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  To Liz Reinhardt who was my own personal cheerleader while I wrote this book. You come across people in life that become one of those friends you can’t imagine life

  without. Liz is one of those friends.
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  ONE




  Trucks with mud on the tires were what I was used to seeing parked outside a house party. Expensive foreign cars weren’t. This  place

  had  at  least twenty of them covering up the long driveway. I pulled my mom’s fifteen-year-old Ford truck over onto the sandy grass so that I wouldn’t be blocking anyone in.

  Dad hadn’t told me that he was having a party tonight. He hadn’t told me much of anything.




  He also hadn’t shown up for my mother’s funeral. If I didn’t need somewhere to live, I wouldn’t be here. I’d had to sell the small house that my grandmother had

  left us to pay off the last of mom’s medical bills. All I had left were my clothes and the truck. Calling my father, after he had failed to come even once during the three years my mother had

  fought cancer, had been hard. It had been necessary though; he was the only family I had left.




  I stared at the massive three-story house that sat directly on the white sand in Rosemary Beach, Florida. This was my dad’s new home. His new family. I wasn’t going to fit in

  here.




  My truck door was suddenly jerked open. On instinct, I reached under the seat and grabbed my nine-millimeter. I swung it up and directly at the intruder, holding it with both hands ready to pull

  back on the trigger.




  “Whoa . . . I was gonna tell you that you were lost but I’ll tell you whatever the hell you want me to as long as you put that thing away.” A guy with brown shaggy hair tucked

  behind his ears stood on the other side of my gun with both his hands in the air and eyes wide.




  I cocked an eyebrow and held my gun steady. I still didn’t know who this guy was. Jerking someone’s truck door open wasn’t a normal greeting for a stranger. “No, I

  don’t think I’m lost. Is this Abraham Wynn’s house?”




  The guy swallowed nervously, “Uh, I can’t think with that pointed in my face. You’re making me very nervous, sweetheart. Could you put it down before you have an

  accident?”




  Accident? Really? This guy was beginning to piss me off. “I don’t know you. It’s dark outside and I’m in a strange place, alone. So, forgive me if I don’t feel very

  safe at the moment. You can trust me when I tell you that there won’t be an accident. I can handle a gun. Very well.”




  The guy didn’t appear to believe me and now that I was looking at him he didn’t appear to be real threatening. Nevertheless, I wasn’t ready to lower my gun just yet.




  “Abraham?” he repeated slowly and started to shake his head then stopped, “Wait, Abe is Rush’s new stepdad. I met him before he and Georgianna left for Paris.”




  Paris? Rush? What? I waited for more of an explanation but the guy continued to stare at the gun and hold his breath. Keeping my eyes on him, I lowered my protection and made sure to put the

  safety back on before tucking it under my seat. Maybe with  the gun put  away the guy could focus and explain.




  “Do you even have a license for that thing?” he asked incredulously.




  I wasn’t in the mood to talk about my right to bear arms. I needed answers.




  “Abraham is in Paris?” I asked, needing confirmation. He knew I was coming today. We’d talked just last week after I’d sold the house.




  The guy nodded slowly and his stance relaxed. “You know him?”




  Not really. I had seen him twice since he’d walked out on my mom and me five years ago. I remembered the Dad who’d come to my soccer games and grilled burgers outside for the

  neighborhood block parties. The Dad I’d had until the day my twin sister Valerie was killed in a car accident. My father had been driving. He’d changed that day. The man that

  didn’t call me and make sure I was okay while I took care of my sick mother, I didn’t know him. Not at all.




  “I’m his daughter, Blaire.”




  The guy’s eyes went wide and he threw back his head and laughed. Why was this funny? I waited for him to explain when he held out his hand. “Come on Blaire, I have someone you need

  to meet. He’s gonna love this.”




  I stared down at his hand and reached for my purse.




  “Are you packing in your purse too? Should I warn everyone not to piss you off?” The teasing lilt to his voice kept me from saying something rude.




  “You opened my door without knocking. I was scared.” “Your instant reaction to being scared is to pull out a gun on someone? Damn girl, where are you from? Most girls I know

  squeal or some shit like that.”




  Most girls he knew hadn’t been forced to protect themselves for the past three years. I’d had my mother to take care of but no one to take care of me. “I’m from

  Alabama,” I replied, ignoring his hand and stepping out of the truck myself.




  The sea breeze hit my face and the salty smell of the beach was unmistakable. I’d never seen the beach before. At least not in person. I’d seen pictures and movies. But the smell, it

  was exactly like I expected it to be.




  “So it’s true what they say about girls from Bama,” he replied and I turned my attention to him.




  “What do you mean?”




  His eyes scanned down my body and back up to my face. A grin stretched slowly across his face. “Tight jeans, tank tops, and a gun. Damn, I’ve been living in the wrong fucking

  state.”




  Rolling my eyes, I reached into the back of the truck. I had a suitcase and then several boxes that I needed to drop off at the Goodwill.




  “Here, let me get it.” He stepped around me then reached into the truck bed for the large piece of luggage my mom had kept tucked away in her closet for that “road trip”

  we never got to take. She always talked about how we’d drive across the country and then up the west coast one day. Then she’d gotten sick.




  Shaking off the memories, I focused on the present. “Thank you, uh . . . I don’t think I got your name.”




  The guy pulled the suitcase out then turned back to me.




  “What? You forgot to ask when you had the nine-millimeter pointed at my face?” he replied.




  I sighed. Okay, maybe I’d gone a little overboard with the gun but he’d scared me.




  “I’m Grant, a, uh, friend of Rush’s.”




  “Rush?” There was that name again. Who was Rush?




  Grant’s grin grew big once again. “You don’t know who Rush is?” He was extremely amused. “I’m so fucking glad I came tonight.”




  He nodded his head toward the house, “Come on. I’ll introduce you.”




  I walked beside him as he led me to the house. The music inside got louder as we got closer. If my dad wasn’t here, then who was? I knew Georgianna was his new wife but that was all I

  knew. Was this a party her kids were having? How old were they? She did have kids, didn’t she? I couldn’t remember. Dad had been vague. He’d said I’d like my new family but

  he hadn’t said who that family was exactly.




  “So, does Rush live here?” I asked.




  “Yeah, he does, at least in the summer. He moves to his other houses according to the season.”




  “His other houses?”




  Grant chuckled, “You don’t know anything about this family your dad has married into, do you, Blaire?”




  He had no idea. I shook my head.




  “Quick  mini  lesson then  before we  walk  inside the madness,” he replied, stopping at the top of the stairs leading to the front door and looked at me.

  “Rush Finlay is your stepbrother. He’s the only child of the famous drummer for Slacker Demon, Dean Finlay. His parents never married. His mother, Georgianna, was a groupie back in the

  day. This is his house. His mother gets to live here because he allows it.” He stopped and looked back at the door, as it swung open. “These are all his friends.”




  A tall, willowy, strawberry blonde wearing a short royal blue dress and a pair of heels that I’d break my neck in if I tried to wear them stood there staring at me. I didn’t miss the

  distaste in her scowl. I didn’t know much about people like this but I did know that my department store clothing wasn’t something she approved of. Either that or I had a bug crawling

  on me.




  “Well, hello Nannette,” Grant replied, in an annoyed tone.




  “Who is she?” the girl asked, shifting her gaze to Grant.




  “A friend. Wipe the snarl off your face Nan, it isn’t an attractive look for you,” he replied, reaching over to grab my hand and pull me into the house behind him.




  The room wasn’t as full as I’d assumed. As we walked past the large open foyer an arched doorway led into what I assumed was a living room. Even so, it was bigger than my entire

  house or what had been my house. Two glass doors were standing open with a breathtaking view of the ocean. I wanted to see that up close.




  “This way,” Grant instructed as he made his way over to a . . . bar? Really? There was a bar in the house?




  I glanced over the people we passed by. They all paused for a moment and gave me a quick once over. I stood out big time.




  “Rush, meet Blaire, I believe she might belong to you. I found her outside looking a little lost,” Grant said and I swung my gaze from the curious people to see who this Rush

  was.




  Oh.




  Oh. My.




  “Is that so?” Rush replied in a lazy drawl and leaned forward from his relaxed position on the white sofa with a beer in his hand. “She’s cute but she’s young.

  Can’t say she’s mine.”




  “Oh, she’s yours alright. Seeing as her daddy has run off to Paris with your momma for the next few weeks. I’d say this one now belongs to you. I’d gladly offer her a

  room at my place if you want. That is if she promises to leave her deadly weapon in the truck.”




  Rush narrowed his eyes and studied me closely. They were an odd color. Stunningly unusual. They weren’t brown. They weren’t hazel. They were a warm color with some silver laced

  through them. I’d never seen anything like them. Could they be contacts?




  “That doesn’t make her mine,” he finally replied and leaned back on the sofa where he’d been reclining when we walked up.




  Grant cleared his throat. “You’re kidding, right?”




  Rush didn’t reply. Instead he took a drink from the longneck bottle in his hands. His gaze had shifted to Grant’s and I could see the warning there. I was going to be asked to leave.

  This wasn’t good. I had exactly twenty dollars in my purse and I was almost out of gas. I’d already sold anything of value that I possessed. When I’d called my father I had

  explained that I just needed somewhere to stay until I could get a job and make enough money to go find a place of my own. He had quickly agreed and given me this address telling me he would love

  for me to come stay with him.




  Rush’s attention was back on me. He was waiting on me to make a move. What did he expect me to say? A smirk touched his lips and he winked at me.




  “I got a house full of guests tonight and my bed’s already full.” He shifted his eyes to Grant. “I think it’s best if we let her go find a hotel until I can get in

  touch with her daddy.”




  The disgust on his tongue as he said the words “daddy” hadn’t gone unnoticed. He didn’t like my father. I couldn’t blame him really. This wasn’t his fault. My

  dad had sent me here. I’d wasted most of my money on gas and food driving here. Why had I trusted that man?




  I reached over and grabbed the handle on the suitcase that Grant was still holding. “He’s right. I should go. This was a very bad idea,” I explained without looking at him. I

  tugged hard on the suitcase and he let go somewhat reluctantly. Tears stung my eyes as the realization that I was about to be homeless sunk in. I couldn’t look at either of them.




  Turning, I headed for the door, keeping my eyes downcast. I heard Grant arguing with Rush but I blocked it out. I didn’t want to hear what that beautiful man said about me. He didn’t

  like me. That much was obvious. My dad was not a welcome member of the family apparently.




  “Leaving so soon?” a voice that reminded me of smooth syrup asked. I glanced up to see the delighted smile on the girl who had opened the door earlier. She hadn’t wanted me

  here either. Was I that revolting to these people? I quickly dropped my eyes back to the floor and opened the door. I had too much pride for that mean bitch to see me cry.




  Once I was safely outside I let out a sob and headed to my truck. If I hadn’t been carrying my suitcase I’d have run. I needed the safety of it. I belonged inside my truck, not in

  this ridiculous house with these uppity people. I missed home. I missed my mom. Another sob broke free and I closed the door to my truck locking it behind me.




  










  TWO




  I wiped my eyes and forced myself to take a deep breath. I couldn’t fall apart now. I hadn’t fallen apart when I’d sat holding my

  mother’s hand as she took her last breath. I hadn’t fallen apart as they lowered her into the cold ground. And I hadn’t fallen apart when I’d sold the only place I had to

  live. I would not fall apart now. I would get through this.




  I didn’t have enough money for a hotel room but I could live in my truck. Finding a safe place to park it at night would be my only problem. This town seemed safe enough but I was pretty

  sure this old truck parked anywhere overnight would draw attention. I’d have the cops knocking on my window before I could even fall asleep. I would have to use my last twenty dollars on

  fuel. Then I could drive into a larger city where my truck would go unnoticed in a parking lot.




  Maybe I could park behind a restaurant and get a job there too. I wouldn’t need gas to get to and from work. My stomach growled reminding me that I hadn’t eaten since this morning. I

  would need to spend a couple dollars on some food. Then pray I would find a job in the morning.




  I would be okay. I turned my head to check behind me before I cranked the truck and backed out. Silver eyes stared back at me.




  A small scream escaped me before I realized that it was Rush. What was he doing standing outside my truck? Had he come to make sure I left his property? I really didn’t want to talk to him

  anymore. I started to turn my eyes away and focus on getting out of there when he cocked an eyebrow at me. What did that mean?




  You know what? I really didn’t care. Even if he looked ridiculously sexy doing it. I started to crank the truck but instead of the roar of the engine, I was met with a click and some

  silence. Oh no. Not now. Please not now.




  I jiggled the key and prayed I was wrong. I knew the gas gauge was broken but I’d been watching the mileage. I shouldn’t be out of gas. I had a few more miles. I know I did.




  I slammed my palm against the steering wheel and called the truck a few choice names but nothing happened. I was stuck. Would Rush call the police? He wanted me off his property so badly

  he’d come out here to make sure I left. Now that I couldn’t leave would he have me arrested? Or worse, call a tow truck. I did not have the money to get my truck back if he did that. At

  least in jail I’d have a bed and food.




  Swallowing the lump lodged firmly in my throat I opened the truck door and hoped for the best.




  “Problems?” he asked.




  I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs in frustration. Instead, I managed a nod. “I’m out of gas.” Rush let out a sigh. I didn’t speak. I decided waiting on the

  verdict was the best option here. I could always beg and plead afterward.




  “How old are you?”




  What? Was he really asking me my age? I was stuck in his driveway, he wanted me to leave and instead of discussing my options, he was asking me my age. The guy was strange.




  “Nineteen,” I replied.




  Rush raised both his eyebrows, “Really?”




  I was trying hard not to get pissed off. I needed this guy to have mercy on me. Forcing the snide comment that was on the tip of my tongue back, I smiled. “Yes. Really.”




  Rush grinned and shrugged. “Sorry. You just look younger.” He stopped and his eyes trailed down my body and back up again slowly. The sudden heat in my cheeks was embarrassing.

  “I take that back. Your body looks every bit of nineteen. It’s that face of yours that looks so fresh and young. You don’t wear makeup?”




  Was that a question? What was he doing? I wanted to know what my immediate future held, not discuss the fact that wearing makeup was a luxury that I couldn’t afford. Besides, Cain, my

  exboyfriend and current best friend, had always said I didn’t need to add to my looks any. Whatever that meant.




  “I’m out of gas. I have twenty dollars to my name. My father has run off and left me after telling me he’d help me get back on my feet. Trust me; he was the LAST person

  I wanted to ask for help. No, I don’t wear makeup. I have bigger problems than looking pretty. Now, are you going to call the police or a tow truck? I prefer the police in case I get a

  choice.” I snapped my mouth closed ending my rant. He’d pushed me too far and I hadn’t been able to control my mouth. Now, I’d stupidly given him the stupid notion of a tow

  truck. Dangit.




  Rush tilted his head and studied me. The silence was almost more than I could handle. I’d just shared a little too much information with this guy. He could make my life harder if he wanted

  to.




  “I don’t like your father and from the tone in your voice, neither do you,” he said thoughtfully. “There is one room that is empty tonight. It will be until my mom gets

  home. I don’t keep her maid around when she isn’t here. Mrs. Henrietta only stops by to clean once a week while Mom is on vacation. You can have her bedroom under the stairs. It’s

  small but it’s got a bed.”




  He was offering me a room. I would not burst into tears. I could do that later tonight. I wasn’t going to jail. Thank God.




  “My only other option is this truck. I can assure you that what you’re offering is much better. Thank you.”




  Rush frowned a moment, then it vanished quickly and he had an easy smile on his face again. “Where’s your suitcase?” he asked.




  I closed the truck door and walked over to the back of the truck to get it out. Before I could reach for it, a warm body that smelled foreign and delicious reached over me. I froze as Rush

  grabbed my luggage and pulled it out.




  Turning around I looked up at him. He winked at me. “I can carry your bag. I’m not that big of an ass.”




  “Thank you, again,” I stuttered, unable to look away from his gaze. Those eyes of his were incredible. The thick black lashes that framed them almost looked like eyeliner. He had an

  all-natural highlighter around his eyes. It  was completely unfair. My lashes were blonde. What I wouldn’t give for lashes like his.




  “Ah, good, you stopped her. I was giving you five minutes and then coming out here to make sure you hadn’t completely run her off.” Grant’s familiar voice snapped me out

  of my daze and I spun around thankful for an interruption. I had been gazing up at Rush like an idiot. I’m surprised he hadn’t sent me packing again.




  “She’s gonna take Henrietta’s room until I can get in touch with her father and figure something out.” Rush sounded annoyed. He stepped around me and handed Grant the

  suitcase. “Here, you take her to her room. I have company to get back to.”




  Rush walked off without a backwards glance. It took all my willpower not to watch him walk away. Especially since his backside in a pair of jeans was extremely tempting. He was not someone I

  needed to be attracted to.




  “He is one moody sonuvabitch,” Grant said, shaking his head and looking back at me. I couldn’t disagree with him.




  “You don’t have to carry my suitcase inside again,” I said reaching for it.




  Grant moved it back out of my reach. “I happen to be the charming brother. I’m not about to let you carry this suitcase when I have two very strong not to mention pretty damn

  impressive arms to carry them with.”




  I would have smiled if not for the one word that had just thrown me for a loop. “Brother?” I replied.




  Grant smiled but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I guess I forgot to mention that I’m the kid of Georgianna’s husband number two. She stayed married to my dad from the

  time I was three years old and Rush was four until I was fifteen. By then, Rush and I were brothers. Just because my dad divorced his mom didn’t change anything for us. We went  to

   college together and even joined the same frat.”




  Oh.  Okay.  I  hadn’t been expecting that.  “How  many husbands has Georgianna had?”




  Grant let out a short hard laugh then started walking toward the door. “Your dad is husband number four.”




  My dad was an idiot. This woman sounded like she went through husbands like she did panties. How long before she got rid of him and moved on?




  Grant walked back up the steps and didn’t say anything else to me while we headed toward the kitchen. It was massive with black marble countertops and elaborate appliances. It reminded me

  of something out of a home decorating magazine. Then he opened a door that looked like a large walk-in pantry. Confused, I looked around then followed him inside. He walked to the back of it and

  opened another door.




  He had enough room to walk inside and put my suitcase on the bed. I followed him in and scooted around the twin size bed that left only a few inches between it and the door. It was obvious I was

  under the stairs. A small nightstand fit tightly between the bed and the wall. Other than that, there was nothing.




  “I have no idea where you are supposed to keep your luggage. This room is small. I’ve never actually been back here.” Grant shook his head and then sighed. “Listen, if

  you want to come to my apartment with me you can. I’ll at least give you a bedroom that you can move around in.”




  As nice as Grant was I wasn’t about to take him up on that offer. He didn’t need an unwanted houseguest taking up one of his bedrooms. At least here I was tucked away so no one would

  see me. I could clean up around the house and get a job somewhere. Maybe Rush would let me sleep in this small unused room until I had enough money to move out. I didn’t feel like I was

  imposing so badly back here. I’d find a grocery store tomorrow and use my twenty dollars for some food. Peanut butter and bread should get me through a week or so.




  “This is perfect. I’m out of the way back here. Besides, Rush is calling my dad tomorrow and finding out when he will be home. Maybe my father has a plan. I don’t know. Thank

  you though, I really appreciate the offer.”




  Grant looked around the room one more time and scowled. He wasn’t happy about this room but I was relieved. It was sweet of him to care.




  “I hate leaving you back here. It feels wrong.” He looked back at me this time with a pleading sound to his voice.




  “This is great. Much better than my truck would have been.” Grant frowned. “Truck? You were gonna sleep in your truck?”




  “Yes. I was. This, however, gives me a little time to figure out what I’m gonna do next.”




  Grant ran a hand through his shaggy hair. “Will you promise me something?” he asked.




  I wasn’t one to make promises. What I knew of promises was that they were easily broken. I shrugged. It was the best I could do.




  “If Rush makes you leave, call me.”




  I started to agree and realized I didn’t have his phone number.




  “Where’s your phone so I can put my number in it?” he asked.




  This was going to make me sound even more pathetic. “I don’t have one.”




  Grant gaped at me, “You don’t have a cell phone? No wonder you carry a damn gun.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out what looked like a receipt. “You got a

  pen?”




  I pulled one out of my purse and handed it to him.




  He quickly scribbled his number down and then handed the paper and the pen to me. “Call me. I mean it.”




  I would never call him but it was nice that he was offering. I nodded. I hadn’t promised anything.




  “I hope you sleep okay in here.” He looked around the small room with concern in his eyes. I would sleep wonderfully.




  “I will,” I assured him.




  He nodded and stepped out of the room closing the door behind him. I waited until I heard him close the pantry door as well before I sat down on the bed beside my suitcase. This was good. I

  could work with this.




  










  THREE




  Even with no windows in the room to tell me if the sun was up, I knew I’d slept late. I had been exhausted but a long eight-hour drive and

  footsteps on the stairs for hours after I’d laid down kept me from sleeping. Stretching, I sat up and reached for the light switch on the wall. The small bulb lit the room and I reached under

  the bed to pull out my suitcase.




  I needed a shower and I needed to use the restroom. Maybe everyone would still be asleep and I could sneak in and out of a bathroom without anyone noticing. Grant hadn’t shown me where one

  was last night. This was all I’d been offered. Hopefully a quick shower wouldn’t be pushing the limit.




  I grabbed clean panties and a pair of black shorts and a sleeveless white top. If I was lucky, I’d get in and out of the shower and be cleaning up before Rush made his way downstairs.




  I opened the door leading into the pantry then walked through the rows of shelves that held more food than anyone could possibly need. I slowly turned the doorknob and eased the door open. The

  kitchen light was off and the only light was the bright sun streaming in through the large windows overlooking the ocean. If I didn’t need to pee so badly I would go enjoy the view a moment.

  But nature was calling and I had to go. The house was silent. Empty drinks littered the place, along with leftover food and some pieces of clothing. I could clean this up. If I proved to be useful

  I might get to stay until I could get a job and a paycheck or two.




  I slowly opened the first door I came to, afraid it could be a bedroom. It was a walk-in closet. Closing it, I made my way back down the hall toward the stairs. If the only bathrooms were

  attached to bedrooms I was screwed. Except . . . maybe there was one that people used outside after being at the beach all day. Henrietta had to take showers and use the restroom too. Turning

  around I headed back to the kitchen and the two glass doors that had been standing open last night. Glancing around, I noticed a set of steps going down and underneath the house. I followed

  them.




  At the bottom were two doors. I opened one and life jackets, surfboards and floats covered the walls. I went and opened the other one. Bingo.




  A toilet was on one side and a small shower took up the other side of the room. Shampoo, conditioner and soap along with a fresh washcloth and a towel was on the small stool beside it. How

  convenient.




  Once I was clean and dressed I hung the towel and bath cloth over the shower rod. This bathroom wasn’t used often. I could use the same towel and washcloth all week and then wash them on

  the weekends. If I was here that long.




  I closed the door behind me and headed back up the steps. The ocean air smelled wonderful. Once I got to the top, I stood at the railing and looked out over the water. Waves crashed onto the

  white sandy beach. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.




  Mom and I had talked about seeing the ocean together one day. She’d seen it as a little girl and her memories weren’t that great but she’d told me stories about it all my life.

  Every winter when it was cold, we would sit inside by the fire and plan our summer trip to the beach. We never were able to take it. First mom hadn’t been able to afford it and then

  she’d been too sick. We still planned them anyway. It helped to dream big.




  Now, here I stood staring at the waves we’d only dreamed about. It wasn’t the fairytale vacation we’d planned but I was here seeing it for both of us.




  “That view never gets old.” Rush’s deep drawl startled me. I spun around to see Rush leaning against the open door. Shirtless. Oh. My.




  I couldn’t form words. The only naked male chest I’d ever seen was Cain’s. And that had been back before my mom got sick when I’d had time for dates and fun. Cain’s

  sixteen-year-old chest had nothing on the broad, cut muscles in front of me. He had actual ripples in his stomach.




  “Are you enjoying the view?” His amused tone didn’t escape me. I blinked and lifted my eyes back up to see the smirk on his lips. Dangit. He’d caught me ogling him.




  “Don’t let me interrupt you. I was enjoying it myself,” he replied, then took a sip from the coffee cup in his hand.




  My face heated and I knew I was three kinds of red. Turning back around, I stared out at the ocean. How embarrassing. I was trying to get this guy to let me stay for a little while. Drooling was

  not the best move.




  A low chuckle from behind me only made it worse. He was laughing at me. Fantastic.




  “There you are. I missed you in bed this morning.” A soft female coo came from behind me. Curiosity got the better of me and I turned around. A girl in nothing but her bra and

  panties was snuggling up to Rush’s side and running a long pink fingernail down his chest. I couldn’t blame her for wanting to touch that. I was pretty tempted myself.




  “It’s time for you to go,” he replied taking her hand off his chest and stepping away from her. I watched as he pointed in the direction of the front door.




  “What?” she replied. The confused expression on her face said she hadn’t been expecting this.




  “You got what you came here for, babe. You wanted me between your legs. You got it. Now I’m done.”




  The cold hard flatness in his voice startled me. Was he serious?




  “You’re kidding me!” the girl snapped and stomped her foot.




  Rush shook his head and took another drink from his cup.




  “You are not going to do this to me. Last night was amazing. You know it.” The girl reached out for his arm and he quickly moved it out of the way.




  “I warned you last night when you came to me begging and taking off your clothes that all it would ever be was one night of sex. Nothing more.”




  I shifted my attention back to the girl. Her face was in an angry snarl and she opened her mouth to argue but shut it again. With another stomp of her foot she stalked back inside the house.




  I couldn’t believe what I’d just seen. Was that the way people like this behaved? The only experience I’d had with relationships was with Cain. Although we’d never

  actually slept together he’d been careful and sweet with me. This was hard and cruel.




  “So, how did you sleep last night?” Rush asked as if nothing had happened.




  I tore my gaze off the door the girl had gone through and studied him. What had possessed that girl to sleep with someone who had told her it would be nothing more than sex? Sure, he had a body

  that underwear models were jealous of and those eyes of his could make a girl do crazy things. But still. He was so cruel.




  “Do you do that often?” I asked before I could stop myself.




  Rush cocked an eyebrow. “What? Ask people if they slept well?”




  He knew what I was asking. He was avoiding it. It wasn’t my business. I needed to stay out of the way so he would let me stay. Opening my mouth to scold him wasn’t a good idea.




  “Have sex with girls and then throw them out like trash?” I retorted. I closed my mouth, horrified  as the words I’d just said echoed in my head. What was I doing? Trying

  to get tossed out?




  Rush put his cup on the table beside him and sat down. He leaned back stretching out his long legs. Then he stared back up at me. “Do you always stick your nose where it doesn’t

  belong?” he replied.




  I wanted to get mad at him. But I couldn’t. He was right. Who was I to point fingers? I didn’t know the guy.




  “Not normally, no. I’m sorry,” I said, and hurried inside. I didn’t want to give him a chance to throw me out too. I needed that bed under the stairs for at least two

  weeks.




  I got busy picking up the empty glasses and bottles of beer. This place needed a cleaning and I could do that before I headed out to find a job. I just hoped he didn’t throw parties like

  this every night. If he did, I wouldn’t complain and who knows, after a few nights I might be able to sleep through anything.




  “You don’t have to do that. Henrietta will be here tomorrow.”




  I dropped the bottles I’d collected into the trash and then looked over at him. He was standing at the door again watching me.




  “I just thought I’d help out.”




  Rush smirked. “I already have a housekeeper. I’m not looking to hire another one if that is what you’re thinking.”




  I shook my head. “No. I know that. I was just trying to be helpful. You let me sleep in your house last night.”




  Rush walked over and stood in front of the counter crossing his arms over his chest. “About that. We need to talk.”




  Oh, crap. Here it goes. One night was all I was getting.




  “Okay,” I replied.




  Rush frowned at me and I felt my heart rate increase. He wasn’t about to bestow happy news.




  “I don’t like your father. He’s a mooch. My mother always tends to find men like him. It’s her talent. But I’m thinking you may already know this about him. Which

  makes me curious, why did you come to him for help if you knew what he was like?”




  I’d like to tell him it was none of his business. Except the fact I’d needed his help made it his business. I couldn’t expect him to let me sleep in his house and not explain

  things to him. He deserved to know why he was helping me. I didn’t want him to think I was a mooch too.




  “My mother just passed away. She had cancer. Three years’ worth of treatments add up. The only thing we owned was the house my grandmother left us. I had to sell the house and

  everything else to pay off all my mother’s medical bills. I haven’t seen my dad since he walked out on us five years ago. But he’s the only family I have left. I had no one else

  to ask for help. I need a place to stay until I can find a job and get a few paychecks. Then I’ll get my own place. I never intended to be around long. I knew my dad wouldn’t want me

  here.” I let out a hard laugh that I didn’t feel. “Although, I never expected him to run off before I arrived.”




  Rush’s steady gaze was still firmly directed at me. This was information I would have rather no one know. I used to talk to Cain about how my dad’s abandonment  had hurt. The

  loss of my sister and father had been hard on my mother and me. Then Cain had needed more and I couldn’t be who he needed. I had a sick mother to take care of. I’d let Cain go so he

  could date other girls and have fun. I was just a weight around his neck. Our friendship had remained intact but I realized that the boy I once thought I’d loved had just been a childish

  emotion.




  “I’m sorry to hear about your mom,” Rush finally replied. “That’s got to be rough. You said she was sick for three years. So since you were sixteen?”




  I nodded, not sure what else to say. I didn’t want his pity. Just a place to sleep.




  “You’re planning on getting a job and a place of your own.” He wasn’t asking a question. He was working through what I had told him. So I didn’t reply.




  “The room under the stairs is yours for one month. You should be able to find a job and get enough money together to find an apartment. Destin isn’t too far from here and the cost of

  living is more affordable there. If our parents return before that time I expect your father will be able to help you out.”




  Letting out a sigh of relief I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Thank you.”




  Rush glanced back at the pantry that led to the room I was sleeping in. Then he looked back at me. “I’ve got some things to do. Good luck on the job hunt,” Rush replied. He

  shoved off from the counter and walked away.




  I had no fuel in my truck but I had a bed. I also had twenty dollars. I hurried to my room to get my purse and keys. I needed to find a job as quickly  as possible.




  










  FOUR




  There was a note stuck under the windshield wiper of my truck. I pulled it out and read:




  “Tank is full. Grant.”




  Grant had gotten me gasoline?  My chest felt suddenly warm. That was so nice of him. Rush’s words “mooch” rang in my ears and I realized I would need to pay Grant back as

  soon as possible. I would not be thought of as a mooch like my father.




  Getting into the truck, I cranked it up easily and backed out of the driveway. Several cars were still outside, although not as many as last night. I wondered who all stayed the night. Would

  they always be here? I hadn’t seen anyone this morning but Rush and the girl he’d run off.




  Rush wasn’t a very nice person but he was fair. I had to give him that. He was also sexy as hell. I’d just have to learn to overlook that. It should be easy enough. I didn’t

  expect Rush would be hanging around me often. He didn’t seem to like to be around me very much.




  I’d decided that I’d get a job in Rosemary to save on gas. Then I could move out of Rush’s house quicker. I had found a local newspaper and I’d circled several different

  jobs. Two were waitress jobs at local restaurants and I’d stopped in to apply. I had a feeling I would get a call back from one or both but I wasn’t sure I wanted to work at either. I

  would if it was all that came available though. It just didn’t look like the tips would be that good and with a job like that you need the tips. I also stopped by the local pharmacy to apply

  for the front register position but they had already filled it. Then I’d gone by the local pediatrician’s office to apply for the receptionist job but they wanted experience and I had

  none.




  There was one last job I’d circled and I had put it off because I figured it would be a harder job to snag; a serving position at the local country club. It paid seven more dollars an hour

  plus the tips would be much better. I could be out on my own even sooner. Plus, there were benefits. Health insurance would be great.




  The help wanted ad had said to come to the main offices behind the golf course clubhouse to apply. I followed the directions and parked my truck beside a fancy Volvo. I adjusted the rearview

  mirror to check my face. I had picked up a small tube of mascara while I was at the pharmacy. Just a little mascara helped my face look older. I ran a hand through my pale blonde hair and said a

  quick prayer that I was able to get this job.




  I had changed out of my shorts and sleeveless top when I’d gone to get my purse. I figured a sundress was more likely to help me get a job. Rush said I looked like a kid. I wanted to look

  older. The mascara and dress seemed to help.




  I didn’t bother locking the truck. It wasn’t in danger of being stolen here. Not when most of the cars parked nearby cost over sixty thousand dollars. The steps up to the office door

  were few. Taking one last deep breath I opened the door and stepped inside.




  A petite woman with a short brown bob and a pair of wire-rimmed glasses was walking across the reception room when I stepped inside. She glanced over at me as she made her way to one of the

  offices but stopped in her tracks when she saw me. She gave a quick glance at the rest of me and then nodded her head in my direction.




  “You here for a job?” she asked commandingly.




  I nodded, “Yes, ma’am. I’m here about a server position.” She gave me a tight smile. “Good. You have the appeal. The members will overlook mistakes with a face like

  that. Can you drive a golf cart and can you open a bottle of beer with a bottle opener?”




  I nodded.




  “You’re hired. I need someone on the course right now. Follow me; we’ll get you changed into uniform.”




  I didn’t argue. When she spun back around and started stalking toward another room I followed behind her. She was a woman on a mission. She opened a door and walked inside.




  “You wear a size three in shorts? Your top is going to be smaller than what you’re wearing. The men will love that though. They like larger chest sizes. Let’s see . . .”

  She was talking about my boobs. That was awkward. She grabbed a pair of white shorts off the rack and shoved them at me. Then she grabbed a pale blue polo shirt from the rack. “That’s a

  small top. It needs to be tight. We are a classy establishment here but our men like to have eye candy too. Therefore, we offer it up in a pair of white shorts and tight polos. Don’t worry

  about paperwork. I’ll have you fill all that out after work. You do this for a week and do it well and we will see about moving you into the dining room. We are short-staffed in there too.

  Faces like yours aren’t easy to find. Now, get changed and I’ll be waiting to take you out to the drinks cart.”




  Two hours later, I’d stopped at all eighteen holes on the golf course twice and sold out of drinks. The golfers all wanted to ask me if I was new and comment on my excellent service. I

  wasn’t an idiot. I saw the way the older men were leering at me. Thankfully, they all seemed careful not to cross any lines.




  The lady who hired me had finally told me her name when she’d all but pushed me up onto the cart and sent me off. She was Darla Lowry. She was in charge of hiring staff. She was also a

  whirlwind. She’d told me that I was to return in four hours or when I ran out of drinks, whichever came first. I’d run out of drinks in two hours.




  I walked inside the office and Darla stuck her head out of one of the rooms. “You’re back already?” she asked, walking out with her hands on her hips.




  “Yes ma’am. I ran out of drinks.”




  Her eyebrows shot up, “All of them?”




  I nodded. “Yes. All of them.”




  A smile crossed her stern face and she let out a laugh. “Well, I’ll be damned. I knew they’d like you but those horny men were willing to buy whatever you had just to get you

  to stay longer.”




  I wasn’t sure that was the case. It was hot out there. Every time I stopped at a hole the golfers looked relieved.




  “Come on, I’ll show you where to restock. You need to keep serving until the sun goes down. Then come back in here and we will get that paperwork filled out.”




  It was dark by the time I arrived back at Rush’s house. I’d been gone all day. The extra cars in the driveway were now gone. The three-car garage was closed and one

  expensive red convertible was parked outside of it. I made sure to park my truck out of the way. Rush might have more friends coming over and I didn’t want my truck to be a problem. I was

  exhausted. I just wanted to go to bed.




  I stopped at the door and wondered if I should knock or just go inside. Rush had said I could stay here for a month. Surely that meant I didn’t have to knock every time I came back.




  I turned the knob and walked inside. The entrance was empty and surprisingly clean. Someone had picked up the mess in here already. The marble floor even looked shiny. I heard a television

  coming from the large open living room. There wasn’t a lot of other noise. I made my way to the kitchen. I had a bed waiting on me. I’d really like a shower but I hadn’t talked to

  Rush about which shower I was supposed to use yet and I didn’t want to bother him tonight. I’d just sneak out tomorrow and use the same one I’d used this morning when I woke

  up.




  The smell of garlic and cheese met my nose as I stepped into the kitchen. My stomach growled in response. I had a pack of peanut butter crackers in my purse and a small container of milk that

  I’d bought at a service station on my way home. I’d made some money today in tips but I couldn’t waste my money on food. I needed to be save everything I could.




  There was a covered pan on the stove and an open wine bottle sitting on the counter. Two plates with the remnants of a tantalizing pasta dish were also on the counter. Rush  had

  company.




  A moan came from outside followed by a loud noise.




  I walked over to the window but as soon as the moon hit the backside of Rush’s naked bottom I froze. It was a very nice naked bottom. A very, very nice one. Although I hadn’t really

  seen a guy’s naked backside before. I let my eyes travel up his back and the tattoos that covered it surprised me. I couldn’t tell what they were exactly. The moonlight wasn’t

  enough and he was moving.




  His hips moved back and forth and I noticed the two long legs that he had pressed to his sides. The loud moaning noise came again as he moved faster. I covered my mouth and took a step back.

  Rush was having sex. Outside. On his porch. I couldn’t turn away from it. His hands grabbed the legs on either side of him and he pushed them open further. A loud cry caused me to jump. Two

  hands came around his back and long nails clawed at the tattoos that covered the tanned skin.




  I shouldn’t be watching this. Shaking my head to clear it I turned and hurried into the pantry and my hidden bedroom. I couldn’t think about Rush that way. He was sexy enough. Seeing

  him actually having sex made my heart do funny things. It wasn’t like I wanted to be one of those girls he had sex with and then tossed away. Seeing his body like that and hearing how he was

  making the girl feel made me just a little jealous. I’d never known that. Being nineteen years old and still a virgin was sad. Cain had said he loved me but when I’d needed him the most

  he’d wanted a girlfriend who could sneak out and have sex without having to worry about her sick mother. He’d wanted a normal high school experience. I’d hindered that so

  I’d let him go.




  When I’d left yesterday morning to come here he had begged me to stay. He’d claimed he loved me. That he’d never gotten over me. That every girl he’d ever been with was

  just a poor substitute. I couldn’t believe all that. I’d cried myself to sleep alone and scared too many nights. I’d needed someone to hold me. He hadn’t been there then. He

  didn’t understand love.




  I closed the door to my bedroom and collapsed on the bed. I didn’t even pull back the covers. I needed sleep. I had to be at work at nine in the morning. I smiled to myself because I was

  thankful. I had a bed and a job.




  










  FIVE




  The sun was exceptionally bright. Darla didn’t want me to pull my hair up in a ponytail. She seemed to think the men liked it down.

  Unfortunately for me, it was so freaking hot. I reached into the cooler for an ice cube and rubbed it down my neck and let it slip down into my shirt. I was almost to the fifteenth hole for the

  third time today.




  This morning no one had been awake when I’d come out of my room. The empty plates had still been sitting on the bar. I’d cleaned it up and thrown out the food in the pan he’d

  left out all night. It made me sad to see it wasted. It had smelled so good last night when I’d come home.




  Then I’d thrown away the empty wine bottle and found the glasses outside on the table beside where I’d watched Rush going at it with the unknown female. After putting the dirty

  dishes in the dishwasher I’d turned it on and wiped down the counters and stovetop.




  I doubted Rush noticed but it made me feel better about sleeping there for free. I pulled up beside the group of golfers at the fifteenth hole. They were a younger crowd. I’d seen them

  when they’d been on the third hole. They bought a lot and they were really good tippers. So I put up with their flirtatious behavior. It wasn’t like one of them would really date the

  cart girl at the golf course. I wasn’t an idiot.




  “There she is,” one of the guys called out as I pulled up beside them and smiled.




  “Ah, my favorite girl is back. It’s hotter than hell girl. I need a cold one. Maybe two.”




  I parked the cart and got out to go around the back and take their orders.




  “You want another Miller?” I asked him proud of myself for remembering his last order.




  “Yeah, baby, I do.” He winked and closed the distance between us making me a little uncomfortable.




  “Hey, I want something too Jace. Back off the goods,” another guy said and I kept my smile on my face as I handed him his beer and he handed me a twenty dollar bill. “Keep the

  change.”




  “Thank you,” I replied, tucking the money into my pocket. I glanced up at the other guys. “Who’s next?”




  “Me,” a guy with short curly blond hair and pretty blue eyes said, waving around a bill.




  “You want a Corona, right?” I asked reaching into the cooler and pulling out the drink he’d ordered last time.




  “I think I’m in love. She’s gorgeous and she remembers what beer I drink. Then she opens the damn thing for me.” I could tell he was teasing as he stuck a bill in my hand

  and took the beer from me. “Change is yours, beautiful.”




  I noticed the fifty as I stuck it into my pocket. These guys really didn’t mind throwing money away. That was a ridiculous tip. I felt like telling him not to give me so much but I decided

  against it. They probably tipped like this all the time.




  “What’s your name?” one asked and I turned to see the dark haired guy with an olive complexion waiting to give his order and hear my answer.




  “Blaire,” I replied reaching into the cooler for the fancy beer he’d requested. I popped the top and handed it to him.




  “You got a boyfriend, Blaire?” he asked, taking the drink from me while running a finger along the side of my hand in a caress.




  “Um, no,” I replied, not sure if it might have been better to lie in this situation.




  The guy took a step toward me and held out his hand with the payment and tip inside of it. “I’m Woods,” he replied.




  “It’s, uh, nice to meet you, Woods,” I stammered in reply. The intense look in his dark eyes made me nervous. He could be dangerous and he reeked of expensive cologne. Expertly

  bred. He was one of the beautiful people and he knew it. What was he doing flirting with me?




  “Not fair, Woods. Back off, bro. You’re going all out with this one. Just ‘cause your daddy owns the joint doesn’t mean you get first dibs,” the blond with curls

  kidded. I think he was kidding.




  Woods ignored his friend and kept his focus on me. “What time do you get off work?”




  Uh-oh. If I understood them correctly then Woods’ daddy was my ultimate boss. I didn’t need to be spending time the owner’s son. That would be a very bad thing.




  “I work until close,” I explained, and handed the last of the four his beer and took his money.




  “Why don’t you let me pick you up and take you for something to eat?” Woods said, standing very close to me now. If I turned around he would be only a breath away.




  “It’s hot and I’m already exhausted. All I will want to do is get a shower and crash.”




  Warm breath tickled my ear and I shivered as beads of sweat rolled down my back. “Are you scared of me? Don’t be. I’m harmless.”




  I wasn’t sure what to do about him. I wasn’t good with the flirting and I was pretty sure that was what he was doing. No one had flirted with me in years. Once I broke up with Cain,

  my days had been consumed with school and then my mom. I had no time for anything else. Guys didn’t bother with me.




  “You don’t scare me. I’m just not used to this kind of thing,” I replied apologetically. I didn’t know how to respond properly.




  “What kind of thing?” he asked curiously. I finally turned around to face him.




  “Guys. And flirting. At least, I think that is what is happening.” I sounded like an idiot. The smile that slowly stretched across Woods face made me want to crawl under the golf

  cart and hide. I was so out of my league.




  “Yes, this is definitely flirting. And how is it that someone as fucking unbelievably hot as you is not used to this kind of thing?”




  I tensed at his words and shook my head. I needed to get to the sixteenth hole. “I’ve just been busy the past few years. If, uh, you don’t need anything else the golfers on the

  sixteenth hole are probably angry with me by now.”




  Woods nodded and took a step back. “I’m not done with you. Not by a long shot. But for right now I’ll let you get back to work.”




  I hurried back to the driver’s side of the cart and climbed in. The next hole was a bunch of retired men. I had never looked more forward to being leered at by old guys in my life but at

  least they didn’t flirt.




  When I walked out to my truck that evening I was relieved to see no sign of Woods. I should have known he was just teasing the help. I had made a couple of hundred dollars in tips today and I

  decided that treating myself to an actual meal was okay. I pulled into the drive-thru at McDonalds and ordered a cheeseburger and fries. I ate them happily on the way back to Rush’s. There

  was no car outside tonight.




  I wouldn’t walk in on him having sex tonight. Then again, he might have brought someone here in his car. I walked inside and stopped in the foyer. No television. No sound at all, but the

  door had been unlocked. I hadn’t had to use the hidden key he’d told me about.




  I’d sweated too much today. I had to have a shower before I went to bed. I stepped into the kitchen and checked the front porch to make sure it was free of any sexual escapades. Getting a

  shower would be easy.




  I ducked into my room and grabbed the old pair of Cain’s boxers and a tank top that I slept in at night. Cain had given them to me when we were young and silly. He’d wanted me to

  sleep in something that was his. I’d been sleeping in them every since. Although now they were much tighter than they had been then. I’d developed curves since the age of fifteen.




  I took a deep breath of the ocean air as I stepped outside. This was my third night here and I had yet to actually make it down to the water. I’d come home so tired that I hadn’t had

  the energy to go out there. I went down the steps and put my pajamas in the bathroom before slipping off my tennis shoes.




  The sand was still warm from the sun’s heat. I walked across it in the darkness until the water’s edge rushed up to meet me. The cold startled me and I sucked in a breath but let the

  salt water cover my feet.




  My mom’s smile as she told me about the time she’d played in the ocean flashed in my memory and I tilted my head up to heaven and smiled. I was finally here. I was here for both of

  us.




  A sound to the left broke into my thoughts. I turned to look down the beach just as the moonlight broke free of the clouds and Rush was spotlighted in the darkness. Running.




  Once again, he was shirtless. The shorts he was wearing hung low on his narrow hips and I was mesmerized by the way his body looked as he ran toward me. I wasn’t sure if I should move or

  if he was done. His feet slowed and then he came to a stop beside me. The sweat on his chest glistened in the soft light. Oddly enough I wanted to reach out and touch it. Something that a body like

  his made couldn’t be gross. It was impossible.




  “You’re back,” he said as he took a few deep breaths.




  “I just got off work,” I replied, trying hard to keep my eyes on his and not his chest.




  “So you got a job?”




  “Yes. Yesterday.”




  “Where at?”




  I wasn’t sure how I felt about telling him too much. He wasn’t a friend. And it was obvious I’d never consider him family. Our parents might be married but he didn’t seem

  to want to have anything to do with my father or me.




  “Kerrington Country Club,” I replied.




  Rush’s eyebrows shot up and he took a step closer to me. He slipped a hand under my chin and tilted my face up. “You’re wearing mascara,” he said, studying me.




  “Yes, I am,” I pulled my chin out of his grasp. He might be letting me sleep at his house but I didn’t like him touching me. Or maybe I did like him touching me and that was

  the problem. I didn’t want to like him touching me.




  “It makes you look more your age.” He stepped back and did a slow appraisal of my clothing.




  “You’re the cart girl at the golf course,” he said simply looking back up at me.




  “How did you know?” I asked.




  He waved a hand at me. “The outfit. Tight little white shorts and polo shirts. It’s the uniform.”




  I was glad for the darkness. I was positive I was blushing.




  “You’re making a fucking killing aren’t you?” he asked in an amused tone.




  I’d made over five hundred dollars in tips in two days. That wasn’t a killing to him but to me it was.




  I shrugged. “You will be relieved to know that I’ll be out of here in less than a month.”




  He didn’t respond right away. I should probably leave and go get my shower. I started to say something when he took a step closer to me. “I probably should be. Relieved that is. Real

  fucking relieved. But, I’m not. I’m not relieved, Blaire,” he paused and leaned down to whisper in my ear, “why is that?”




  I wanted to reach out and grab his arms to keep from crumpling to the ground in a heap of mush. But I refrained.




  “Keep your distance from me, Blaire. You don’t want to get too close. Last night.” He swallowed loudly. “Last night is haunting me. Knowing you were watching. It drives

  me crazy. So, stay away. I’m doing my best to stay away from you.” He turned and jogged back up to the house as I stood there trying to keep from melting into a puddle on the sand.




  What had he meant by that? How had he known I’d seen them? When I saw the door to the house close behind him I walked back and got my shower. His words were going to keep me up most of the

  night.




  










  SIX




  Staying away from Rush wasn’t exactly easy since we were living under the same roof. Even if he attempted to keep his distance, we

  were still bumping into each other. He also avoided eye contact with me but that only made me more fascinated with him.




  Two days later after our talk on the beach, I stepped into the kitchen after eating my peanut butter sandwich and was greeted by yet another half naked female. Her hair was a mess but even in

  its unbrushed state she was attractive. I hated girls like that.




  The girl turned to look at me. Her surprised expression quickly switched to annoyed. She batted both of her brown eyes and then placed a hand on her hip. “Did you just come out of the

  pantry?”




  “Yes. Did you just come out of Rush’s bed?” I replied. It was out of my mouth before I could stop myself. Rush had already informed me that his sex life was not my business. I

  needed to shut up.




  The girl raised both her perfectly plucked eyebrows and then an amused grin crossed her lips. “No. Not that I wouldn’t get in his bed if he’d let me but don’t tell Grant

  that.” She waved a hand as if to shoo away a fly. “Never mind. He probably already knows.”




  I was confused. “So, you just got out of Grant’s bed?” I asked realizing that once again this was not my business. But Grant didn’t live here so I was curious.




  The girl ran her hand through her messy mop of brown curls and sighed. “Yep. Or at least his old bed.”




  “His old bed?” I repeated.




  Movement in the doorway caught my attention and my eyes locked with Rush’s. He was watching me with a smirk on his lips. Great. He’d heard me prying. I wanted to look away and

  pretend like I hadn’t just asked the girl if she’d been in his bed. The knowing gleam in his eyes told me it was no use.




  “Please don’t let me stop you, Blaire. Continue to give Grant’s guest the third degree. I’m sure he won’t mind,” Rush drawled. He crossed his arms over his

  chest and leaned against the doorframe as if he was getting comfortable.




  I ducked my head and walked over to the garbage to dust the bread crumbs from my fingers while I gathered my thoughts. I did not want to continue this conversation while Rush listened. It made

  me seem all too interested in him. Something he did not want.




  “Good morning, Rush, thanks for letting us crash here last night. Grant had drank entirely too much to drive all the way back to his place,” the girl said.




  Oh. So that’s the story. Crap. Why had I let my curiosity get the best of me?




  “Grant knows he has a room when he wants it,” Rush replied. I could see him shove off from the doorframe and walk over to the counter from the corner of my eye. His attention was on

  me. Why couldn’t he let this go? I would leave quietly.




  “Well, uh, I guess I’ll run back upstairs then,” the girl’s voice sounded unsure. Rush didn’t respond and I didn’t look back at either of them. The girl took

  that as her cue to leave and I waited until I heard her footsteps on the stairs before glancing over at Rush.




  “Curiosity killed the kitty, sweet Blaire,” Rush whispered as he walked closer to me. “Did you think I’d had another sleep over? Hmmm? Trying to decide if she had been in

  my bed all night?”




  I swallowed hard but didn’t say anything.




  “Who I sleep with isn’t your business. Haven’t we gone over this before?”




  I managed to nod. If he would just let me go I’d never speak to another girl that showed up in his house.




  Rush reached out and wound a lock of my hair around his finger. “You don’t want to know me. You may think you do but you don’t. I promise.”




  If he wasn’t so dang gorgeous and right under my nose then it would be easier to believe this. But the more he pushed me away the more intrigued I became.




  “You aren’t what I expected. I wish you were. It’d be so much easier,” he said in a low voice then dropped my hair then turned and walked away. When the door leading to

  the back porch closed I let out the breath I’d been holding.




  What did he mean? What had he expected?




  That night when I got home from work, Rush wasn’t there.




  I opened my eyes and turned to look at the small alarm clock on the nightstand. It was after nine in the morning. I had really slept in. Stretching, I reached up and turned on

  the light. I’d showered last night so I was clean. I had made over one thousand dollars this week. I decided I could start looking at apartments today. This time next week I should be able to

  get a place of my own.




  I ran my hands through my hair and tried to tame it before getting up. I was going to go lay on the beach for a little while this morning. I hadn’t done that yet. Today I would enjoy the

  ocean and sunshine.




  I pulled my suitcase out from under my bed and searched inside for my white and pink bikini. It was the only one I owned. To be honest, it had been used very little. The white lace pattern and

  pink piping looked good with my coloring.




  Pulling it on I decided it was skimpier than I remembered. Or my body had changed since the last time I had worn it. I pulled a tank top out of the suitcase to slip it on over the bikini and

  grabbed my sunblock. I had bought it after my first day of work. Sunblock was a must for my job.




  I turned my light off and stepped into the pantry and then into the kitchen. “Holy hell. Who is that?” a younger guy asked startling me as I stepped into the light. I glanced from

  the stranger sitting at the bar gawking at me to the fridge where Grant stood smiling.




  “You come walking out of that room dressed like that every morning?” Grant asked.




  I hadn’t expected anyone to be in here. “Um, no. Normally I’m dressed for work,” I replied as a low whistle came from the younger boy at the bar. He couldn’t be any

  older than sixteen.




  “Ignore the hormone ridden idiot at the bar. That’s Will. His mother and Georgianna are sisters. So in some screwed up roundabout way he is my younger cousin. He showed up here last

  night after running away again for the hundredth damn time and Rush called me to come get him and take his crazy ass home.”




  Rush. Why did the sound of his name make my heart race? Because he was unfairly perfect. That was why. I shook my head to clear my Rush thoughts. “It’s nice to meet you, Will.

  I’m Blaire. Rush has taken pity on me until I can get my own place.”




  “Hey, you can come home with me. I won’t make you sleep under the stairs,” Will offered.




  I couldn’t help but smile. This kind of innocent flirting I understood.




  “Thank you but I don’t think your mother will appreciate that. I’m fine under the stairs. The bed is comfortable and I don’t have to sleep with my gun.”




  Grant chuckled and Will’s eyes went wide. “You’ve gotta gun?” Will asked in an awed voice.




  “Now, you’ve gone and done it. I better get him out of here before he falls anymore in love,” Grant replied, taking the cup he’d just filled up with coffee. He headed for

  the door saying, “Come on Will, before I go wake up Rush and you have to deal with his ornery ass.”




  Will glanced at Grant then back at me as if he were torn. It was cute.




  “Now, Will,” Grant said in a more demanding tone.




  “Hey, Grant,” I called before he got to the door.




  He turned back to look at me, “Yeah?”




  “Thanks for the gas. I’m paying you back as soon as I get my check.”




  Grant shook his head, “No, you’re not. I’ll be insulted. But you’re welcome.” He winked then shot Will a warning glare before leaving the kitchen.




  I waved goodbye to Will. I’d deal with how to pay Grant back without insulting him later. There had to be a way. Right now, I had another plan. I made my way to the doors leading outside.

  It was time to enjoy my first real day on the beach.




  I stretched out on the towel I’d borrowed from the bathroom. I’d have to wash it tonight. It was the only one I had to dry off with and now I was getting it covered in sand. It was

  so worth it.




  The beach was quiet. We weren’t near other houses so this stretch of the beach was empty. Feeling brave, I pulled the tank top off and tucked it under my head. Then I closed my eyes and

  let the sound of the ocean waves crashing against the shore lull me back to sleep.




  “Please tell me you have sunblock on,” a deep voice washed over me and I leaned toward it. The clean masculine scent was yummy. I needed to get closer.




  Opening my eyes, I blinked at the bright sun and covered my eyes to see Rush sitting down beside me. His eyes were studying me. Any warmth or humor in his voice I might have imagined was

  missing.




  “You are wearing sunblock, aren’t you?”




  I managed to nod and then pulled myself up to a sitting position.




  “Good. I’d hate to see that smooth creamy skin turn pink.” He thought my skin was smooth and creamy. It sounded like a compliment but I wasn’t sure saying thank you was

  appropriate.




  “I, uh, put some on before I came out here.”




  He continued to stare at me. I fought the urge to reach for my shirt and slip it on over my bikini. I didn’t have the kind of body the girls I’d seen him with did. I didn’t

  like feeling as if he were comparing me.




  “You not working today?” he finally asked.




  I shook my head. “It’s my day off.”




  “How’s the job going?”




  He was being nice, kind of. At least he wasn’t avoiding me. As silly as it seemed, I wanted his attention. There was this draw I had to him that I couldn’t explain. The more he kept

  his distance the more I wanted to get closer. He tilted his head and cocked an eyebrow like he was waiting on me to say something.




  Oh wait. He’d asked me a question. Dang those silver eyes of his. It was hard to concentrate. “Uh, what?” I asked feeling my face heat up.




  He chuckled, “How is the job going?” he asked slowly.




  I had to stop making an idiot out of myself around him. I straightened my shoulders, “It’s going good. I like it.”




  Rush smirked and glanced out over the water, “I bet you do.”




  I paused and thought about that comment then asked, “What is that supposed to mean?”




  Rush let his gaze trail down my body then back up. I was regretting not putting my tank top back on. “You know what you look like, Blaire. Not to mention that damn sweet smile of yours.

  The male golfers are paying you well.”




  He was right about the tips. He was also making me breathe funny looking at me like that. I wanted him to like what he saw but then I was also terrified of the outcome. What if he did change his

  mind about keeping his distance? Could I keep up?




  We sat in silence for awhile as he stared straight ahead. I could tell he was thinking about something. His jaw was clenched tight and there was a frown line creasing his forehead. I thought

  back to what all I’d said. I couldn’t think of anything that would upset him.




  “How long ago did your mom pass away?” he asked, turning his gaze back to me.




  I didn’t want to talk about my mom. Not to him. But ignoring his question was rude. “Thirty-six days ago.”




  His jaw worked as if he was angry about something and his frown line got deeper. “Did your dad know she was sick?”




  Another question I didn’t want to answer. “Yes. He knew. I also called him the day she passed away. He didn’t answer. I left a message.” The fact he never returned my

  call hurt too bad to admit.




  “Do you hate him?” Rush asked.




  I wanted to hate him. He had only caused pain in my life since the day my sister had died. But it was hard. He was the only family I had. “Sometimes,” I replied honestly.




  Rush nodded and reached over and hooked his pinky through mine. He didn’t say anything but at that moment he didn’t have to. That one small connection said enough. Maybe I

  didn’t know Rush well but he was getting under my skin.




  “I’m having a party tonight. It’s Nan, my sister’s birthday. I always give her a party. It may not be your scene but you’re invited to attend if you want

  to.”




  His sister? He had a sister? I thought he was an only child. Wasn’t Nan the girl who had been so rude the night I’d arrived?




  “You have a sister?”




  Rush shrugged, “Yeah.”




  Why had Grant said he was an only child? I waited for him to explain but he didn’t elaborate. So I decided to ask.




  “Grant said you were an only child.”




  Rush tensed. Then shook his head as he finger left mine and turned to look out at the water. “Grant really has no business telling you my business. No matter how damn bad he wants in your

  panties.” Rush stood up and didn’t look back at me as he turned and headed back to the house.




  Something about Nan was off limits. I had no idea what it was but it was definitely off limits. I shouldn’t have been so nosy. I stood up and headed out to the water. It was hot and I

  needed something to get my mind off Rush. Every time I let my guard down a little around him he reminded me why I needed to keep it firmly in place. The guy was strange. Sexy, gorgeous and

  delicious but strange.




  I sat on my bed listening to the laughter and music in the house. I’d changed my mind about attending this party all day. The last time I had decided to go I’d put

  on the only nice dress I still owned. It was a red dress that hugged my chest and hips then hung in a short baby doll cut around my mid-thigh. I’d bought this dress when Cain had invited me

  to Senior Prom. Then he’d been nominated for prom king and Grace Anne Henry had been nominated prom queen. She’d wanted to go to the prom with him and he’d called and asked me if

  it would be okay if he went with her instead. Everyone had said they would win and he thought it would be cool if they were there together. I’d agreed with him and hung my dress back in my

  closet. That night I’d rented two movies and made brownies. Mom and I had watched romantic comedies and eaten brownies until we were stuffed. It was one of the last times I remember her not

  being so sick from chemo that she could actually eat treats like brownies.




  Tonight I had pulled the dress out of my bag. It wasn’t expensive by these people’s standards. It was actually pretty simple. The red material was soft chiffon. I glanced down at my

  mom’s silver heels that I’d kept. They had been the ones she’d worn the day of her wedding. I had always loved them. She never wore them again but they were kept in a box wrapped

  up tightly.




  I risked a big chance of going out there and being humiliated. I didn’t fit in with them. I’d never fit in at my high school either. My life was just one big awkward moment. I needed

  to learn to fit in. To walk away from the awkward girl who was left out in high school because she had bigger issues.




  Standing up, I ran my hands over my dress to get out any wrinkles from sitting there thinking over the wisdom of joining the party. I would walk out there. Maybe get a drink and see if anyone

  spoke to me. If it was a complete disaster, I could always run back in here, put on my pajamas and curl up in bed. This was a good small step for me.




  Opening the pantry door, I stepped into the kitchen very grateful that no one was in there. Walking out of the pantry would be slightly hard to explain. I could hear Grant’s voice laughing

  loudly and talking to someone in the living room. He would talk to me. I could ease into this with Grant. Taking a deep breath, I walked out of the kitchen and down the hall into the foyer. White

  roses and silver ribbons were everywhere. It reminded me of a wedding instead of a birthday party. The front door opened startling me. I stopped and watched as familiar dark smoky eyes met mine. My

  face felt warm as Woods’ eyes took a long slow appraisal of me.




  “Blaire,” he said, when his eyes finally made their way back to my face. “I didn’t think it was possible for you to get any sexier. I was wrong.”




  “Hell, yeah girl. You clean up real nice.” The guy with curly blond hair and blue eyes smiled at me. I couldn’t remember his name. Had he even told me?




  “Thank you,” I managed to croak out. I was being awkward again. This was my chance to fit in. I needed to work on that.




  “I didn’t know Rush had started golfing again. Or are you here with someone else?” Confused, it took me a moment to understand Woods’ meaning. When I realized that he

  thought I was here with someone who I had met at work I grinned. That wasn’t the case at all.




  “I’m not here with anyone. Rush is um . . . well Rush’s mother is married to my father.” There that explained it.




  Woods’ slow easy grin got bigger as he walked toward me. “Is that so? He is making his stepsister work at the country club? Tsk tsk. The boy has no manners. If I had a sister that

  looked like you I’d keep her locked up . . . all the time,” He paused and reached up to brush his thumb across my cheek. “I’d stay with you of course. Wouldn’t want

  you to be lonely.”




  He was definitely flirting. Heavily. I was way out of my league with this one. He was too experienced. I needed some space.




  “Those legs of yours should come with a warning. Impossible not to touch,” his voice lowered a notch and I glanced over his shoulder to see that blondie had left us.




  “Are you . . . are you friends with Rush or uh, Nannette?” I asked remembering the name Grant had used to introduce us the first night.




  Woods shrugged, “Nan and I have a complicated friendship. Rush and I have known each other our entire lives.” His hand slid behind my back. “I’m betting like hell Nan

  isn’t a fan of yours, though.”




  I wasn’t sure. We hadn’t really had any contact since that first night. “We don’t really know each other.”




  Woods frowned, “Really? That’s odd.”




  “Woods! You’re here,” a female squealed as she entered the room. He turned his head to see a red headed girl with long thick curls and a curvy body barely covered with black

  satin. This would be his distraction. I started to step away and go back toward the kitchen. My moment of bravery was now gone.




  Woods’ hand clamped down on my hip, firmly holding me in place. “Laney,” was all that Woods said in response. Her big brown eyes shifted from him to me. I watched helplessly as

  she took in his hand settled on my hip. This was not what I wanted. I needed to fit in.




  “Who is she?” the girl snapped her eyes now glaring at me.




  “This is Blaire. Rush’s new sister,” Woods replied in a bored tone.




  The girl’s eyes narrowed and then she laughed. “No, she isn’t. She’s wearing a cheap ass dress and even cheaper shoes. This girl, whoever she says she is, is lying to

  you. But then you were always weak when it came to a pretty face, weren’t you, Woods?”




  I really should have stayed in my room.




  










  SEVEN




  “Why don’t you go back to the party and find some stupid male to sharpen your claws on, Laney?”




  Woods moved toward the door where the majority of the party was going on with his hand still firmly on my hip forcing me to go with him.




  “I think I should just go to my room. I shouldn’t have come out here tonight,” I said, trying to stop our entrance into the party. I didn’t need to walk in there with

  Woods. Something told me it was a bad idea.




  “Why don’t you show me to your room? I’d like to escape too.”




  I shook my head. “Not enough room for both of us.”




  Woods laughed and bent his head to say something in my ear as my eyes locked with Rush’s silver gaze. He was watching me closely. He didn’t look happy. Had his invite today been out

  of courtesy and not truly intended? Had I misunderstood?




  “I need to leave. I don’t think Rush wants me here.” I turned to look up at Woods and stepped out of his embrace.




  “Nonsense. I’m sure he is entirely too busy to worry about what you’re doing. Besides, why wouldn’t he want you at his other sister’s party?”




  There was that sister thing again. Why had Grant told me that Rush had no siblings? Nan was obviously his sister.




  “I, uh, well, he doesn’t actually claim me as family. I’m just the unwanted relative of his mother’s new husband. I’m actually just here for a couple more weeks

  until I can move out on my own. I’m not a wanted resident in this house.” I forced a smile, hoping Woods would get the picture and let me go.




  “There is nothing about you that is unwanted. Even Rush isn’t that damn blind,” Woods said, closing in on me again as I backed away.




  “Come here, Blaire.” Rush’s demanding tone came from behind me as a large hand slipped around my arm and pulled me back against him. “I didn’t expect you to come

  tonight.” The warning in his tone told me I had misunderstood his invite. He hadn’t truly meant it.




  “I’m sorry. I thought you said I could come,” I whispered, embarrassed that Woods was hearing this. And others were watching it. The one time I decide to be brave and step out

  of my shell and this happens.




  “I hadn’t expected you to show up dressed like that,” he replied with a deadly calm. His eyes were still directed at Woods. What was so wrong with my clothes? My mom had

  sacrificed for me to have this dress and I’d never gotten to wear it. Sixty dollars was a lot of money for us when she’d bought it. I was sick of this stupid bunch of spoiled brats

  acting like I was dressed in something repulsive. I loved this dress. I loved these shoes. My parents had been happy and in love once. These shoes were a part of that. Damn them all to hell.




  I jerked free of Rush and headed back to the kitchen. If he didn’t want me in here for his friends to laugh at then he should have said so. Instead, he’d made me feel like a

  fool.




  “What is your fucking problem, man?” Woods asked angrily. I didn’t look back. I hoped they got in a fight. I hoped Woods busted Rush’s obnoxiously perfect nose. I doubted

  it because although Rush was one of them he looked rougher around the edges.




  “Blaire, wait,” Grant called out and I wanted to ignore him but right now he was the closest thing I had to a friend here. I slowed down when I reached the hallway away from all the

  onlookers and let Grant catch up to me.




  “That wasn’t what you think in there,” Grant said, coming up behind me. I wanted to laugh. He was very blinded where his brother was concerned.




  “Doesn’t matter. I shouldn’t have come. I should have known he hadn’t meant that invitation. I wish he’d just told me to stay in my room like he wanted me to. I

  don’t understand word games,” I snapped and stalked into the kitchen and straight to the pantry.




  “He has issues. I’ll give him that, but he was protecting you in his weird screwed up way,” Grant said as my hand met the cold brass handle on the pantry door.




  “Keep believing the best in him, Grant. That’s what good brothers do,” I replied and jerked the door open and closed it behind me. After a few deep breaths to ease the ache in

  my chest I went into my room and sank down onto the bed.




  Parties were not my thing. That was the second one I’d ever been to and the first one hadn’t been much better. Actually it was probably worse. I’d gone to surprise Cain and

  I’d been the one surprised. He’d been in Jamie Kirkman’s bedroom with her naked breast in his mouth. They hadn’t been having sex but they were definitely working their way

  up to it. I’d closed the door quietly behind me and left through the back door. Some people saw me and knew what I’d walked into. Cain had shown up at my house an hour later begging me

  to forgive him and crying while on his knees.




  I’d loved him since I was thirteen years old and he’d given me my first kiss. I couldn’t hate him. I just let him go. That was the end of our relationship. I eased his

  conscience and we had remained friends. Sometimes he had broken down and told me he loved me and wanted me back but for the most part he had a different girl in the back of his mustang every

  weekend. I was just a childhood memory.




  Tonight no one had betrayed me. I’d just been humiliated. Reaching down I slipped off my mother’s shoes and placed them safely back in the box she’d always kept them in. Then I

  put them back into my suitcase. I shouldn’t have worn those tonight. The next time I wore her shoes would be special. It would be for someone special.




  The same went for this dress. When I put it back on I would wear it for someone who loved me and thought I was beautiful. The price tag on my dress wouldn’t matter. I reached up to unzip

  it when the door opened and the small doorway was filled with Rush. A very angry Rush.




  He didn’t say anything and I let my hands fall back to my side. I wouldn’t be taking my dress off just yet. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. He was too much for this

  small room. I had to back up and sit down on the bed so that he could fit without us touching.




  “How do you know Woods?” he snarled.




  Confused, I stared up at him and wondered why he didn’t like me knowing Woods. Weren’t they friends? Was that it? He didn’t want me around his friends. “His dad owns the

  country club. He golfs. I serve him drinks.”




  “Why did you wear that?” he asked in a cold hard voice.




  That was the last straw. I stood back up then inched higher on my tiptoes so that I was in his face. “Because my mother bought it for me to wear. I was stood up and never got the chance.

  Tonight you invited me and I wanted to fit in. So I wore the nicest thing I had. I’m sorry that it wasn’t quite nice enough. You know what though? I don’t give a shit. You and

  your uppity spoiled friends all need to get over yourselves.”




  I pushed his chest with my finger and glared at him daring him to say one more word about my dress.




  Rush opened his mouth then closed his eyes tightly and shook his head. “Fuck!” he growled. Then his eyes flew open and his hands were suddenly in my hair and his mouth was on mine. I

  didn’t know how to react. His lips were soft but demanding as he licked and bit my bottom lip. Then he pulled my top lip into his mouth and sucked gently. “I’ve been wanting to

  taste this sweet plump lip since you walked into my living room,” he murmured before slipping his tongue into my mouth as I gasped at his words. He tasted like mint and something rich. My

  knees went weak and I reached up to grab his shoulders to hold myself steady. Then his tongue caressed mine as if asking me to join him. I took a small swipe of his mouth and then bit down gently

  on his lower lip. A small groan came from his throat and the next thing I knew I was being lowered onto the small bed behind me.




  Rush’s body came over mine and the hardness that I knew was his erection pressed between my legs. My eyes rolled back in my head and I heard a helpless moan come from my lips.




  “Sweet, too sweet,” Rush whispered against my lips before tearing his mouth away and jumping back off of me. His eyes zeroed in on my dress. I realized it was now up around my waist

  and my panties were showing. “Mother fucking shit,” he cursed then slammed a hand against the wall before jerking the door open and exiting like he was being chased.




  The wall shook from the force he put into closing it. I didn’t move. I couldn’t. My heart was racing and there was a familiar ache between my legs. I’d been turned on before

  watching sex on television but never this intensely. I was so close. He hadn’t wanted to like it but he had. I’d felt that but then I’d also seen him having sex with some girl. In

  addition, I knew last night he’d had sex with another girl and then sent her packing. Getting Rush hard wasn’t a large feat. I hadn’t actually accomplished anything. He was just

  mad because it had been me that had turned him on.




  It hurt. Knowing he disliked me so much that he didn’t want to think I was attractive. The throb between my legs slowly faded as reality set in. Rush hadn’t wanted to touch me. He

  had been furious because he had. Even turned on he had been able to walk away from me. I had a feeling I was in a minority. Most girls that wanted him got him. He couldn’t bring himself to

  mess with me. I was the poor white trash he was stuck with until I got enough money to move out.




  I rolled over and curled up into a ball. Maybe I wouldn’t be wearing this dress again. It now held even more sad memories. It was time I packed it away for good. Tonight though, I’d

  sleep in it. This would be my farewell to a dream. The one where I was enough for some guy to want.




  










  EIGHT




  The house was once again a wreck when I woke up the next morning. This time I left the mess and hurried to work. I didn’t want to be

  late. I needed this job now more than anything else. My dad had yet to call to check on me and I was pretty sure Rush hadn’t spoken with his mother or my father because he hadn’t

  mentioned it. I didn’t want to ask him because I didn’t want his anger at my father to be directed at me.




  There was already a good chance that Rush would be asking me to leave when I got back to his house today. He hadn’t seemed real happy with me when he’d stormed out of my room last

  night. And I’d kissed him back and sucked on his lip. Oh God, what had I been thinking? I hadn’t been thinking. That was the problem. Rush had smelled too good and tasted too good. I

  hadn’t been able to control myself. Now, there was a good chance I would find my bags on the porch when I got home. At least, I had money to stay in a motel.




  Dressed in my shorts and polo I made my way up the office steps to the front door. I needed to clock in and get a key to the beverage cart.




  Darla was already inside. I was beginning to think she lived here. She was here when I left and when I arrived every day. Her small whirlwind personality was scary though. You almost wanted to

  salute her when she barked orders at you. She was frowning up at a girl I hadn’t seen before. She was pointing her finger and almost yelling.




  “You can’t consort with the members. That is the first rule. You signed the papers Bethann; you know the rules. Mister Woods came in here early this morning letting me know that his

  father wasn’t happy with this turn of events. I only have three cart girls. If I can’t trust you to stop sleeping with the members then I have to let you go. This is your last warning.

  Do you understand me?”




  The girl nodded. “Yes, Aunt Darla. I’m sorry,” she murmured. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her baby blue polo showcased a very large chest. Then there

  were her long tanned legs and round butt. And she was Darla’s niece. Interesting.




  Darla’s angry gaze shifted to mine and she let out a relieved sigh. “Oh good, Blaire you’re here. Maybe you can do something with this niece of mine. She’s on probation

  because she can’t seem to stop screwing the members while she’s on the clock. We aren’t a brothel. We are a country club. I’m going to have her ride with you for the next

  week and you are to watch her closely. She’s going to learn from you. Mister Woods sings your praises. He is very pleased with the job you’re doing and asked me to allow you to work in

  the dining room at least two days a week. I’m now looking for another cart girl, so I can’t afford to fire Bethann.” She said her niece’s name with a growl and glared back

  at her.




  The girl hung her head in shame. I felt sorry for her. I was terrified of upsetting Darla. I couldn’t imagine being yelled at like that.




  “Yes, ma’am,” I replied as she held out the cart keys for me. I took them and waited for Bethann to move toward me.




  “Go on with her now, girl. Don’t stand here and pout. I should call your daddy and tell him what you’re doing but I don’t have it in my to break my brother’s heart.

  So go out there and get some morals.” Darla pointed to the door and I didn’t wait around any longer. I hurried out the door and down the steps. I’d go get the drink cart ready and

  wait on Bethann there.




  “Hey, wait up,” the girl called from behind me. I stopped and looked back at her as she ran to catch up. “Sorry, that was brutal in there. I wish you hadn’t seen or heard

  it.”




  She was . . . nice. “That’s okay,” I replied.




  “I go by Bethy by the way. Not Bethann. That’s just what my dad calls me so my Aunt Darla does too. And you’re the infamous Blaire Wynn I’ve heard so much about.”

  The smile in her voice told me she wasn’t being mean.




  “I’m sorry if your aunt has shoved me down your throat.” I cut my eyes over at her and her bright red plump lips curved into a smile.




  “Oh, I wasn’t talking about my aunt. I was talking about the guys. Woods especially likes you a lot. I hear that you caused a little stir last night at that bitch Nan’s

  birthday party. Wish I could have seen that but the hired help doesn’t get invites to those things.”




  I loaded the cart while Bethy stood there watching me. She was twirling a lock of her long brown hair around her finger and smiling at me. “So, you’re my only in. Tell me all about

  it.” There wasn’t much to tell. I shrugged and walked over to get into the driver’s side once I had the cart loaded. “I went to the party because I’m sleeping under

  the stairs at Rush’s until I have enough money to move out which should be real soon. It was a mistake. He didn’t like me showing up. That’s about it.”




  Bethy plopped down on the seat beside me and crossed her legs. “That is not at all what I heard. Jace said that Rush saw Woods touching you and went ape shit.”




  “Jace misunderstood. Trust me. Rush doesn’t care who touches me.”




  Bethy sighed, “It sucks being the poor folks, doesn’t it? The hotties never look at us seriously. We’re just another fuck.”




  Was that really the way it was for her? Had she just given in and become the girl they tossed aside? She was too pretty for that. Guys back home would drool at her feet. They might not have

  millions in the bank but they were good guys from good families.




  “Aren’t there any attractive guys who aren’t filthy rich around? The crowd that comes here can’t be all there is to choose from. Surely you can find a guy who

  doesn’t cast you aside the next morning.”




  Bethy frowned and shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve always wanted to bag a millionaire, ya know? Live the good life. But I’m beginning to see that isn’t in the cards

  for me.”




  I made my way to the first hole. “Bethy, you’re beautiful. You deserve more than what you’re getting. Start shopping for a man somewhere else. Find one that doesn’t want

  you for sex. Find one that wants you. Just you.”




  “Well hell, I may have just fallen in love with you too,” she replied teasingly and laughed. She propped her feet up on the dash as I pulled up to the first golfers of the

  morning.




  I didn’t see a younger guy anywhere. They typically weren’t early morning risers. For a little while I wouldn’t have to worry about keeping Bethy from doing the nasty in the

  bushes or wherever it was she was doing it while working.




  Four hours later, when we pulled up to the third hole for the third time I recognized Woods and company. Bethy sat up straight in her seat and the excited expression on her face put me on high

  alert. She was like a little puppy dog waiting for someone to throw her a bone. If I didn’t like her so much I wouldn’t even bother helping her keep this job. Being her babysitter

  wasn’t in my job description.




  Woods frowned when we pulled up beside them. “Why are you driving Bethy around?” he asked the moment we came to a complete stop.




  “’Cause she’s helping me keep from fucking your friends and pissing you off. Why’d you go and tell Aunt Darla?” she pouted, crossing her arms over her bountiful

  chest. I had no doubt every guy standing around us was zeroed in on those big knockers of hers.




  “I didn’t ask her to do that. I asked that she promote Blaire, not stick her with you,” he snapped and pulled his phone from his pocket. What was he doing?




  “Who are you calling?” Bethy asked in a panicked tone sitting up straight.




  “Darla,” he snarled.




  “No wait,” Bethy and I said at the exact same time.




  “Don’t call her. I’m fine. I like Bethy. She’s good company,” I assured him.




  He studied me a moment but didn’t hang up the phone.




  “Darla, it’s Woods. I’ve changed my mind. I want Blaire inside four days a week. You can use her on the course on Fridays and Saturdays since it is so busy and she is the best

  you have but the rest of the time I want her inside.” He didn’t wait for a response before ending the call and dropping it back into the pocket of his starched plaid shorts. On anyone

  else those looked ridiculous but a guy like Woods could pull them off. The white polo shirt he was wearing was also immaculately pressed. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was brand new.




  “Aunt Darla is gonna be mad. She has Blaire babysitting me for the next couple weeks. Who will keep me in check now?” she asked casting her sultry gaze toward Jace.




  “Please man, if you like me even a little, turn your head and let me take her back to the club house for just a few minutes. Please,” Jace begged as he drank in the sight of Bethy

  sitting there with her legs up on the dash slightly open so that her crotch was in full view. The shorts we wore were too short and tight to leave a whole lot to the imagination in a position like

  that.




  “I don’t care what the hell you do. Fuck her if you want. But if dad gets wind of it again I’ll have to fire her. He’s pissed about the complaints.”




  I knew Jace wouldn’t stand up for her if she was fired. He’d let her go and move on. There was no love in his gaze only lust.




  “Bethy, don’t,” I pleaded quietly beside her. “On my night off, you and I will go out and we’ll find some place where there are guys worth your time. Just

  don’t lose your job over him,” I was talking so quietly only Bethy could hear me. The others knew I was saying something to her but they didn’t know what. Bethy turned her gaze to

  me and pulled her knees together. “Really? You’d go out with me and look for guys? On my turf?”




  I nodded and a smile broke across her face. “Deal. We’re going honky-tonking. I hope you own some boots.”




  “I’m from Alabama. I own boots, tight jeans and a gun,” I replied with a wink.




  She cackled with laughter and put her feet down. “Okay boys, what do you want to drink? We have another hole to get too,” she said stepping out of the cart and walking to the back. I

  followed her and we handed out drinks and took money.




  Jace tried to grab her butt a few times and whisper in her ear. She finally turned around and smiled at him. “I’m done being your fuck buddy. I’m going out with my girl here

  this weekend and we’re going to find us some real men. The kind that don’t have a trust fund but have calluses on their hands from good hard work. I’ve got a feeling they know how

  to make a girl feel real special.”




  I had to swallow the laugh that bubble up inside my chest at Jace’s shocked expression. I turned on the cart as Bethy jumped back in beside me.




  “Damn, that felt good. Where have you been all my life?” she asked clapping her hands as I drove off smiling and waving at Woods as we headed to the next hole.




  We made it through the rest of the course then stopped to restock. No more issues. I knew we might see Woods and his friends again but I had faith in Bethy to stand firm. Bethy had chatted

  happily about everything from her hair color to the last pregnancy scare they’d had in town with a worker and a member.




  I wasn’t paying attention to the members at the first hole. I was driving and trying to concentrate on Bethy’s endless chatter. Bethy’s muttered “crap” caught my

  attention.




  I glanced at her and then followed her gaze to the couple on the first hole. Rush was instantly recognizable. The tan shorts he wore and snug pale blue polo shirt looked so out of place on him.

  It didn’t fit with the tattoos I knew covered his back. He was a rocker’s son and that bled through on him even with preppy golfers clothing on his body. He turned his head and his eyes

  met mine. He didn’t smile. He just looked away as if  he  didn’t  know  me.  No  acknowledgement. Nothing.




  “Bitch alert,” Bethy whispered. I shifted my gaze from him to the girl with him. Nanette, or Nan as he referred to her. His sister. The one he didn’t like talking about. She

  was wearing a tiny white skirt that looked like she was ready to go play tennis. She had on a matching blue polo and a white sun visor sat atop her strawberry blonde locks.
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