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			For all the hopeless romantics who love
Happily Ever After

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE [image: ]

			[image: ] Avery

			One thing Carrie Underwood forgot to mention: after you take a Louisville slugger to his headlights, and after you slash all four tires of your cheating ex-boyfriend’s truck, you get arrested and charged with willful destruction of property.

			“This plea bargain is acceptable to both parties?” The judge squinted at Grant, my asshat ex, and then at me through John Lennon–type glasses perched on his oversized nose. He kind of reminded me of Santa Claus. Well, maybe if Santa wore a black robe and handed out sentencing instead of toys.

			“Yes, Your Honor.” My father’s gravelly voice echoed in the judge’s chambers.

			“Yes, Your Honor,” Grant’s lawyer replied.

			I stared straight ahead and tried to look contrite. Really, the only thing I was sorry about was that someone had taken a video of me destroying Grant’s truck and posted it on YouTube. At least I was on my way to viral infamy. Three million hits and counting.

			My father, District Attorney Samuel Hartley, had tried to get the charges dropped until he found out about the video from Grant’s lawyer. If looks could kill, I would be six feet under for sure. See, my father needed his zero-tolerance-policy-on-crime platform to win the mayoral seat he was gunning for. It wasn’t like he could change the rules just because his daughter broke them. He did, however, have all the charges booked under my mother’s maiden name, Melrose, instead of Hartley, to try to distance himself from the mess.

			“Very well,” the judge said. He looked at me, and I met his steady gaze. “Avery Melrose, you are hereby sentenced to three hundred hours of community service and restitution in the amount of fifteen thousand dollars. You have six months to complete your community service and must pay the full amount of restitution within seventy-two hours. If you fail either condition of this plea bargain, you will be found in contempt and you will be arrested and will serve the remaining balance of your community service in a minimum-security facility. Is that clear?”

			“Yes, sir.” Shit. My father hadn’t told me that the three hundred hours of community service had to be done in six months. This was my senior year at UNC, and I had too many things I needed to do to serve some kind of stupid penance.

			“How the hell am I supposed to do community service and go to school?” I shouted at my dad as soon as we were out of the judge’s chambers.

			“You might have thought about that before you took a bat to Grant’s truck, Avery. Jesus, what the hell were you thinking?” Dad stuffed the signed paperwork into his briefcase and started toward the exit.

			Grant walked by, a smirk on his face. Asshole.

			“I was thinking that I had just seen my boyfriend with his dick in some bimbo in our bed.” My voice echoed down the hallway of the courthouse, and several heads whipped around to stare. My father strode back and grabbed my arm.

			“Will you keep your voice down? You’re acting like a piece of trailer trash.”

			He pulled me past Grant, who now looked a little red in the face. I flipped him off as my father dragged me through the doors.

			“You’re not ten years old, Avery. At least try and act like the well-bred lady you were raised to be.” He released me as soon as the door slammed closed. I stood on the steps of the courthouse, my chest rising and falling with anger.

			He acted like I was throwing a tantrum. I wanted to stomp my foot, but it would only prove his point. How did he expect me to react when I went to Grant’s apartment and found him balls deep in some trashy-looking whore?

			My boyfriend.

			Fucking someone who wasn’t me.

			And then he tried to tell me it wasn’t what it looked like.

			I think that’s what pissed me off most. Like I misunderstood what was happening right in front of me. That he thought I was that stupid.

			My normal cool-headed assessment skills went right out the window when I heard him moaning her name. I ran out and grabbed the bat he kept beside the front door and started hitting the first thing of his I saw: his truck. I’d broken all the windows and lights and dragged my keys up and down the sides of the shiny black paint by the time Grant put his pants on and got outside.

			It took Grant and his roommate, Bryan, to get the bat out of my hands, but not before I got Grant good in his pitching shoulder. Bastard.

			“I’m not sorry,” I said to my father, tilting my chin up. “Aren’t you always the one who says not to take shit from anyone?”

			He growled. “Not taking shit and doing fifteen thousand dollars’ worth of property damage are not the same and you know it.”

			“Can’t we just get someone to sign off that I did my time and we can move on? I have sorority obligations and studying, and you can’t honestly expect me to do three hundred hours of some kind of menial grunt work.” I looked up at him, giving him a huge pout. “Please, Daddy? Can’t you do something? I made a mistake.”

			Already, I was two steps ahead, planning the welcome back party our sorority held every year. This year was especially important because I’d been voted vice president.

			“. . . alongside a group of people that are currently on parole.”

			Parole? I shook my head. “What?”

			“This is exactly what I was talking about, Avery. You have no comprehension of what you’ve done. You’ll take a semester off from college to get this taken care of. The paperwork is already filed. Your three hundred hours will be working with the public works crew, alongside a group of recent parolees.”

			“Are you fucking kidding me?” My voice was way too high-pitched and loud, but he couldn’t mean what I was hearing. “I can’t take a semester off! What about Rush week? I have obligations! And you actually expect me to work alongside common criminals?”

			A snarl turned his lips up. “What the hell do you think you are now, Avery? This goes on your permanent record! You’re twenty-one. You’re not a child anymore. And I’ve already looked at all the files of every single person you’ll be serving with. I wouldn’t allow you to be in danger, you know that.”

			Shit. Shit. Shit. Real tears burned my eyes. Every employer worth working for did criminal background checks. God, I wanted to kill Grant for fucking with my future because he couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.

			“I’m sorry, Daddy. I just . . . I loved Grant and I reacted without thinking.” My father was a reasonable person, but just in case he didn’t see my reasons clearly, I appealed to his emotional side. “He broke my heart, Daddy.”

			I saw his face soften, and hope leapt to life in my chest. Surely he didn’t want his daughter working around the same dirty lowlifes he fought to put away every day.

			“I know, and I’m sorry that you had to find him like that. But it doesn’t change what you did. I’m in a precarious position, Avery. My entire campaign rests on my one-strike platform. Hell, I’ve spent the last four years cleaning up the streets so that I’d be the best candidate for mayor. My hands are tied right now. You do the crime, you do the time.”

			“Don’t use one of your campaign slogans on me,” I growled, then stomped down the steps.

			“Avery, make sure you report to the public works department at six A.M. Monday. If you don’t show, they will arrest you and there won’t be anything I can do for you.” Before I could say anything else, a reporter rushed up the steps and thrust a microphone in my father’s face.

			“Mr. Hartley, can you tell us how the arrest of your daughter has affected your campaign plans?” The blond woman smiled up at him, but I could see the gleeful malice gleaming in her eyes. Goddamned vultures.

			“I can assure you, Ms. Chambers, that it hasn’t changed a thing. My daughter is going to pay for her lapse in judgment just like anyone else would. I’m serious when I say that I am willing to do whatever it takes to make our city a safer place.”

			I glanced over my shoulder and saw my father look directly into the camera, his politician’s smile in place. If he wasn’t running for mayor, he would have pulled out all the stops to get me out of my punishment. That’s how it always worked with us.

			But apparently not anymore.

			I stormed to the parking lot and yanked open the door to my BMW convertible, a gift from Dad when I graduated from high school with a perfect 4.0. I flicked the AC on full blast, even though the top was down, and stomped down on the accelerator, speeding away from the courthouse as fast as I could go.

			Wind whipped the tips of my ponytail against my face, but I ignored it.

			No school. No sorority.

			My life might as well be over right now.

			Damn Grant and the wasted four years we spent together.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO [image: ]

			[image: ] Seth

			“Three months of community service and you’ll have served your entire sentence,” my parole officer said from across the desk. “Keep your nose clean, Seth, and you’ve got your entire future ahead of you.”

			I sat back and crossed my arms, tried to listen to what Arnold was telling me. His office was a mess and it smelled musty, like there was old food sitting in some forgotten corner. But it was better than the cell that had been my home for the past twelve months.

			“You got your GED and even started some college-level courses. That’s very good.” Arnold kept looking at me from over my file. Why the hell did he think he needed to tell me things that I already knew?

			“There is a program that will pay for ex-convicts to earn a college degree. With your background and financial status, you’d get it all for free.”

			In other words, I was a fucking low-life loser and the state would give me money to spend on a degree that might or might not keep me out of prison. Great use of the working public’s taxes. I’m sure they really appreciated it too.

			“I’ll think about it,” I said. I really wouldn’t. No way could I see myself on a fucking college campus.

			He stared at me now. “It’s part of the rehabilitation program you agreed to, Seth. Either a job or further education in exchange for subsidized housing and food assistance. You’ll have to check in with me every week for the first six weeks, and then every month once you get a full-time job or enroll in college or a trade school.”

			Christ, if this program hadn’t shaved an entire year off my sentence, I wouldn’t have agreed to it. Still, there was a tiny glimmer of hope that ignited inside my chest at his words. If I really could get some steady income, I could save Sara and get the hell out.

			“Here is everything you need when you leave here.” Arnold handed me a manila envelope. “There’s some cash, a key to your apartment, your food benefits card that has two hundred and fifty dollars that can be used at any grocery around here, your state medical card, a transit card, and a current course catalog for UNC. That about covers it.”

			I looked inside the envelope but didn’t take anything out yet.

			“The address of your new place is in there as well. Now, Seth,” he said, sitting back and crossing his arms across his chest, “I need to remind you that you aren’t to get within five hundred feet of Sara or Davis. If you ignore the restraining order in effect, you will be arrested and you will serve out the rest of your sentence back in jail. No more chances. Do you understand that?”

			I clenched my fists. Being out and not being able to see Sara ate at me. How the hell was I supposed to stay away from her when I knew what he was doing to her?

			As if my parole officer could see my intentions, he leaned forward with narrowed eyes. “Seth. You’re twenty-two and you have the chance to start over here. You have one of two options: screw it all up and go right back behind bars, or try and use this chance to make something more of yourself. You’re a smart kid, so use your brains and not your fists, okay?”

			I shrugged. The walls of his office felt like they were closing in around me. I needed space. Air. “Are we finished here?”

			After a few seconds, he nodded. “Make sure you report to the Public Works building at six A.M. Monday. Once your community service is done, you’ll be able to enroll in classes full-time.”

			I stood up and started out of his office.

			“Seth.”

			I stopped with my hand on the doorknob.

			“If you need anything, my number is in the envelope too. Otherwise, I’ll see you back here for check-in at five thirty next Friday.”

			It wasn’t until I stepped outside and inhaled a huge lungful of fresh air that I forced my shoulders to relax. For the first time in twelve months, I was standing outside without barbed-wire fences or guards watching me from a tower.

			I was free.

			And it fucking terrified me.

			The bright sun made me squint, and I pulled out my sunglasses and shoved them onto my face. Cars zipped up and down Turner Street, and I watched them go by. Life went on. I’d been locked behind bars for twelve months, and everything on the outside had stayed the same.

			Sara stayed the same. Even after I fucked Davis up and went to prison for trying to keep her away from that bastard’s druggie friends, she stayed with him. He was her guardian, our stepfather, and should be the one keeping her safe.

			Not the one who got her hooked on heroin and pimped her out.

			My hands curled into involuntary fists at my sides.

			I stood, glaring at an invisible opponent, when a beat-up Ford pulled up next to the curb. A very familiar one I wasn’t sure I’d see again. Something else Ryan had done for me while I was inside.

			“You look like you could use a lift.” Ryan leaned across the seat and looked at me over his dark glasses. “I got candy,” he said, waggling his eyebrows.

			“Well, in that case.” I walked over and yanked open the door, happier to see my best friend than I had ever been in my life. The same guy who came to see me every weekend and who gave me updates on Sara. Something about seeing him without a huge gray table between us felt surreal.

			“How the fuck does it feel to be out of the joint?” Ryan asked, clasping me on the shoulder.

			“Shit, man. It hasn’t sunk in yet.”

			“So, that’s your life right there? You in a fucking envelope, huh?” Ryan nodded toward the manila envelope in my lap.

			“Looks that way. Place to stay, money for food. What else could a man ask for, right?” My voice hitched and I glanced out the window. I didn’t need to spell anything out for Ryan. We’d grown up together. He had my back no matter what.

			“How the hell did everything get so fucked-up, Seth?” His fingers curled around the steering wheel. Neither one of us said her name. Ryan took a deep breath in. “So, you wanna grab a drink? The old man quit early today.”

			Ryan worked with his father in construction. More like odd jobs when the old guy could get his shit together enough to focus. Why anyone hired him, knowing what a half-assed job he did, was beyond me.

			I knew why, though. Because despite everything, Ryan was a hell of a worker and had a knack for knowing how to put crap together. I kept telling him to cut the dead weight and go out on his own, but he wouldn’t do it. Said someone had to make sure his dad was taken care of.

			“So, Billy’s?” he asked.

			I cringed. Our old hangout. A dive bar would be calling it something nice. “Maybe someplace else?” I couldn’t risk running into Sara, and she’d always loved hanging around that bar, even though she was only seventeen. Said it had atmosphere, whatever the fuck that meant.

			“Shit. Yeah, you’re right.” Ryan pulled his truck back out onto the street. “There’s a place just outside the limits. Pretty decent food. Good beer. Won’t run into anyone there.”

			“Sounds perfect, man.” Already I was feeling antsy. There is something to be said for routine and a finite amount of space. Your thoughts couldn’t go much farther than the cement walls.

			Right now, looking out across the city, there was too much fucking space.

			Too much room to think.

			And I didn’t like where my mind was heading.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE [image: ]

			[image: ] Avery

			“So tonight we’re headed to someplace called O’Malley’s,” my best friend Shari announced, triumphantly waving the small scrap of paper in the air.

			This was our dirty little secret. Freshman year, we had gone online and found every dive bar to five-star club in the city, then wrote them down on pieces of paper and put them into fishbowl number one.

			Whenever we needed to get away from our lives or just needed to unwind after a hellish week, we’d hit the bowl. Neither one of us needed Ben & Jerry’s when things went south. We had the bowls. If one of us had a bad breakup (Shari) or a shitty family day (me), we pulled a destination and identities from the bowls and lost ourselves in whatever the universe had in store that night.

			Tonight was all about me forgetting about Grant and all the shit that happened as a result. I just wanted to get drunk and feel something besides anger. Honestly, I wanted to feel wanted, just for a night.

			“And who are we this time?” I asked.

			Fishbowl number two had occupations.

			Shari dipped her manicured fingertips into the bowl and pulled out a piece of paper. She made a huge production of opening it, then grinned at me. “Tonight, dahling, we are Fancy and Bambi, two new-to-town strippers.”

			I breathed out a sigh of relief. Thank God we hadn’t pulled Christoff’s as our destination. My father would kill me if he knew we went to a five-star celebrity haunt dressed as hookers.

			“What exactly do new-in-town strippers dress like?” I asked over my shoulder.

			“Think sequins and spandex, baby!” Shari shouted from her room.

			Oh, God. I hated spandex.

			I yanked open my closet door and strode right to the back, where I kept my slumming clothes. Ripped jeans and barely there tops. All found at a rather aromatic thrift shop on Main Street. “So which one are you tonight?” I hollered.

			We didn’t just go out to drink. We invented entire identities to go along with our bargain-priced clothes. It was all part of forgetting ourselves for a few hours.

			Shari poked her head through the doorway. “Hmmm. I’m feeling kinda like a Bambi tonight.” She grinned and stepped in so that I could see all of her.

			A laugh burst out from between my lips. “Oh, my God, that is so bad it’s good!”

			Shari had on a gold-sequined top that dipped down so low her boobs practically fell out, and her jeans had rhinestones on the pockets. Matching gold fuck-me stilettos completed the outfit.

			Her long blond hair fell straight down her back. She’d lined her eyes very heavily in black eyeliner and had on bright red lipstick. It was garish, but she totally pulled it off.

			“You actually look like a high-priced hooker!”

			Shari spun around. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

			“Give me five minutes.” I grabbed a minuscule top and skinny acid-washed jeans off their hangers. “Tonight, I am Fancy. Fancy LaRue.”

			Shari’s sharp bark of laughter followed me into the bathroom. I stripped down to my matching bra and panties and eyed myself critically in the mirror. God, my cappuccino habit was starting to show.

			“Remind me to go nonfat instead of low-fat on the coffee,” I shouted, pinching the excess skin along my stomach. Mother was right. The last time I saw her she said I was looking a little chubby. Maybe I should reconsider the barely there top tonight.

			I held it in place with one hand and looked at my reflection from every possible angle. Finally I tied the straps around my neck and lower back.

			“No one will even notice me tonight,” Shari said with an exaggerated red pout when I walked out of the bathroom.

			“Please, do you not see the bloat? God, I can’t believe I’m going out like this.”

			Shari narrowed her eyes. “You sound like your mother. You look fabulous and you do not look bloated. Well, maybe your tits are looking a little larger than life in that top.”

			“Crude much.” I laughed. “And if mine are larger than life, yours are overshadowing the sun. It’s a booblar eclipse! Look away! Look away!”

			We dissolved into a fit of giggles. I could see my mother looking down her nose at our unladylike behavior. That only made me laugh harder. If she only knew how unrefined I could be. Sunday brunch at the country club in designer dresses and pearls this was not.

			Shari handed me my own pair of black FMs, and I carefully pulled the eyeliner pencil around my eyelids. I went with a more subtle frosted pink lip gloss. We stood side by side, looking into the mirror. Shari took my blond hair and wove it into a fishtail braid that hung over my shoulder.

			“I still can’t believe your father really expects you to take the semester off to do community service. Did you explain to him what that means? Rush week is a huge deal.”

			I sighed. “Yes, I tried talking to him again this morning. If he wasn’t running for mayor, none of this would even be a problem. His damned zero-tolerance platform apparently applies to me too.”

			“Well, I guess it’s a good thing you’re an overachiever and only need one actual semester of course work to graduate. Have you told Sophia yet?”

			Sophia was the president of our sorority. Image was everything to her and her matching sweater sets. “Yeah, I told her I needed to take the semester off to get some things taken care of. Do you know what that bitch said to me?”

			Shari’s reflection quirked an eyebrow at me.

			“She patted my arm and leaned in close and said, ‘I’m so glad you’re finally getting your nose taken care of. You should consider a little preventative Botox too.’ ”

			My best friend’s mouth fell open before she rolled her eyes. “Like you need any work done! At least you are a pure canvas, all natural, baby. I’m not sure Sophia has a real body part left on her.”

			I linked my arm with hers. “And that is why you are my best friend. Bambi.”

			“After you, Fancy girl.”

			I grinned at her and she grinned back.

			O’Malley’s, here we come.

			“This place isn’t half bad,” I shouted in Shari’s ear.

			The music was decent, sort of alternative rock mixed with some country. A live band was setting up on a small stage toward the back of the dance floor.

			A couple of the places we’d visited were literal holes-in-the-wall. Skanky women and men desperately in need of a shower who hid in the shadows nursing their drinks. Last time, I had to use the mace in my purse to get some drunk guy to stop grabbing my boobs under my business suit.

			Corporate CEOs and skeevy dive bar wasn’t the best fishbowl combo ever.

			O’Malley’s was a nice change.

			The people around me were clean. Working class, but we weren’t the best or worst dressed either.

			“Haven’t seen you girls here before,” the bartender said, leaning across the gleaming wood bar. “What can I get you lovely ladies?” For once the bartender was pretty good-looking. His black T-shirt hugged a decent-looking chest, and when he smiled, I saw he had all his teeth.

			“She’ll have Sex on the Beach. I’ll have”—Shari’s glance slid down over his chest before rising back up to meet his eyes—“a Screaming Orgasm.”

			His eyes darkened and I swear he licked his lips. “Coming right up.” He left us with a wink.

			“Okay, dibs on the bartender,” Shari said.

			I laughed. He was back in under a minute. He slid my drink to me with a smile but turned his attention immediately back to Shari. It was like that everywhere with her. She ate up the attention, and guys loved to give it to her.

			“I have to warn you, I’m very good at what I do. Are you sure you can handle it?” He nodded to the drink in her hand, but I saw the double meaning in his stare. Smooth, buddy, I thought.

			“You have no idea how much I can handle.” Shari tilted the glass back and drank the entire thing in one breath. When she set the glass down, she ran her tongue over her top lip.

			Bartender man practically melted right there. “Damn. You might be right.”

			“I’m Bambi, this is Fancy. We’re new in town,” Shari said with a huge smile. “We’re exotic dancers.”

			His eyes got round, and he looked back and forth between us. “Shit. Let me know where you work and I’ll be sure to check it out.”

			Bambi ran her finger down his forearm. “Play your cards right, and you’ll get a private show later.”

			I turned my head before he could see my face heat up. Businesswoman I could play good at, but exotic dancer? Me spinning down a pole? I’d fall right on my ass. Still, Shari had worked us free drinks for the night. And judging by the way Bambi was eye-fucking him, she just might end up giving him a private lap dance later too.

			Which meant I was in the clear.

			My gaze swept the room as I leaned back against the bar, pulling my drink through a tiny straw. Lots of potential tonight, though I never left any of our crazy-night places with anyone. I had Grant. Had. I didn’t have him anymore, though. Tonight was the first time in years I’d been at a place like this completely free to do whatever I wanted.

			And I wanted to forget about Grant.

			Maybe that meant finding a distraction for a few hours.

			Except I’d never hooked up with a stranger before. Hell, I never really had a boyfriend before Grant and I got together. It’d been him and me for the past four years. Sure, guys flirted with me when we went out, and I flirted back sometimes, but I knew I’d never go home with any of them. It made it all feel easier.

			Already tension filled my neck as I glanced around the crowded bar again.

			What if I picked the one serial killer? Given my luck lately, it wasn’t out of the question.

			Shari said hooking up was the perfect arrangement because you could get an itch scratched and not worry about anything more. I still didn’t understand how she could have sex with someone she didn’t even know.

			I eyed up a good-looking guy in a polo shirt and khakis until I realized what I’d done. No way, he looked too much like Grant. How about . . . whoa. Too many facial piercings. As I found each potential guy, I marked him off in my head.

			Shari would say I was bullshitting myself. Like I’d really go home with some random stranger I met an hour before at a bar? The wildest thing I’d ever done in my life was take my finals a week early so Grant and I could go skiing in Colorado sophomore year. And it was wild because I told my instructors I had a family wedding to attend out of state.

			I tugged at my shirt, trying to cover a little more of my stomach. Playing sexy was a lot harder than it sounded. Shari was still eye-fucking the bartender, so I kept glancing around the bar.

			I looked past a couple of guys who just walked in, and it took my brain a second to register what I thought I saw. When I swung back to look, there were too many bodies between me and the door to be sure. My mind said that there had just been a majorly hot guy standing there, but reality said otherwise.

			Heavy disappointment sank into my gut.

			Bodies shifted and I leaned toward Bambi, who was still flirting with the bartender. Someone pressed against my side, and I tried to take a small step away. It wasn’t happening. The place was filling up fast. Too many bodies crowded around for a drink.

			“Two beers, whatever you have on tap.”

			The deep voice vibrated against my bare skin. Goose bumps sprang up along my arms. I shifted my body, pretending to look around while I glanced out of the corner of my eye.

			It was the guy. The one my brain told me was there.

			He was tall, even with an extra four inches on my five-foot-five height tonight. His body turned, and I found myself looking at a wide, but not too wide chest. The dark gray T-shirt stretched across it, highlighting the muscular frame underneath.

			Along both arms were swirls of black ink, starting at his wrists and winding higher around his forearms, his biceps, until they disappeared under the edges of his sleeves.

			A deep, clean woodsy scent filled my lungs. I could tell the guy had his face turned toward the room, so I used the opportunity to take a good look at him.

			Strong jaw, sensual-looking lips, dark hair cut short, military style, and even darker eyes. A shadow of stubble graced his jawline. A brief, uncharacteristic urge to reach out and touch it made me curl my fingers into fists at my sides.

			Guys like that hit something deep in my gut. Maybe it was the whole good-girl, bad-boy cliché. Maybe it was a character flaw. Whatever it was, this guy did it for me.

			Hard edges and strong features made him seem almost dangerous. I took another sip of my drink and hoped no one noticed the way my hand shook. Was I really considering this? Maybe it was the freedom of possibility swirling around inside me that gave me this uncontrolled feeling.

			Maybe it was the fact that Grant screwed me over without so much as an I’m sorry. If he could throw away four years like it was nothing, then I could hook up with some guy I just met. A huge middle finger to Grant and his skanky whore.

			If he didn’t want me, then I’d damned well find someone who did.

			So lost in myself, I didn’t realize that the guy was staring right back at me.

			Shit.

			The problem was, I couldn’t look away.

			His eyes got darker, and a slow smile curled one side of his lips up. His gaze lowered, running down over my body, and I swear I could feel it. He took a small step closer, and his hand rested on my hip. His thumb stroked a lazy circle along the bare flesh just above my jeans.

			Nothing a dozen other guys hadn’t done, thinking they had a chance.

			This time, though, instead of moving his hand away, I took a small step closer. Because I could. My heart pounded against my ribs.

			“Hi.” The low timbre of his voice sank down and fed the ache between my legs. God, this instant attraction thing was new. I’d always laughed at those insta-lust scenes in movies where the girl saw stars when she looked at some guy she didn’t even know.

			Yeah, not so funny anymore.

			“Hi.” My voice did this whispery thing I had no idea about.

			“Hey, you ready, man?” a new voice asked. A face peeked over hot guy’s shoulder, and his eyes widened when he saw me. A grin turned his lips up. “Well, hello.”

			“Hi,” I answered with a smile.

			“Seth, man, aren’t you gonna introduce me?”

			Seth. It fit him perfectly.

			Seth raised his eyebrow at me. It took him a second to realize that he didn’t know my name.

			Reluctance swelled in my chest. I didn’t want to give him my fake name. Something about his eyes, the interest that almost but not quite masked a sadness I saw deeply hidden away, made me want to tell him my real name.

			“She’s Fancy, and I’m Bambi,” Shari said from behind me. Seth looked at me like he was going to laugh. I looked away before he could. I suddenly felt ridiculous. Like the phony I was. “And we know that is Seth, so you are . . . ?”

			“Ryan.” His eyes widened with interest when he took all of Shari in. “You ladies want to join us?”

			I glanced over my shoulder and caught sight of the frowning bartender. Shari pushed me along behind Ryan and Seth. So much for our free drinks. Ryan found a booth in a quieter corner and slid into one of the seats. Before Seth could move next to him, Shari darted around him and slid in next.

			“I guess we’re sitting here,” I said with a shake of my head.

			“Do you mind?” Seth asked.

			I looked up at him. There was hesitation in his eyes. Like he was worried it might bother me. Weird.

			“Not at all.” I slid into the seat, then took his hand and tugged him down next to me.

			His gaze rested on where I touched him, then slid slowly up my arm, over my shoulder, and clashed with mine. For a second, I couldn’t even breathe. The hesitation was gone. Now all I saw was raw desire.

			I sucked in a breath and dug my fingernails into his wrist. His eyes grew stormier, and for a second I thought he was going to do me right there on the bench. I think I would have let him.

			What the hell?

			Single for a few days and this happens. It wasn’t like me, and I knew it had to be Grant’s betrayal that had me thinking that way. Revenge burned in my gut.

			“So, Fancy, Bambi just told me you both are dancers?”

			Ryan’s voice tugged at me from somewhere inside the fantasy building in my head. I blinked. Seth moved his hand, the one I was still holding on to, and rested his fingers around the top of my thigh.

			I felt claimed. Wanted. Grant never touched me with this kind of possessiveness. Every feminist bone in my body screamed that it should feel wrong, but the woman inside loved it too much to make him stop.

			My breath hitched, and I fought the insane urge to cover his hand and slide it higher.

			After weeks of feeling like the biggest fool on the planet, something else took its place.

			I glanced at Shari, who had a strange look on her face. She tilted her head. Everything okay? We might just be playing a game, but if I gave the signal, she’d get up and leave with me in a heartbeat.

			I took my drink in my free hand and swallowed a mouthful. I needed to get back into my role. “Yes, we just moved here.”

			Seth’s thumb stroked my leg, and electric shocks danced from the spot. My skin felt too tight. I swallowed another mouthful of fruit juice and vodka. He’s doing it because he thinks you’re easy. Strippers always are.

			Knowing that didn’t change the way his touch felt on my leg, though.

			“So what do you do, Ryan? Something with your hands I’m sure.” Shari ran her fingers up and down Ryan’s arm, and she looked at him from under her eyelashes. It was her go-to move, and it worked every time. Guys ate it up.

			“Construction,” he said. He leaned in closer to Shari. “I’m very good with my hands. Would be glad to show you anytime.”

			I knew that look in her eyes. “How about right now?”

			So much for getting drunk. My horny best friend was skipping out on me already.

			Shari batted her eyelashes at Seth. “Would you be a doll and take Fancy here home? We can take my car,” she said to Ryan. Her hand moved under the table and his eyes got very big. “How far is your place?”

			His mouth fell open a little. “Seriously?” When Shari nodded, he tossed the keys onto the table and pushed out of the booth. “You don’t mind, do you?” Even I could see the pleading in his eyes as he looked down at Seth.

			Seth turned to look at me. “You okay with this?”

			“Not a problem at all,” I said. I lifted my glass toward the happy couple and took a large swallow. At least she left me with company tonight.

			“See you in the morning,” Shari said, finger waving me over her shoulder.

			After they disappeared, the silence between me and Seth stretched.

			“Whoa.” He kind of shook his head like he was coming out of a daze.

			“That is some kind of record, even for her.” Laughter spilled from me, and I saw Seth smile. God, he had a nice smile. I tried not to stare too much.

			“I’d apologize for my friend, but . . . well . . .” He looked so bewildered staring at where Ryan and Shari disappeared.

			I leaned a little closer, so he could hear me over the music, or so I told myself. “I think they are a lot alike.”

			He chuckled and lifted the glass to his lips.

			I watched him swallow and had a crazy urge to press my lips against the spot on his neck. God, I’d never been like this. Shari sometimes talked about being so horny she’d hump a light pole, but I always thought she was kidding.

			I eyed Seth’s muscular thigh. Maybe for just a few minutes . . .

			“I think you’re right. So, do you come here a lot?” he asked, interrupting my lascivious thoughts.

			My mouth dropped open, terrified he’d known what I’d been thinking of doing only a second before, but then his eyes widened and his forehead fell onto his arm. When he peeked up again, his face looked a shade darker.

			“That honestly wasn’t a line.” A grin twisted his lips up. “I’m a little rusty with all this.”

			Yeah, right. A guy who looked like that probably didn’t have to make any effort at all. I’d already noticed more than one interested glance sliding over him since we sat down. I had to give him credit for his effort. It was boyishly cute. He even had the self-conscious grin down perfect.

			There were worse people I could be spending the evening with.

			My mind shifted back to my earlier internal debate. I watched Seth again from the corner of my eye. I hadn’t planned on leaving with anyone tonight, but would it be so very bad if I did?

			The music shifted into a slow, sultry beat. I had to clear my head before I did something crazy. “Want to dance?” I asked.

			“Love to.” He stood, and when I stepped in front of him to lead the way, his hand came to rest on my lower back again. It stayed there until we were close to the middle of the dance floor.

			This wasn’t middle school, and I didn’t even pretend I didn’t want to know what he felt like under the shirt. I slid my hands up his chest and around his neck. Who this bold girl was inhabiting my body was a mystery, but I let her have control.

			Seth felt too good not to touch.

			He wrapped his arms around my waist, holding me loose enough that I could feel air moving between us. We moved slowly side to side. I glanced up at him through my eyelashes and saw he was watching me.

			“So, do you? Come here often?” For all I knew, this was his thing. Pretending to be all innocent while picking up a new girl every week.

			He shook his head. “First time.” Then he leaned down until his mouth brushed across my ear. “Looks like I’ve got some incredible beginner’s luck going on.”

			Goose bumps exploded over my bare arms when his teeth nipped at the sensitive flesh right under my ear. Before I could react, he straightened as if the floor hadn’t just tilted under us. Sweat beaded on my forehead. I took a tiny step closer, brushing my chest against him.

			I felt his shoulders stiffen under my fingers.

			Good. I wanted to rock him a little too.

			If this was a game, I was going to give him a run for his money. Or try. I had no idea how to seduce a man, but judging by the way Seth’s breath hitched out, I must be doing something right.

			And feeling him react to my touch soothed the ache of Grant’s betrayal a little. If that bastard didn’t appreciate what I had to give, then Seth would. Tonight.

			His arms tightened and his thigh moved between my legs, so now we were pressed together from shoulder to ankle. There was no way I could miss the stab of excitement that shot through me when I swayed my hips and felt his thigh rub between my legs.

			I pushed back a little and wound my fingers behind his neck, then leaned away and let my head fall back. I pressed against his thigh harder and swung my upper body to the left, then back to the right. I was grinding on his leg now, but damn, it felt good.

			Buzzed on vodka and excitement and the sweet taste of screw you, Grant, I didn’t want to stop.

			When I finally straightened, he tightened his arm around my waist and dropped his mouth to my neck. He growled into the curve of my shoulder and closed his hot mouth over my bare skin. I whimpered and twisted my fingers into his hair, holding him there.

			Holy hell. I wanted to climb him right there on the dance floor, the hell with who was watching. The bulge in his jeans grew harder, and it pressed into my stomach.

			I drew his head up, enough so that he could kiss along my jaw. The music continued to thump, sensual bass beats that made my insides throb with need. Unable to take it anymore, I tugged his head and turned my face so that our lips finally touched.

			I wanted him to kiss me, but he held back, running teasing touches over my lips until I was ready to scream. I yanked at his hair, ground myself against him, but he still didn’t kiss me like I wanted. He did the exact opposite and pulled back enough so that he could look into my eyes.

			I saw desire and hesitation. Hunger and sadness.

			I wanted to give in and take it all away at the same time. I wanted to ask him why he was so sad, but I had a feeling he would deny it. It was buried very deep. I only saw it because I had a tendency to gravitate toward people who were hurt. To those who needed help.

			Seth shifted and drew my body closer to his.

			“If you’re drunk, just tell me where you live and I’ll make sure you get home safe.” Seth’s lips were very close to my ear, and when he exhaled, his hot breath washed over the sensitive flesh there and made me shiver in a delicious way.

			“I had one drink. I’m only slightly buzzed,” I said, pressing my lips against his neck. I was so close I saw him swallow. “I know exactly what I’m doing.”

			Okay, maybe I really didn’t have a clue, but he made me feel reckless and turned on and desired. For once in my life, I wanted to give in and let go and just feel.

			“Your chivalry is appreciated, but will you please kiss me now?” I asked against his skin.

			A low groan vibrated his chest. His arm pulled me closer, held me tighter against his body, if that was possible. Every nerve in my body ignited with need. His hand slid up my back, tangling in the hair at the base of my neck. He tilted my head back with a nudge. His hungry gaze moved over my face, like he was searching for something.

			I had no idea what it was, but I wanted to give it to him.

			My lips parted and I moved my body against his.

			He closed his eyes for a second, as if he was savoring the feel of us together. His hand slid around to cup my jaw. He brushed his thumb over my lips. He had me pulled tighter than violin strings at that moment.

			“Fucking kiss me already,” I growled. The foreign sound grated out of my throat.

			I darted my tongue out and ran it over his thumb, then nipped it between my teeth. His eyes flew open, and the hunger in them turned my bones to jelly. I heard him curse, and then his lips crashed down over mine and I forgot my own name.

			I expected roughness, maybe even overzealous teeth bumping, but that didn’t happen at all. His touch was demanding and in control, but not forceful. His hand at the back of my neck guided my head to the right angle, and his tongue slid between my lips.

			It was molten and sensual, and I moaned into his mouth.

			Holy hell, he could kiss.

			I stopped moving in the middle of the dance floor. All that mattered was Seth and the way his hot tongue worked me over. I rocked against his thigh, oblivious of anyone around us.

			“Do you want to get out of here?” he asked against my lips.

			“Yes.”

			I didn’t know where this girl came from. I’d never had a one-night stand in my life. I’d never had this uncontrollable urge to go home with anyone. Well, before right this second. If I didn’t find out what Seth looked like under his shirt, I might die. Actually die right there.

			I heard his rough inhale, and he dragged his fingers up my arm, entwined around his neck, and tugged on it.

			As we walked out of the bar, the fire in my veins grew hotter with each step.

			I was leaving.

			With a guy.

			A few envious stares followed our path, and I wanted to grin like an idiot. This felt . . . amazing.

			Shari went home with guys a lot. She told me freshman year that she wanted to experience everything before she had to settle down and become the trophy wife of some rich businessman.

			And she had done just that.

			I, on the other hand, had known Grant all my life, and we’d gotten together officially the summer before college. That had been it. It felt like I had already settled down and lost the opportunity to do something crazy stupid.

			I shoved Grant and his cheating ass out of my mind.

			This was my night.

			If I wanted to doing something crazy now, I damned well could.

			And oh, my God, I wanted to.

			Seth led me to an old truck parked on the street. It was dented and rusted out in places and had a different-colored door. I expected Seth to open the door for me, but instead he leaned back against the metal and tugged on my hand. I took a few wobbly steps closer, standing between his slightly spread legs.

			His free hand snaked around my waist and he pulled me closer, until my body pressed up against his. I had to tilt my head back a little to look at him.

			I ran my tongue over my kiss-swollen lips.

			That seemed to ignite something in him because he slid both hands down my sides and wrapped them around the back of my thighs. In one swift movement, he lifted me, and my legs wrapped around his waist.

			He spun, and now I was pressed up against the cold metal door.

			I grabbed at the hair on his neck and moved my hips, rocked back and forth against the hardness in his jeans. Need burned in my veins. With every pulse it drove deeper into my body, twisted and writhed under my skin.

			I had never felt this desperate for release.

			Every noise we made just fed the flames of desire raging between us.

			Screw going back to the apartment. I pulled my head back enough so that I could see his eyes. “I want you. Now.”

			He fumbled behind me and stepped back, opening the door to the truck. His lips were back on mine as he lifted me up onto the seat. He slid his hands under the excuse for a shirt I had on and skimmed up over my ribs.

			Seth easily slid his thumbs under the gap in my shirt and grazed them over my nipples. I arched back, a loud moan ripping from my chest. Cool air washed over my heated skin as he lifted my shirt.

			He moved off my lips, dragging his mouth over my chin, down my neck. I tangled my hands in his hair, urging him on. He teased one tip, then the other, with tiny flicks of his tongue.

			I growled, arching my back and pulling at his head.

			He nipped and kissed all around my breasts, avoiding the spot where I ached to be touched. The need grew so strong it buzzed in my ears. I whimpered, begged, but he kept teasing me.

			Tears burned the back of my eyes.

			“Please,” I choked out.

			He lifted his head, kissed along my jaw, the corner of my lips, then sank his tongue into my mouth. He stroked slower this time, fanning the flames just enough to keep me teetering on the edge.

			I cried out when he pulled away again and rested his forehead against mine.

			His eyes were almost black with desire.

			I couldn’t look away.

			“You’re so fucking beautiful.” His lips brushed over mine, and a new wash of goose bumps rippled over my skin.

			A deep moan echoed in my chest and filled his truck. Seth swore and dug his fingers into my hair, holding my head still while I rocked my hips against him. Pure pleasure made every inch of my body tight with awareness.

			Seth dipped his head and flicked his tongue over first one nipple, then the other. I arched off the seat, a strangled cry falling from my lips. I would say or do anything right that second to make him never stop what he was doing.

			“Baby,” he whispered, dropping kisses from my chest to my ear and along my jaw, “do one thing for me and then I promise I’ll make you scream my name until you beg me to stop.”

			Air lodged in my chest and his words ratcheted the need in my blood to inferno level. No one had ever said anything so dirty to me before. If he touched me again, I was going to implode into myself.

			“Anything,” I moaned. “Anything you want.” And at that moment, I would give it to him. Anything. As long as he kept doing whatever this was he did to make my body so wild. So needy and desperate for release.

			None of this was me, and I loved it. Wanted to shout to the world that I was getting my world rocked in a pickup truck in a bar parking lot. Me. Avery Hartley.

			Seth kissed over to my lips and took them in another deep kiss, rendering me mindless. When he pulled back, he was breathing hard and his eyes were so black with hunger, he looked inhuman in the shadowed light.

			“I just want one thing, sweetheart.”

			His gaze kept me prisoner. I couldn’t look away. Couldn’t speak. So I nodded.

			“Tell me what your name really is.”
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