hands for five years. It was time to stop slogging through guilt and make a go at being normal.




    Tonight, I would lose my virginity to my best friend, Jude. He didn’t know and it didn’t matter. He was a sex fiend wrapped in tanned muscles, with blue eyes that made the Caribbean ocean in spring feel jealous. Even worse, he knew it. Once I’d joked that more women walked into his bedroom and spread their legs than at a women’s health center. He’d winked and proudly agreed.




    Jude will say yes. Stop worrying.




    The difficulty rested on me and whether I could lock my heart and emotions away into a steel cage where nothing could slip in or seep out while we shared the most significant moment of my life.




    I can do that. No big deal, right?




    Once summer was over, I would return to art school and he would go into the studio to produce his first album. Our lives would return to normal, and neither of us would regret tonight. Our friendship would remain intact.




    “Don’t overthink this.” I crossed my fingers on both hands for added luck.




    My driver, Thompson, drove the town car along the path between lush hedges manicured in the shape of musical notes and stopped the vehicle in front of Jude and his dad’s gray stone mansion. I did a quick check in my compact mirror and realized my blue contacts still covered my eyes. “Shit.”




    Jude hated the contacts as much as I did. Mom never demanded that I wear them, but I knew she thought I looked better with blue eyes instead of hazel, that they complimented my caramel complexion—which seemed to be the only thing about me that pleased her. Her skin was dark like chocolate, but I believed she didn’t see the beauty in her skin like I could. Regardless, I did whatever she preferred since she paid the bills. I wore the blue contacts and straightened my naturally curly hair whenever I dealt with her. We were supposed to meet for lunch before she headed to the airport—hence, why those horrid blue things covered my eyes now—but, of course, she’d backed out at the last minute.




    “One must maintain one’s appearance at all times, darling,” Mom had admonished when I’d spoken to her. “Phones and cameras are everywhere, recording and judging. We don’t need any extra attention.”




    Thompson turned off the car, got out, and headed to my door. I sighed as those blue contacts sparkled back at me in the mirror. “Well, I can’t take them out now.” My hands weren’t clean enough to start messing around with my eyes. Plus, I didn’t have my contact case or solution.




    Thompson opened the door. Tossing my mirror into my purse, I took his hand and climbed out. If I didn’t get this moment over with, I was going to explode into a frenzy of anxious bursts. My nerves were on edge as I picked up the gift bag. A print of colorful apples covered it.




    I hope Jude laughs when he sees the apples.




    “Let me get that bag for you, Miss Rain.” Thompson reached for it.




    “I’m fine.” I held up my hands to stop him. “Thanks, Thompson. By the way, take the night off. Mom’s out of town. She won’t find out about you getting some free time to yourself. You definitely deserve it.”




    He flinched at the mention of Mom. “Miss Rain, I do not like this game. I told you before, I won’t be a part of this.”




    I tapped my foot on the ground in annoyance. “Okay. I’m sorry. I won’t talk about her with you anymore.”




    “Thank you. And I don’t like the idea of leaving you alone this weekend. Are you sure?” He glanced at the mansion’s front door. The song lyrics to “After the Storm” were engraved into the white wood and painted in black. “I’d feel more comfortable with being the one to drive you and Mr. Jude around.”




    “Thank you for the offer, but that won’t be necessary. I’m a big girl, Thompson.” I formed my lips into a wide smile. “Please. If something happens, and trust me it won’t, but if it does, I’ll make sure to call you immediately.”




    He rubbed his bald head and dropped his shoulders in defeat. “Please call me if you need me, and check in every day.”




    “Of course.”




    “What day and time should I pick you up?”




    “There’s no need. Like I said before, Jude will take me home later. We’re hanging out the whole weekend so I don’t need you to come by Saturday or Sunday. I’ll see you on Monday.”




    “Well, then—” he did another quick glance at the house “—since I won’t see you on Sunday, happy birthday, Miss Rain.”




    “Thanks so much. And you have a good night.”




    “I’ll keep my phone next to me just in case your plans change.” He headed back to the driver’s side of the town car.




    “Bye.” I continued to the mansion’s entrance. Worry pulsed in my veins, but I did my best to ignore it.




    Hi, Jude. Yes. I know I’m here early, but there’s something important I want to talk about. Remember when we joked last year on my birthday about you taking away my V-card if I was still with it at twenty-one? Ha ha. Yes. That was so funny, but do you remember your promise?




    I wobbled in my heels as I approached his door and almost dropped the small gift bag. My hands shook. My teeth chattered against themselves as my heart boomed at a staccato pace. Dampness appeared under my arms and probably soaked into the red, sleeveless dress I wore.




    I should have put on the black one. Why did I wear red?




    I stank of peach lotion and rose perfume. I’d slathered so much lotion on my legs that they shined and gave off a glossy look. Next, I’d spilled a whole bottle of perfume in my lap.




    Sweat, peaches, and roses. Jude will vomit before I even get to ask him.




    I combed my fingers through my curls. I usually straightened them with a flat iron until they were a long mass of brown and blond streaked strands that hung past my waist. But Jude loved my hair natural. I didn’t care what my mother thought, since Jude loved it this way. He said it added to my exotic look, made me look Brazilian or a mixture of many different races instead of a look that helped me fit in. Being half Jamaican and half white guaranteed I didn’t fit in with the African Americans at my college or identify with any of the Caucasian preppy kids from my high school years. I was an anomaly to all except Jude, who took me for what I was and never expected anything more or less.




    I look fine. It’s just Jude. Everything will be okay. He’ll so understand.




    I knocked on the door with shivering fingers. The gift bag swung back and forth in my other hand. Footsteps sounded on the other side of the door. I figured it was Douglas, his butler.




    “Jude, are you expecting anybody?” That deep voice flowed from the other side and froze me. I recognized that voice. Kaden. Jude’s father.




    I spun around to leave, but the heels slowed my pace. My town car had already left. Damn it. Right as I slipped my phone out of my purse, the door squeaked open.




    “Hello?” Kaden asked behind me.




    Think. How do I get out of this? Maybe I just won’t let him see my face.




    “Um…never mind.” I kept my back to him and turned my phone on. “I left something in my car…I’ll be right back and then—”




    “Rainbow? Is that you?”




    My shoulders tensed. He remained behind me, and I refused to turn. “Yes. I’ll be right back.”




    Kaden stepped around and faced me. “Dear God, you’re beautiful! You’ve grown so big.”




    “Thanks.”




    Now what do I do?




    His blue-eyed gaze greeted me. He had a gorgeous face outlined in ruffled brown waves. He embraced me, encasing my body in hard, muscular arms and the scent of designer cologne. When I was a little girl, he’d towered over me. Now he was still taller, but my head at least reached his shoulders. Not sure of what else to do, I hugged him back and readied my lies. He’d have questions, ones that I’d rather not answer and things that I avoided thinking about.




    “Where have you been?” He leaned away from me and looked just like Jude, just older with less of a tan.




    He wore no shirt. Sleek layers of muscle wrapped around his waist and shoulders. An intricate pattern of colorful tattoos decorated both of his arms. It was a mural of his life—stars intertwined with musical notes; guitars interlocked with microphones; nude, big-breasted angels riding bulky demons. Those arms and that face had adorned the covers of magazines for years. Now he was a legend of rock history. To obtain his interview would mean lots of money and required skilled maneuvering through his agent, publicist, bodyguards, entourage, and any of the other people that walled him away from society. Just driving onto his property had required Thompson’s and my name to be checked against a long list of approved guests at the front security gate.




    “Where have you been all these years?” Kaden asked.




    Here we go.




    “I was in Miami, and now I’m up in Sarasota at Ringling College of Art and Design.” I edged away from him.




    “Well, I know that, but why haven’t you returned my calls, emails, or any of the messages I sent through Jude? I travel the world with my tours and movies; it’s hard enough to keep in contact with Jude, but with you it’s been impossible.” Hurt glazed those blue eyes.




    My stomach clenched into guilty knots. “I thought it would be best if I kept minimum contact with Dad’s friends.”




    He crossed his arms over his chest. “Why?”




    “To ease the mourning process.” I stared down at the ground. “I’m sorry.”




    “No. That’s fine.” He placed his fingers on my chin and lifted my face. “I don’t want you to feel bad or anything. I just really wanted to be in your life. You’re Jack’s girl, for God’s sake. You’re Rainbow.”




    I cringed at the nickname. “No one calls me that anymore. I only go by Rain.”




    “You’re Rainbow to me.” His gaze traveled down my body. He instantly looked away, cursed under his breath, and moved around me to the door. “You’ve grown a lot since I last saw you.”




    I followed him into the house. “Well, I was sixteen.”




    “Well, you’re damn sure not still sixteen. You’re bloody captivating.” He captured my hand and guided me through the solid white entryway toward the kitchen as the door slammed closed behind us. A huge staircase rested on our right. On our left were sitting and entertainment rooms full of awards for the band Depraved Minds. In a smaller room, where not many people ventured, stood my father’s prized piano and so many memories of him that it suffocated me to even think of stepping inside. My stomach twisted into gloomy knots as we passed its doorway.




    An abstract expressionist painting done by Jackson Pollock hung on the center wall above the hallway to the kitchen. One of the best things about Kaden was his incredible eye for art. The painting exemplified the artist’s great drip-painting method. I’d read in several of Pollock’s interviews that many times he had simply set a canvas on the floor and then poured and dripped paint on it until he believed it was done. It was similar to Kaden and Dad’s songwriting process. I had witnessed them creating song after song on the After the Storm album. They would lay blank sheets of music on the floor right next to their instruments and spill out pictures of themes and symbols that inspired them. For hours, they fondled piano keys and caressed guitar strings, searching for the song they yearned to sing.




    “Did you ever do beauty pageants like your mom? If you did, I bet you won tons of them.”




    Has he forgotten what I looked like as a teen?




    “No way. Mom tried.” It was one of the few things I’d put my foot down on when it had come to my overbearing mother. No freaking beauty pageants. “I couldn’t do it. Being Miss Jamaica’s daughter and then entering a pageant would pretty much send a whole lot of unwanted expectations and criticism my way.”




    “I forgot she won. When Jack met her, she was dreaming about being Miss Jamaica. It was all she talked about. So many years have passed by.”




    “Yeah.”




    “Can I get that for you?” He gestured to the gift bag.




    “No.” I put it behind my back. “I’ve got it.”




    Why didn’t Jude tell me his father was in town? I’m going to kill him.




    “It’s been five years.”




    “Yeah.”




    “That’s too long, Rainbow.” He got in front of me before I could walk into the kitchen. “No more avoiding me. I know the whole band could’ve done more for you after your dad…did what he did. I think we were just all taken aback by that tragedy. But you’re a woman now. I’m here for you if you ever need me. Call me any time.”




    “I’ll try.”




    He shook his head. “Do more than try.”




    “Dad! You have any condoms?” Jude rushed down the staircase with only his boxers on, and what a glorious sight that was.




    Nervousness from earlier surged back into me. Goodness. He was honey poured over an athletic body. Short, sandy-blond curls outlined his face, which boasted full lips, high cheek bones, and long lashes that any woman would envy. Even with those soft features, his face appeared hard and sculpted by an artist. “I need a few condoms. I ran out.”




    It’s early in the evening and he’s already having sex with some female. This night gets better and better.




    It was then that Jude noticed me standing there.




    “Fuck! Rain, what are you doing here so early?” He glanced at his watch. “I thought I was supposed to pick you up in three hours.”




    “I wanted to talk to you about something.”




    “What?” He skipped over to me and pulled me into a hug. “You better not be canceling out on me. Damn, I love this dress, and your hair is so sexy. What’s this bag about right here?”




    “Nothing.” I tried to move the bag out of his reach, but he yanked it out of my hands.




    Everything fell out. The packet of condoms, warming strawberry lubrication, furry glow-in-the-dark handcuffs, my iPod full of the unique playlist for tonight, and the hotel key card all dropped to the floor in front of him. The urge to escape bounced around in my body. Silence met my ears. No one moved for a few seconds, and when they did, it was in a rush to sling everything back into the bag.




    I covered my face. “This is so embarrassing.”




    A smirk plastered on Jude’s face. “Dad, could you give us a minute?”




    “Sure.” The handcuffs dangled in Kaden’s fingers as he studied them.




    Just awesome. They were meant to be a joke to lighten the mood, but now Kaden probably thought I was a horndog.




    “Dad, could you go ahead and give us some time?” Jude cleared his throat. “Now, please.”




    “Oh, yeah. My bad.” Kaden avoided looking my way. “Rain, don’t leave this house without finishing our conversation.”




    “Okay,” I mumbled.




    Once he disappeared into the kitchen with my handcuffs tucked in his back pocket, I scurried toward the door. “Okay. Pretend you didn’t see that. I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m actually feeling a bit sick now.”




    Jude seized my waist from behind and towed me back to him. “Stop, Rain.”




    I leaned back into him, not wanting to show him my blushing face. “I’m not playing. Pretend that didn’t just happen.”




    Laughter bubbled out from his chest. “Lube, really? Who’s that going in, me or you?”




    I spun around and hit his chest. “Not funny. And you didn’t see that or anything else. We won’t talk about this.”




    “We’re definitely talking about this.” He covered his mouth, but a chuckle burst from between his fingers. “Holy shit. Did you see my dad’s face?”




    “Hello. It didn’t happen.” I waved my hands. “Nothing occurred.”




    He studied the apples on the front. “I give you an A for symbolism.”




    Years ago, he’d proclaimed in a drunken stupor that the act of a woman giving her virginity to a man was like Eve handing over the apple to Adam.




    “The world would change for everyone involved,” he had slurred. “She’d see things clearer and so would he. No more Garden of Eden for her. She’d be cast out into deserted territory, Rain. Save your apple! For all of the world’s sake, save your apple!”




    I had called him a moron, and he’d passed out on my bed.




    “Jude! What’s taking so long?” a female yelled from upstairs.




    “Just a minute!” he called back.




    “Who’s that?” I leaned to the side.




    “Vicky.”




    “One of your dad’s groupies?”




    “Of course.”




    Of course.




    I sighed.




    “Well, there are your condoms. Feel free to use them on your dad’s groupie.” I gestured to the bag and simply accepted that I’d made a bad decision in choosing him. “Tonight’s a bust anyway. Let’s just hang out tomorrow.”




    “What the fuck?” He dropped the bag and caught me before I could turn around again. “Now you’re mad? That’s not fair. I didn’t even know you would be here or that you would…you know…want me to…deflower you.”




    “Deflower?” I buried my face into my hands. “Just kill me now.”




    “That is what you wanted, right?” He moved my hands away from my face. “You were going to ask me to take your virginity, or am I to assume that you intended on taking mine?”




    “You’re so not a virgin.”




    He fluttered his long eyelashes. “I could be.”




    “I thought I told you to forget about it.”




    “No way. We’re discussing this.”




    “Jude! Can you bring up some wine too?” Vicky, the groupie, called out.




    “You better get her that wine.” I rolled my eyes. “See you tomorrow.”




    “Hell no.” He brought me back. And just like that, his face shifted from fun-loving to pissed. He pressed his lips into a straight line, and his blue eyes glittered with an edge of annoyance. “I planned all types of shit for us tonight. In fact, I’ve been putting it all together for months.”




    “I didn’t know—”




    “Of course you didn’t. It’s a surprise.”




    “None of it can wait until I’m less embarrassed?”




    His right cheek twitched as if he was holding in laughter. “Rain, you’ll be embarrassed for years after this. I’m going to make sure I remind you about that moment for a long, long time. You might as well stop pouting like a baby.”




    “I’m not pouting.”




    He poked my bottom lip. “Yes, you are.”




    “Fine. Just a little.” I tucked some of my curls behind my ear. “Do we really have to hang out tonight?”




    “Hell yes. You just got back yesterday, and I don’t get to see you much anymore. You’re always up there painting with geeky guys that aren’t as awesome as me. You barely come home. You said your summer was mine this year.”




    “It is.”




    He raised his hands in the air. “And this is your birth weekend!”




    “Oh God.”




    “I have twenty-two surprises for you.”




    “I’m turning twenty-one, not twenty-two.”




    “Doesn’t matter.” He shrugged. “I had an extra surprise pop up this time, so we’re starting a new tradition. For each of our birthdays, we add an extra surprise for luck.”




    “I’m scared.”




    “You should be.” He winked. “Are you pissed at me?”




    “No.”




    “Let me go tell Vicky that plans have changed.” He motioned his head toward upstairs. “I’ll tell her never mind on the sex. I’ll just jump in the shower and get ready to go.”




    “You might as well have sex with her.” I bent over, picked up the bag, and tossed it to him.




    He caught it with ease. “No way I’m hooking up with someone else while you’re here. I’ve been waiting forever to see you and—” he dangled the apple bag “—how can I even think about another woman with this shoved into my head?”




    “No.” I envisioned him messing with his dad’s groupie and cringed. “I’m taking back the crazy thought that you should be my first.”




    “It doesn’t matter. It’s too late. You can’t take it back.”




    “Actually, I can.”




    He held his hands against his chest. A mock hurt expression spread across his face. “You hurt me bad, Rain. You hurt me bad.”




    “Just go upstairs and have fun with Vicky. Eww, by the way.”




    “My dad’s teaching me the most important lesson in life.”




    I shook my head. “What’s that?”




    “Sharing.”




    “I think I just vomited in my mouth.”




    “Oh, no. Don’t throw up now. Save all of that for later. So, change of plans. I’ll be down after I shower and dress. Don’t leave.” He twirled the bag and stared at it for a second.




    “I’m not staying here with your dad,” I whispered.




    “Oh, yeah. Well, then I’ll pick you up in less than an hour. And about your virginity—”




    “Not talking about this with you.”




    “We are.”




    “Not now.” I rushed off to the front door and dug my hand into my purse to get my phone.




    “Fine. You won’t be able to escape this conversation later.” He raced up the stairs with my bag in hand. “I’ll pick you up soon. Please keep that sexy dress on.”




    “Oh, be quiet.” I opened the door. “You’re not special anymore. I’m wearing sneakers and jeans.”




    Kaden stood outside on the porch and wagged his finger at me. “Where are you going?”




    I glanced over my shoulder and then back at him. “Umm…didn’t you go into the kitchen?”




    “You’re avoiding me again. I figured you would sneak out without finishing our discussion.”




    He’s just as insane as his son.




    “I forgot.”




    He tossed me a skeptical look.




    “I did.”




    Kind of.




    “Well, then I’m glad I came around the house and got to the front door to remind you.” He wiped the sweat off of his forehead. “Which now seems pretty odd as I stand here.”




    “Don’t worry. This night just seems to get weirder and weirder.”




    “Hungry?”




    “No.”




    “Good. Let’s eat. I’m cooking.”




    He hooked his arm around mine and tugged me back in.




    “But—”




    “Just dinner.”




    Best. Evening. Ever. I groaned and went back into the house.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Uncle Hottie




    KADEN CHOPPED MUSHROOMS. “Pour me a glass of wine, please.”




    I walked over to the cabinets, pulled out two solid black wine glasses, and filled them with Pinot Noir. The whole time, Kaden watched me with his eyebrows raised.




    “What?” I asked.




    “I was going to tell you where everything was, but you already know.” He tossed the mushrooms into the hot pan. “Are you over here a lot?”




    “I used to be when Jude and I were in high school.” I handed him his glass. “Now it’s only during the holidays, but not every holiday.”




    “You mean, not the ones when I’m here.”




    Exactly.




    “No. Things just come up.” I displayed my most innocent smile.




    “Did your grandma know you hung out here?”




    “No.” And she still didn’t know I planned to be with Jude all summer. It wasn’t that grandma didn’t like Jude; she just didn’t like him hanging around me. He reminded her too much of my dad, the one who’d taken her little girl away. I’d planned on going to see her in Jamaica at the end of the summer.




    “So, you were okay sneaking over here to see Jude but not your uncle?”




    “My uncle?” I sipped some wine to hide my smirk.




    An image of Kaden snorting coke on one of my Barbie tea set plates came to my mind. I’d been six and had begged him to come upstairs to my tea party. He’d obliged and, after a few lines of coke, had given me the coolest tea party of my young life. He’d mimicked my stuffed animals in various foreign accents, did back flips off of my bed’s headboard, and set a bonfire in my sink to teach me why playing with fire was bad. Mom had caught us right as we were trying to put it out. That was back when Jude still lived with his mother and Kaden hung around our house all the time. By the time I was a preteen, I unfortunately had a crush on Kaden. Thankfully, Jude’s mom dumped him with his dad. Because of that, Jude came around more, smashed away my unhealthy crush for Kaden, and shifted my infatuation to him.




    “Uncle Kaden. I kind of like that,” he said.




    I shook my head and laughed at him. “Uncle?”




    “What? Uncle sounds weird?”




    “Definitely. You never acted like an uncle should act.”




    He stirred some more. “Well, the shitty thing about having a baby at twenty is that you grow up with your kid. Jack and I were never ready for children. Shoot, we weren’t ready for our band doing so well at such a young age. If my dad hadn’t already been a famous jazz musician, we would have never gotten that record deal so quick and with such a huge budget. Not to say our music didn’t break down barriers and rock the world, but fame and money rushed to us with just our first song. A month later, we’re on tour. When the girls starting coming around, we never considered using protection. Just having fun.”




    “And having kids.” I sighed. Both Jude’s and my parents had had us in their early twenties. Their parenting skills provided the perfect example of why people should never have unprotected sex.




    “If I could do it all over again, I would’ve waited until I was well into my thirties.” Kaden took a sip of his wine. “I made a lot of mistakes. At least I won’t be making any more.”




    “You won’t?”




    “Well, I’m done with…half of the things I used to do back then. Now I should look like a proper uncle to you.”




    I snorted.




    As he sautéed the mushrooms, he looked like many things, standing there with bare feet and wearing only tight jeans. He was a rock fan’s dream and the vision women focused on when they touched themselves between their thighs. In my darkest moments, even I had tipped over to the kinky corners of my heart and slipped my fingers inside of me while I thought of Kaden’s bare-chested movements as he strummed his guitar. It had been so wrong on so many levels. Afterward, I’d promised myself not to do it again, but I had done it a few more times before shifting my naughty thoughts to Jude.




    “No disrespect, but I don’t really consider you my uncle.” I placed the glass on the table, sat on the barstool near him, and kicked off my heels. “How old are you now, forty-two?”




    “I’ll be forty-two in a few months.” His gaze strayed to my legs as I crossed them. Again, he looked away and cursed under his breath. “So, you don’t think of me as your uncle. What do you consider me then, Rainbow?”




    “I prefer Rain.”




    “I prefer Rainbow.”




    I sucked my teeth. “I think of you as my dad’s friend and Jude’s father, so you’re pretty much a friend of the family to me. Do you need any help? I’m a decent cook. I don’t burn things like Jude does.”




    “Nope. Once the mushrooms are how I like them, then I’ll drop in the steaks.” He wiped his hands on a towel hanging over the oven’s handle. “I thought I remembered Jude mentioning once that you were a vegetarian?”




    “When I was around my mom, I was.” I grinned. “Now, I’m a card-carrying carnivore.”




    To Mom’s dismay.




    “Love it.” He raised his wine in the air. “A toast to a long-awaited reunion and a budding new friendship.”




    Our glasses clinked together.




    “So, what’s up with this groupie, Vicky?” I asked.




    “I met her at a concert. She interviewed me for her local newspaper and offered me a blow job afterward.”




    “Wow. Does that happen a lot?”




    “Enough to make me a happy man.” He set his glass back down. “She did a good job too. Real good. I asked her to come along with me. It’s no big deal. Every now and then, I ask a woman to spend a few days or weeks with me, and it’s no problem.”




    “They just drop what they’re doing and follow you around from city to city?”




    “Of course. Wouldn’t you for someone you idolized?”




    “No.”




    “That’s only because you’ve been around enough stars in your day to realize they’re just messed up people that happened to get lucky.”




    “Not all of them are messed up.” I took another sip.




    “So, you’re still a virgin?”




    I choked on some of my wine.




    Kaden rushed over, hitting my back until I calmed down.




    “I’m okay.” I cleared my throat.




    “Maybe I should have asked that after you’d finished drinking.”




    “Maybe you shouldn’t have asked me that at all.”




    “Well, you said I’m not your uncle. Cool friends of your dad can ask things like that, right?”




    “Nope.” I scrunched my face up. “I think your friend’s daughter’s virginity tends to be off the table for discussion.”




    “Really?” He quirked his eyebrows. “Well, I’ll have to give Jack my apologies next time I see him.”




    My body stiffened. I gulped some wine.




    “That’s why I came back, you know.” He leaned on the counter. “I always check on him when I’m in town. Make sure there are fresh flowers out there, and Ned the groundskeeper is maintaining the space around his gravesite.”




    “Ned told me.” I stirred in my seat.




    “I never miss his birthday. It was so important to him.” His eyes brightened as he stared off in the distance. “You wouldn’t believe all of the crazy times we had on his birthdays. I mean, the man knew how to party, but the best birthday had to be the one we spent in the hospital.”




    I tapped my toes on the floor.




    “Only Jack, who loved birthdays so much, would be gifted with his precious little girl on his birthday.”




    I slid off of the stool. “I’ll be right back. I have to go to the bathroom.”




    “Okay.”




    I escaped from the kitchen with my glass still in my hand. The downstairs bathroom flanked the right side of the kitchen’s entrance. I got in and shut the door. I knew Kaden would do this—bring up memories, go on and on about Dad, trudge through the past like it was a necessary journey to take. Kaden might’ve loved Dad more than any person walking this earth. Even me.




    If he knew the last days of my dad’s life and the part I played in them, would he still want to get to know me?




    I finished the wine. In the mirror, my reflection stared back at me. Water glazed my guilty eyes. My curls flailed out like a lion’s mane of blond streaks and brown strands.




    Had Kaden seen my guilt? Did he realize I was nervous?




    Those fake blue eyes stared back, mocking me. At least the tears didn’t show. Thank God. Instead, they ducked back into my eyelids as I tucked my sadness back into my core. Some things needed to be ignored and not dwelled on. The more my mind flew off in one direction, the more my sanity shattered into pieces that no one could sweep up and glue back together.




    Someone started knocking at the door.




    “Are you okay, Rainbow?” Kaden asked on the other side.




    Dear God, I wish he would stop calling me that.




    “I’m okay.” I stepped out of the bathroom, closed the door behind me, and gave him the glass. “I’m not really hungry.”




    As he did when I was a kid, he put himself in my way, forcing me to duck under him if I wanted to escape. I leaned back on the door. He stepped closer. Too close. “Talk to me.”




    “About?” I scowled at him.




    “Why are you upset?”




    “I’m not.”




    “You are.”




    “I’m fine.”




    “If you keep lying to me, I may have to do something about that.”




    I laughed. “Like what, bend me over your knee and whip me?”




    He leaned in closer, beyond the proper distance he should. Dad wouldn’t have liked it. Jude probably wouldn’t either. But the Kaden I remembered always skirted the line and tended to push the limits when he longed to make a point. His breath brushed over my skin. My body shuddered in response, and it wasn’t due to fear or nervousness.




    Why am I so wrong?




    Kaden moved in further as if not even noticing the effect he had on me. “You’re actually seconds from me bending you over and whipping you right here.”




    “What?” I flushed with heat.




    “Oh, wait.” He backed up a little but not enough for me to flee. “I guess in this context, with you now being…full grown—”




    “Full grown?”




    “Propped and stuff.”




    I twisted my lips in confusion. “Propped?”




    “You know what I mean. Breasts and other things.”




    “Other things like what?” I giggled.




    He stepped back once more. At this rate, I’d have him out of my way in no time. He ran his fingers through his hair. “What I’m trying to say is the whipping threat isn’t the same when you’re not a bony little knucklehead with braces and acne. Now that you’re…curvy.”




    “Curvy?” I battled to hold in my laugh.




    “Stop it and give me a break here.” A smile spread across his face as he held out his hands to his sides. “This is awkward enough with you in that tiny, little dress.”




    “Fine, but you have to ease up on me too.”




    “I’m not pressuring you.”




    “You’re literally cornering me.” I did dramatic gestures to show his guarding of the hallway exit. “And besides, I was never bony.”




    “You were a walking mold of sticks with a huge mop of hair. Either way, back to what I was saying. You should talk to me whenever you need to.”




    I banged the back of my head against the door. “You and Jude are two of the most aggravating men I’ve ever known.”




    “I’ll take that as a compliment.”




    “You shouldn’t.” I shoved past him. “I’m fine, Kaden.”




    “Are you sure?”




    “Dad killed himself five years ago. I’ve moved on.”




    He nodded. “Okay.”




    “I’m at peace.”




    “Sure.” He dug his hands into his jeans.




    “I barely even go to his grave.”




    “Interesting.”




    “What?”




    “When was the last time you went to his grave?” he asked.




    “It’s been years.”




    He gave me another skeptical look. “Then who leaves the slices of birthday cake?”




    “Beats me.” I averted my eyes.




    “And the ‘Happy Birthday, Daddy’ card?”




    I tapped my foot. “I may have done that once or twice.”




    “You never miss a birthday.”




    I left him there in the hallway. “Okay. You’ve got me. I visit his grave several times during the year. It’s no big deal.”




    “He hates chocolate, by the way,” Kaden called back.




    “Liar. He loves chocolate.”




    “He hated it and only ate it because it’s your favorite. Your only saving grace for subjecting his grave to chocolate is that the cake always tastes so goddamn good.”




    I rolled my eyes. “Are you eating his slices?”




    “Just a few bites.”




    “Disgusting and wrong in so many ways.”




    What type of person eats food off of a grave?




    “You have good taste in desserts, and I’m sitting there on the ground for a while talking to him. I tend to get a little hungry with it sitting there and taunting me.” He followed me back into the kitchen and poured me another glass of wine.




    “On Sunday, I’ll leave two slices.”




    “So, then you’ll be there?”




    “Of course. It’s our birthday. I always celebrate with him, as you’ve rudely pointed out.”




    “And does your grandma know?”




    I leaned my head to the side. “Does it matter? She lives out of the country.”




    “Just a question. I’m wondering if she’s finally forgiven your dad.”




    “No, she doesn’t know, and I doubt she’ll ever forgive him.” I seized my second glass of much-needed wine and drank it until it was half gone. Grandma never said I couldn’t go to Dad’s grave, but she never motivated me to do it either. I couldn’t speak his name around her. She hadn’t even buried his body anywhere near the rest of the family.




    You don’t like that, do you, Mom.




    “Why do you think Jack did it?” Kaden interrupted my thoughts.




    Only Kaden would ask me that. No one else would dare. Others had too much tact and discretion.




    “I don’t know why.” My voice sounded low.




    “That week we’d been hanging out, and I never got the impression he would go crazy like that. I just never…It just blows my mind, man.”




    I clamped up inside and gulped more wine. I barely drank alcohol and hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast this morning. Already, I felt a little light-headed.




    “You don’t want to talk about this?” he asked.




    “No. It’s still fresh in my mind after all these years.” I finished the glass. “I’d rather not.”




    “I’m sorry, then.” He slapped his forehead. “Of course you wouldn’t. Forget I even brought it all up.”




    “I will.”




    He watched me set the empty glass on the table. “You’re drinking that Pinot pretty fast.”




    “I like wine, Uncle Kaden.” I gave him an air kiss and hopped back on the stool. My breasts jiggled in my top. The bottom of my dress rose on my thighs. I yanked it back down.




    “Hmm.” He let his gaze travel over me. “You’re right. I’m not your uncle.”




    “Oh, you just realized that?” I stuck my tongue out. “And what made you decide?”




    “Uncles don’t have the thoughts I just had.” He put his back to me. Some mumbled words left his mouth as he stirred the mushrooms and lowered the heat. “Are those your girly things in the guest room next to Jude’s bedroom?”




    “Girly things?” I asked.




    “Fruity lotion, brushes, buckets of gel.”




    Buckets? He’s such an exaggerator.




    “Yes. That stuff is mine.”




    “You keep some extra clothes in there?”




    Where’s this going?




    “Yes.”




    “Please, for God’s sake, put something else on.”




    “Change my clothes? Seriously?” I placed my hand on my hips.




    “Yes. It would make things easier for me. I am a dirty old man, after all.”




    I laughed and jumped off of the stool. “I did read your biography, so I won’t argue with the dirty part, but I definitely don’t think you’re an old man. I don’t think forty-one is old.”




    “Compliments like that are only going to get you everywhere.”




    “I’m serious. You’re still hot.”




    He peeked at me as I walked by him. “Me being hot is an off limits topic for you, Rainbow.”




    “Okay, Old Uncle Kaden.” I saluted him.




    He swatted my behind. It stung and delivered pleasurable shivers all at the same time. Wow. I wasn’t expecting that. I rubbed the area. He watched my hand as it moved up and down and around the curve of my behind.




    He licked his lips.




    Warmth rose within me.




    Our eyes met. An uncomfortable silence bridged between us as his face transformed from lust to shock within seconds.




    He went back to the stove. “Go change.”




    I knew I should have fled right there and hurried upstairs. Maybe it was the wine or the horniness that had been bubbling in me all day as I’d considered Jude taking my virginity. Perhaps it was the instances of what I had imagined Kaden doing to me as I’d masturbated. Possibly it was all those things mixed with the fire in his eyes when he stared at me with such desire. Or in the end, maybe I just liked to do bad things sometimes.




    Either way, I stayed right there. “Any requests?”




    “What?” He averted his eyes when he faced me.




    “What do you want me to wear?”




    “Clothes.”




    “Do bikinis count?” I flirted.




    He shook his head and disappeared to the fridge. “Jeans and a shirt, Rainbow.”




    “Bra or no bra?”




    He groaned and stuck his head into the freezer as if to cool him off. “You come down here without a bra, and you won’t be a virgin any longer. Meanwhile, Jack will turn in his grave and return to the world to haunt me. You know, when Jack married your mom, he got real involved in Jamaican culture. He used to call ghosts duppies. Said it was what Jamaicans called it. Would you like your dad to come back as a duppy?”




    “No.” I gritted my teeth at the mention of Dad and duppies. My legs wobbled a little as if I was going to pass out.




    “Are you a duppy, Rainbow?” Dad woke me up with a gun pointed to my head.




    “No, Daddy.”




    “Rainbow, are you okay?” Kaden appeared in front of me and tapped my shoulder. “You look scared.”




    I backed away from his touch. My stomach tightened into painful knots. “I’m fine.”




    “Go put on something big, baggy, and preferably unattractive looking.”




    I twisted around and did my best to get ahold of myself. “Yes, Uncle Kaden.”




    “You’re killing me, Rainbow.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Friendly Touching




    “MUCH BETTER OUTFIT.” Kaden set the plate full of food in front of me as I sat down, wearing blue jeans and an Oscar the Grouch T-shirt. “Now I’m not forced to not stare at all of the things I should not be staring at.”




    “Awkward.”




    “Exactly.” He sat down in front of me with his own plate. “So, back to your virginity.”




    “Are you insane?” I sliced a piece of steak off. “I thought we agreed my virginity existed in the realm of things we shouldn’t discuss.”




    “I just want to stress that my son may not be the person you should choose to lose your virginity to.”




    “Oh.” I chewed on the steak and savored the sauce Kaden must have slathered on while he’d cooked it. “Do you have someone else in mind?”




    “What? No. I’m just thinking that your first time should be with someone you love.”




    “I love Jude.”




    “Not the way you should when you’re giving away something so precious. Jude loves you, but not the way a man loves a woman, or am I wrong about this?”




    “You’re not.”




    “So, why would you give it to him?”




    Heat flushed on my cheeks. I was sure my face held a red tint. This was not the topic I wanted to talk to anyone about, but especially not Kaden, my dad’s best friend and my virginity-taker-to-be’s father. Plus, the whole talking of sex thing filled the air with that odd energy between us. He still wore no shirt and continued to drip with gorgeousness. Each time I took a tiny peek at his smooth skin, caught a bit of that exotic tattoo art on his arms, or spied the lush curve of his full lips, I experienced a thrill between my thighs and disgust within my mind.




    What’s wrong with me?




    “Just wait for the right guy,” Kaden said.




    “Okay.”




    “You’re not going to wait, are you?”




    “No.”




    “Rainbow, you’re sweet and innocent.”




    Laughter burst from my mouth. “Kaden, there is nothing sweet or innocent about me. I hang with Jude, for God’s sake. I’m not Snow Fucking White. Just because I’m a virgin doesn’t mean I’m some prissy little innocent girl.”




    Before Dad had died, I’d done other things with many guys—kissing, touching, sucking, fingering, blow jobs—everything but actual penetration. Once Dad died, things changed. When I kissed or made out with a guy, sometimes I vomited afterward and sometimes I didn’t. I never figured out why certain guys triggered my body into sickness, while others only made my stomach rumble. Either way, it hadn’t taken long for news to spread around school that weirdo Rain tended to barf on guys’ shoes after making out. My list of suitors had transformed from full to nonexistent in one week. The only reason people continued to say hi to me was because Jude hung around me, and everyone hoped to be in his favor.




    “Well, you must’ve had a reason to save your virginity,” Kaden offered. “Why give it up now? You might as well wait for the right guy.”




    I stuck my fork into another piece of steak and swirled it around the plate, making circles and zigzag lines. “I just don’t feel like waiting anymore. I understand what you’re saying, but I’m freaking almost twenty-one and curious.”




    “Of course you’re curious.”




    And horny.




    He cut into his own steak. “I guess what I’m trying to say is don’t rush into it.”




    “Again, I’m twenty-one in two days. Clearly, I don’t rush into things.”
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