
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



If you are going through hell, keep going.

—WINSTON S. CHURCHILL


You moved across the world, to follow your dreams.

And I’m so proud of you.

But . . . I miss you.

No one knows me like you do, and now there’s no one guarding my back.

Selfish, I know.

But I guess this is what happens when you surround yourself with strong, determined women.

Sometimes we need to conquer on our own.

Love you, Natty.

Nothing can break a force this strong.
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“I hear you aren’t too hungry today,” I say in a gentle tone to one of our newer residents, Mrs. Kennedy, as I enter her room. The woman is lovely, but she has dementia and can sometimes be a little difficult, like many of the residents in the aged-care facility where I’ve been working the last few years.

She shakes her head, her short blond-and-gray hair swishing against her round face. “I told them I don’t like potato. Yet what do I get? Motherfuckin’ potato.”

I’ve never met an elderly woman with such a potty mouth, but I find her vulgar language highly amusing. Mrs. Kennedy is a take-no-shit kind of woman, and I can respect that.

“Why didn’t you eat the rest of it?” I ask her, plumping her pillow behind her so she’s more comfortable. “What about the peas? And the chicken?”

“It’s practically all mashed potato,” she sneers, her blue eyes narrowing. “Do you think this place, this prison, will have the same menu every day? Because I’m pretty damn sure they will.”

I cover my mouth with my hand, unable to stop the giggle that escapes me. “I assure you, the food here is much healthier and accommodating for our residents than in some other places.”

“Maybe those without teeth,” she grumbles, huffing. “I still have mine. See?” She flashes her teeth at me, tilting her head from side to side so I can have a better view. “Men used to compliment me on how nice my teeth were. Those were the good old days. Now I just get compliments on my boobs or ass.”

I almost choke on the chewing gum in my mouth as she chuckles conspiratorially, clearly happy to get a reaction from me.

“You trying to kill me?” I joke, coughing a little.

“Better you than me,” she mutters, chuckling some more.

I smile and glance down at the food options, all sitting on trays on a wheeled rack. Making sure the residents in my section get fed and actually eat is only one of the many tasks I need to complete today. “How about soup and bread? Or shepherd’s pie.”

She chooses the pie, even though it’s made with mashed potato, and eats it without my help. She has her good days and her bad ones. It’s hard to watch any man or woman here struggle, but it’s even harder with Mrs. Kennedy. In the short time I’ve known her, I’ve learned that she’s a strong and stubborn woman, a proud one, and it kills her to need help from others. On my first shift with her, she refused any help at all and I had to just stand there while she went about her day, basically pretending that I wasn’t even there.

“Thank you, Zoe,” she says as I’m about to exit her room. “You’re much nicer than some of the other assholes here.”

My lip twitches. “Thanks for the compliment, Mrs. K.”

She grins and turns the TV on to some long-running soap opera. “Today is the day Joe finds out the truth about his wife. You sure you don’t want to stay and watch it with me?”

“I would, but I have work to do,” I reply, sighing dramatically. “Rain check?”

“Deal,” she replies, turning to the TV, dismissing me.

I laugh under my breath as I walk to the next room.
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I don’t know why, but every day at work I have my lunch in my car. It’s quiet and peaceful, and I can listen to music. It’s my little moment of solitude, and I look forward to it every day. Today, however, as I’m eating my chicken and salad wrap, all I can hear is the overbearing sound of an engine. I turn my head to the right and see a man on a motorcycle, parking next to me.

In the staff-only lot.

There is a separate lot on the other side for visitors, and although it can be hard to find parking, only staff are allowed to park here. There’s nothing worse than showing up to work and not being able to park because visitors have stolen our allocated spots. I know for a fact this man doesn’t work here. None of our employees ride a motorcycle, probably because we all value our lives. I wind my window down and call out, “Dude, you can’t park here.”

Of course he doesn’t hear me.

His engine is still loud as hell, so I wait until he turns it off and removes his matte-black helmet before I call out to him a second time.

“You can’t park here,” I repeat, tone unimpressed. People have no regard for other people, and I’m sick of it. He can fit that monstrosity somewhere else. Unless he just happened to miss the three signs on his way into the lot, he probably doesn’t care that he’s breaking a rule or disturbing my thirty minutes of peace.

And then he looks in my direction, and I see his face.

Fuck.

No wonder he doesn’t seem to think that the rules apply to him. If I looked like that, I’d probably think I was God too.

“What did you say?” he asks, helmet in his hand.

I rest my arm out my window. “Never mind,” I mutter, and he flashes me a smile. I couldn’t look away from it even if I wanted to.

He’s maybe the most handsome man I’ve ever seen—classically so, with crystal-clear blue eyes, blond hair, and a cocky smile. There’s an air about him, though, that tells me that there’s much more to this man than meets the eye. He’s in all black leather that screams Fuck with me and die. I’m certainly not getting any wholesome-boy-next-door vibes.

“Pretty sure you were yelling at me about something,” he rumbles, sticking his handsome face next to my open window.

“Ummm, you’re kind of in my personal space,” I tell him, frowning. “And I was simply explaining that you can’t park here, but I don’t think you’re going to move your bike, so . . .”

“You’d be right about that,” he says cheerfully, glancing me over. He takes in my scrubs, my dark hair tied on top of my head, and my face, which probably has food on it or something. “You work here?”

I glance down at myself. “Nope. I just sit here in my car and yell at assholes who park where they’re not supposed to.” I smirk. I can be seriously witty sometimes.

“So you’re a meter maid?” he jokes.

Fine. Two can play at that game.

“Yes, except this is the outfit I prefer. I like to keep things interesting,” I fire back, dusting some crumbs off my pants and packing away my garbage, getting ready to return to my shift.

“So you’re into role play, then?” he replies, winking at me.

I blink slowly a few times. This is not how I thought the conversation was going to go. “Yeah, no,” is my reply.

I wind up both my windows and get out of my car, with him stepping back to give me space before the door hits him.

“I would have opened your door,” he says.

“Should have been quicker,” I reply, sliding the strap of my bag over my arm. “Not all of us sit around waiting for a man to assist us.”

“Some just sit alone in cars stuffing their faces? Who knew this was where I’d have to look to find a decent woman,” he murmurs, walking next to me to the entrance of the aged-care home.

“All the decent women are probably hiding from you,” I mutter under my breath.

“Highly likely. What’s your name?” he asks me, watching me from the corner of his eye.

“Why?”

“Because I’d like to know the name of the beautiful woman who was yelling at me out of her car window,” he says with a wolfish grin. “I’m Rogue.”

“Rogue?” I ask, brow arching.

He nods.

“Oh,” I mutter. He’s serious. His name is Rogue. I’ve never heard of anyone with the name, but maybe it’s a nickname, I don’t know. I guess he’ll never be forgotten with a name like that.

“And you are?” he pushes.

“Late for work,” I reply, quickening my steps.

He blocks me with his large build, standing in front of the entrance, arms crossed over his chest. “How much trouble do you get in if you’re late?”

Not much, considering this would make it the only time this year that it’s happened.

“Are you always this nosy?” I fire back, moving to his right, and then left, trying to go around him but failing as he blocks off all my attempts.

“Yes. Now, what’s your name?” he continues, not letting up.

He’s clearly a stubborn man, and I hate that I give in to him, but I do need to get my ass clocked back in, and I don’t want my boss to see me standing out in front chatting with someone instead of working.

“Zoe,” I tell him. I sound a little unhappy about that fact. “My name is Zoe.”

“Nice to officially meet you, Zoe.”

“The pleasure is all yours,” I reply, grinning.

“There’s a thing as being too sassy, you know?” he says, but he can’t keep the amusement out of his voice.

“I’m not for everyone,” I reply, shrugging and smiling to myself. “You’re visiting someone here, then?” I ask as I walk inside with him next to me.

“Yeah,” he replies, all the humor gone from his face and his voice, as if he suddenly remembered why he was here, and it wasn’t to have silly banter with some stranger he met in the parking lot. I regret asking the question instantly; his mood has changed so dramatically.

“I’m here to see my mom,” he explains, hands sliding into his pockets, that blue gaze pinned to his black leather biker boots. “If she remembers me today, anyway.”

“Oh,” I whisper. His mom is a resident here. Of course, why else would he be here? “Do you want me to sign you in at the front desk?” I ask him gently, waiting for him to look at me. When he does, I’m hit with all of his emotions full force.

His raw pain.

His helplessness.

Guilt.

Suffering.

I’ve seen all of this before in the eyes of friends, and of family members of the residents here, but for some reason seeing it in his makes my chest go tight.

“I’m sorry,” I say to him, my voice full of sincerity.

And after what I see here, day after day, I mean it.

I am sorry.

Because there are no happy endings here.
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I’ve overheard a few of the girls here talking about how good-looking Mrs. K’s son is, but I never really paid any attention to them. It’s kind of unprofessional to be discussing such things, and I’ve also seen some of the men those girls have dated previously, so I didn’t think they had very high standards for the looks department. Kind of shallow of me, I know, but I guess they weren’t lying about this one.

Because Rogue is Mrs. K’s son.

I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s badass, and he had to get that from somewhere, and no one in this home is more badass than Mrs. K.

“I’ve never seen you here,” he says to me as we pause at the door to her room. “I moved Mom here about two weeks back because I wasn’t happy with the place I had her before.”

“I used to work mainly nights,” I say. I’ve only just started on day shifts. The night shifts were better money, but I pretty much had no life outside of these walls. My sister, Vanessa, was complaining that I was always working and never had time to see her, and she was right. I would work all night and sleep all day, and it was taking over everything else. Now that I’m working day shifts, I can catch up with her, go to my dance classes, and do anything else I want to do.

Rogue hovers, looking toward the bed his mother is in, still engrossed in her TV show. “How has she been? Is it weird if I ask you about her?”

“No, not at all. That’s what I’m here for. And so far today? Great. Sharp as a tack. She even made a few jokes, at my expense, of course,” I tell him, gently nudging him. “She’s a wonderful woman, Rogue.”

“I know,” he admits, a sad smile playing on his lips. “She raised me and my two brothers all by herself. She has the biggest heart, and the sharpest tongue, and to be honest, I don’t know how she did it. She worked, supported us, and was always there for us. There’s nothing I can do to repay everything she did for me, but I sure as hell try.”

“She’s a strong woman,” I agree, sadness filling me.

I can’t imagine saying goodbye to my rock, the one person who is everything in the world to me. How do you do that? I guess you don’t. I guess you carry that person with you everywhere, because he or she is a part of you. My rock is my sister. I think I’d be a shell of a person if I ever lost her. In fact, it makes me emotional just thinking about it.

“One in a million,” he murmurs, turning to me. “What about you? Close with your parents?”

“I am,” I agree, nodding. “We’re a pretty close family, but I’m closest to my sister.”

“Older or younger?”

“She’s older,” I tell him. “And if you think I’m sassy, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

He laughs softly. “Your poor parents, then.”

“You have no idea,” I reply with a grin. “Family is definitely one of the most important things to me.”

“Me too,” he says quietly. Our eyes connect and hold. “Family and loyalty.”

“I couldn’t agree more.”

It seems he’s much more than a handsome face, and I find myself wanting to talk with him some more. So much that I decide it’s time for me to go and get some work done.

“I’ll let you visit,” I tell him, taking a step back. “Press the button if the two of you need anything, and I’ll be right in.”

“Thanks,” he murmurs, eyes lingering on my face. “Do you . . .” He trails off, as though he’s not sure he wants to continue.

“Yes?” I ask him, curious.

He rubs the back of his neck with his palm. “Do you get another break or something?”

I shift on my feet, wondering what he’s getting at here. I shake my head. “Nope, not until I finish in a few hours.”

“I’ll still be here in a few hours,” he says, glancing back to Mrs. K. “I like to stay as long as I can.”

He stops, and I don’t know how he wants me to reply.

I clear my throat. “Okay.” Eloquent, I know.

“Do you want to grab a coffee or something afterward?” he continues, smirking at me like he knows I’m a little uncomfortable right now.

Is he asking me out?

At my work?

In front of his mother’s room?

Maybe I’m overthinking it. Coffee is casual, and not necessarily a date. Still, no matter how good-looking and charming he is, hanging out with one of my resident’s sons isn’t a good idea, especially one like Rogue, who has next mistake written all over him. It’s been a while since I’ve been in the dating game, and I need to start slowly, maybe just dip my big toe in, not jump in face first.

“Actually, I need to get straight home,” I say with a small smile, so he doesn’t feel too rejected. I wave awkwardly and bail, closing the door behind me to give him some privacy with his mom.

Rogue is the best-looking man I’ve ever laid eyes on.

Angels must weep every time they see him. But as for spending time with him outside of these walls? Not a great idea.

If it just so happened that we started something and it ended badly, I’d still have to see him every time he came to visit his mother.

Do I really want to shit where I eat?

Even if the shit is the best-looking shit I’ve ever seen?

No.

No, I don’t.

I expel a deep sigh and head next door, grabbing Mrs. Rogers’s chart from beside her bed, glancing over it. I don’t know why I have a weird feeling about the encounter I just had with Rogue, but it seems like all I want to do is walk back into that room and talk with him some more.

“Don’t frown, dear. It will give you wrinkles, and then you’ll never find a man,” Mrs. Rogers tells me, running her fingers down her chin. “Also, if you do this, in quick motions, it will get rid of that double chin you’re starting to get.”

Great.

I’ve met a man who has finally sparked some interest in me.

And I have a double chin.

I hate Mondays.
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I manage to get through the rest of my shift without seeing Rogue again, but when I walk to my car, he’s sitting there on his bike, looking lost, staring down at his boots. I don’t know what to do to help him, other than make sure his mother has the very best care, which is something I give to all my patients.

“Hey,” I say as I approach. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” He nods, straightening. “You were right, she is having a good day. Makes it kind of hard to leave, you know? It’s scary to think that the next time I come back, she might not remember me again, which makes me never want to let go of moments like today.”

“I know,” I whisper with a nod. “It’s not an easy thing, Rogue. But you come and visit her, no matter what, and that’s all you can do. I’ve seen patients whose families just stop coming because it gets too hard and too sad.”

“As long as she’s breathing, I’ll be here,” he replies, glancing down at his bike. “Want to go for a ride? I heard a little animosity in your voice when you were yelling at me to move my bike, so I’ve put it down to the fact that you must have something against them. What’s the story?”

“No story,” I tell him, cocking my hip. “Just statistics that speak for themselves. And so you did hear me when I was yelling.”

If I’m being honest, there’s something about a man on a motorcycle that puts my guard right up. Probably because I’ve been burned by one before. I don’t really want to make that mistake again if I can help it.

He laughs. “Maybe. You ever been on a bike?” he asks me, giving me a once-over. “I’m going to guess no.”

“You’d be guessing right,” I tell him, which is actually kind of a sore spot. I unlock my car door with a press of a button. “I’d like to keep my head where it is, thank you very much. I happen to like the way it sits pretty on my neck.”

“You’ll be fine, I promise. I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize that beautiful face of yours,” he replies, grinning. “Or any other part of you. You can’t live by statistics. That shit is depressing.”

“You can’t always live on the edge either,” I fire back, taking a step toward the driver’s seat. “I don’t need an adrenaline kick; I’m perfectly happy just as I am, thank you.”

My phone beeps with a message from my coworker Marissa, asking if I can cover her shift on my only day off this week.

“And this is why I have no friends,” I mutter to myself, replying with a firm no. I need my day off to keep my sanity, sleep in, and have some rest and relaxation time. I’m not giving that up just so she can go out drinking the night before.

“Why don’t you have any friends?” Rogue asks, making me jump and almost drop my new phone. I bring my eyes back to him to see that he’s lighting a cigarette, his crystal blue eyes pinned on my boring brown ones, his lips slightly curved upward in some kind of amusement.

“I don’t know, I just kind of keep to myself, I guess. Those will kill you,” I decide to add.

His brow lifts. “More statistics? I’ve only just started, so I think I get a little leeway time before they start to destroy me.”

“I don’t think it works like that,” I say, wincing and wrinkling my nose. “I don’t like the smell. It gives me migraines.”

He puts the cigarette out straight away, and moves slightly away from me, blowing smoke in the opposite direction as if saving me from the putrid smell. “Wouldn’t that be my luck?”

“What?” I ask him, narrowing my gaze.

“Guess I’m going to have to quit my new habit before I even start it.” He chuckles under his breath, a deep, melodic sound.

I can’t believe he insinuated that he’s going to quit smoking because I don’t like it. We’ve only just met, so it makes no sense whatsoever, but that doesn’t stop the butterflies in my stomach.

“Guess I better get going. My cat’s not going to feed himself.”

He laughs like I’ve made a joke when I’m actually being dead serious.

“So do you have a man, then?” he replies, studying me with a tilt of his head. “I feel like it’s too fuckin’ good to be true that a woman as beautiful as you would be single.”

Did my cat comment not give away how very single I am?

I feel my cheeks start to heat at his compliment. It’s not that I’m not used to hearing them—just that when one is coming from him, I don’t know, it makes me feel a little shy. I collect myself and brush it off. “I’m very single, thank you. What kind of woman like me are you referring to, though? One who is extremely awkward, doesn’t do anything fun other than dance ballet and watch true-crime shows and can’t remember the last time she used her gym membership?”

He blesses me with a deep chuckle. “Fuck, Zoe. You have no idea, do you?”

“No idea about what?” I ask him, a little warily.

“That you don’t do anything fun because you’re too busy taking care of the elderly, and I like the fact that you watch crime shows over mindless reality TV, and looking at you, I can tell you right now that you don’t need to use that fuckin’ gym membership, because you’re perfect. And ballet? That’s hot. You’re full of surprises, and I only hope that you’ll let me watch you dance one day,” he replies, rendering me speechless.

Me.

Zoe Kane.

Speechless.

This is a first.

I open my mouth, then close it. I repeat that motion twice more, all while he watches me with a smile playing on those inviting lips, amusement dancing in those crystal blue eyes.

I feel like I’m in the fucking Maldives every time I look at them.

I clear my throat, point at him, then lower my finger. “You’re smooth. And good looking. And even though you ride that death trap, and are kind of forward and intriguing, and we only just met, I don’t know what to think. But it’s been interesting; you do amuse. And I’m going to go now. I’m glad you had a good visit.”

Like the Flash, he moves to open my door.

“Thank you,” I tell him, wishing I didn’t blurt all of that information out at him. Why do I do that? I get nervous and say whatever I’m thinking instead of what I should be saying.

Act cool, my sister would say.

I wouldn’t know how to act cool if it hit me in my face.

Before I can make my escape, Rogue takes my hand and brings it to his lips, pressing a kiss against my knuckles. “I do want to take you out on a date, though. To chat and get to know you a little, maybe? So how about that coffee, or even dinner?”

“Uh, I don’t know,” I whisper, swallowing hard.

His lip twitches. “It was nice meeting you, Zoe. Drive home safely.”

“That should be my line to you,” I say with a little grin.

“Going to take a lot more than a motorcycle to get rid of me,” he replies, sounding as if he’s merely stating a fact.

“Good to know,” I reply, sliding into my car and taking a deep breath.

It’s not against the law to date a resident’s family member. It can’t be. But does he want to date me? Or does he want to take me on a date? There’s a difference.

And before I agree to it, I think I need to find out which one it is and exactly what he wants from me.

I might not be able to play it cool, but I can play it honest.

That’s more me than anything else.
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“You make the same thing for dinner every time we catch up for sisterly bonding,” I tell Vanessa, my older sister, eyeing the one and only dish she can make, lemongrass and chili chicken with rice. Don’t get me wrong, it’s delicious, but mixing things up every now and again would be nice. “I’m getting you a cookbook for Christmas.”

“Why fix it if it ain’t broken?” my sister responds, pulling her bowl toward her. “Everyone loves this dish. I don’t know what you’re complaining about. That lack of penis makes you grumpier and grumpier. If you get me a cookbook, I’m going to get you a giant vibrator. Imagine opening that up in front of Grandma come Christmas morning.”

Cue her evil laugh.

I roll my eyes. “You wouldn’t. Besides, if you must know, I’ve finally met a guy who piqued my interest.”

I think.

Her eyes go wide, and her fork pauses halfway to her lips. “No shit. You met an actual man you might want to date? Or bone? I feel like I need to see this guy with my own eyes. He better not be an actor or something. Keep it realistic, because if you say Jason Momoa, it’s going to be a little harder to hook the two of you up.”

“No, he’s real, but thank you for making me clarify that. If you come to work, you can see him, but you have to act casual because I literally only just met him,” I reply chirpily.

She drops her fork into her bowl with distaste. “You have a thing for an old man? Ew, you’re disgusting, Zoe. I don’t know where I went wrong with you. Is this some grandpa fetish or something? Because that is fucking creepy. You know I’ve always said that I will support you no matter what, but this is pushing boundaries—”

“Are you done?” I ask her in a dry, unamused tone. “He’s not a resident, you weirdo, oh my God, did you actually think . . .” I trail off, unable to contain my laughter.

“Well, you said at work! What did you think I’d think? You work with old people!” she says loudly over my high-pitched laughter. “Can you stop? And tell me who it is. Because honestly, I was giving up on the prospect of ever having a niece or nephew.”

It’s true, I haven’t dated in over a year, so I can see why she was giving up on me.

“You haven’t even given me a niece or nephew yet,” I remind her, frowning. “When am I going to get one of those? I’m going to be the best auntie ever.”

“Whenever I decide on which penis I want to ride for the rest of my life,” she replies with a straight face, her brown eyes, exactly like mine, dead serious. “I’ll settle down when I’m ready, but for now I’m going to enjoy the ride, like I keep telling you to do. These are the best years of our lives, Zoe. Our boobs and asses are at their perkiest, and we should enjoy these times before we get old and boring and real life kicks in.”

“I’m already living real life.”

“Exactly,” she insists, throwing her hands up, her short blunt bob coming untucked from behind her double-pierced ear. “You’re living the life of an old, settled-down person when you should be living the life of someone your age, being irresponsible and making terrible decisions.”

“Is having a crush on another biker irresponsible and a terrible decision? Because if it is, I’m all over that already,” I insert quickly, anticipating her reaction with suppressed glee.

She delivers.

“A biker? Another one? You wait until now to tell me this bit of information? All the other useless shit you’ve told me since you got here, like the detailed phone call you had with Mom and how you had to clean poo off the wall at work?”

She stands up dramatically and offers me her hand. “Come with me to my office. This isn’t a conversation to be had at the dinner table. I need to hear every detail about this man.”

Did I mention that my sister is a drama teacher?

She’s theatrical as fuck, and she doesn’t even have an office, so I have no idea where she wants to have this conversation, but I’m done eating and eager to tell her all about Rogue. She leads me into her bedroom, where we sit on the thick gray wool knitted blanket I got her for Christmas last year.

“Spill. No detail is too small,” she says, but then the bitch doesn’t give me the chance to answer. “When you say biker, do you mean he just rides a bike, or is he actually part of a biker gang? Like Fox? Does he have a kickass ride? Is it a Harley?”

I wince at the mention of Fox, a guy I dated about two years back. He was a biker, and yes, he was part of a motorcycle club. However, it didn’t end well, and he didn’t even take me for a ride on his bike, so I couldn’t have meant much to him. I should have known his name would be brought up when I told her about Rogue, but I was kind of hoping that she had forgotten. I wish I could forget and never hear his name again. What happened with him is a hit to my ego.

You can also probably see why I grew up being the quiet sibling, the one who was more than happy to step out of the spotlight for Vanessa. She’s quite out there, but no one loves me more than she does. We’re sisters and best friends, and I wouldn’t trade her for the world, even if it’s hard to get a word in edgewise with her.

“Are you going to let me talk or keep asking more questions before I can answer the previous ones?” I ask her before she can keep talking. “It’s okay to breathe in between sentences, Vanessa.”

She smirks, but shuts up and nods for me to continue.

“I don’t know if he’s part of a biker gang or not, I haven’t seen him wearing one of those vest things that Fox used to wear, and I don’t know anything about sweet rides,” I explain, realizing that I really don’t know shit. “But he has a big black motorcycle, and his name is Rogue, and he’s the most handsome man my eyes have ever been blessed to land on.”

“Rogue?” she asks, perfectly arched brows rising. “What kind of name is that?”

“What kind of name is Fox?” I shrug. “It’s his nickname, I’m pretty sure, and it suits him. He’s a dashing Rogue if I ever saw one,” I tell her, then give her a quick recap on how we met.

“So his mom is one of the residents,” she clarifies, moving to sit cross-legged on the bed. “I don’t get why you didn’t grab a coffee with him.”

“Honestly? I just freaked out a little. Like when I’m sitting here thinking about him, all I want to do is go on a date with him. But when I was in front of him, I think I got a little intimidated. And what if he just wants to sleep with me and that’s it? Don’t forget that I still have to see him at work, and I don’t want things to get messy. Besides, you know my history with bikers. While I don’t know if he’s technically in a club, he fits the type.”

“Okay, so if he just wanted sex and that’s it, you wouldn’t be okay with that?” she asks, studying me without any judgment. “If you want more than sex, then maybe you’re right, you should walk away, but I think you should at least make sure that he’s not on the same page before you do. But if you just want a little fun, I don’t see what the problem is. You always overthink everything, Zoe. Life doesn’t have to be so serious. It wouldn’t kill you to dust away those cobwebs and get laid. He sounds hot, and I bet he’s good in bed. So as long as you make him wrap his willy, I don’t see why you aren’t bouncing on his penis right now.”

“My sister, ladies and gentlemen,” I joke, laughing at her. “You make it sound so easy, but it’s not. It’s hard to get back into the whole dating world for me; it’s basically like losing my virginity all over again. And you remember how my last two relationships ended.”

One ex-boyfriend, Cedric, was a successful businessman and would take me with him to all of his events, parading me around as his arm candy. He made me feel beautiful and coveted, but I soon realized that he saw me as a possession. He never taught me anything. He never bothered to really get to know me. It was all on such a shallow level that I soon disconnected from it. I realized that I deserved more, and I walked away.

After Cedric was Fox. I met Fox at a bar one night, and it was lust at first sight. In the three months that I spent with him, he never let me meet any of his biker friends, and he never took me to his clubhouse. I was his dirty little secret, which at first was a little exciting. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other. I thought we had something special. Until I found out afterward that he had an old lady, and I was a side piece for him whenever he felt like it.

He turned out to be just another man who lied through his teeth and made me feel like I’d done something wrong. I’ve wasted my time with so many men just because I thought it was what I was supposed to be doing.

And if I’m being honest, Fox has a lot to do with why I’m a little unsure about letting Rogue into my life.

“Except you’re older and wiser this time, and Rogue may not be like Fox, that piece of shit. Rogue may not even be a biker. You can’t hold it against him just because he has a motorcycle. And if he is a biker, then you’ll go into it with open eyes. You can make this work for you however you want it. You’re the most beautiful girl I know, Zoe, and that’s not even me being biased because I’m your big sister. There’s a reason you’ve caught the eye of someone you claim to be so sexy, and it’s because you’re on the same level. I think you should go for it, but it’s up to you. And if you’re too scared to go on a date with him alone, I can sit at another table in my spy gear and make sure you’re okay. We can even hook up a microphone and earphones so I can feed you witty banter ideas.”

I hold my hand up. “Okay, my game isn’t that bad. Yes, I’m out of practice, but I’m not fifteen.”

“That’s the spirit,” she calls out cheerfully, clapping her moonstone-ring-covered hands together. “You’ve got this. Fuck him if you want, or don’t, it’s up to you. You’re the one in control. And if he’s an asshole, I’ll come in and kick his ass. I don’t care how badass he apparently is. You know I like a good challenge.”

While I stuck to ballet, jazz, and dance hall classes as a child, Vanessa did boxing and jujitsu. Not only is she crazy, but she can back it up. She’s strong, and she likes a good fight. No one can really see that under her boho dresses and the hippie vibe she hides behind is a strong, unapologetic woman.

“It won’t come to that,” I assure her. “I’ll just wait until I see him again and find out what he says. Maybe he won’t even ask me out again, who knows?”

“Well, then he’s a fool,” she replies, eyes narrowing. “Want to go get some frozen yogurt to celebrate the fact that your libido didn’t die on you? I feel like this moment calls for celebration. We can come back and finish my chicken masterpiece that I know you won’t criticize again, because it’s your favorite meal of all time.”
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