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PROLOGUE

Sometimes, when the sun begins to peek over the horizon, the seagulls circle the water in search of their first meal of the day, and the tide rushes up and then slows down so as to tickle my toes, I can hear your voice. As I close my eyes and feel the salt breeze across my face, as gentle as one of your kisses, and bury my fingers deep in the sand, just the way I used to do into your thick, black curls, I feel you next to me.

“What are you doing?” you ask me.

“Missing you,” I reply.

“But I’m right here,” you say.

“You’re not here for me to touch. You’re not here for me to hold.”

“I’m here in all the ways that matter. In your mind. In your heart. In your soul.”

“I want you in my arms,” I say, the saline from my tears becoming indistinguishable from the salt of the water, both burning my windblown face.

“You had me in your arms,” you tell me, gently. “Remember?”

I do remember. I remember every touch. Every kiss. Every secret glance we shared. The ones I’d forced myself to remember, knowing that someday, the memories of them would be all I had left.

‘It’s not enough.” I cry softly. “We were supposed to have a life together.”

“We did have a life together,” you whisper. “Mine.”

“It was too short.”

“It was all I had to give you,” you remind me gently.

“I wanted more,” I say, the words barely passing my lips.

“So, did I, my love. So did I.”

I lie back, my head resting on the soft, damp sand. I hear a foghorn in the distance and momentarily wonder if the captain of that boat has ever felt such pain. Did he plan a future with someone, only to realize his future would be spent alone? Did he wonder, as I do now, how things could go so wrong when, for a brief moment, they seemed so perfect?

“There’s so much I want to talk to you about. So much I want to ask,” I tell you.

“You can ask me one question. That’s all. I can’t answer any more,” you say.

“Just one? What if that question leads to more?” I ask.

“Only one, so make it a good one,” you say and then chuckle. “I know this is hard for you. You never were good at making decisions.”

“I chose you,” I tease. “I made a good one there.”

“Touché,” you say.

I hear you lie down next to me, feel the heat of your body on my side.

“One question,” you remind me. “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” I tell you. “I know what it is.”

And, I do know. It’s the one question I’ve held on the edge of my tongue for what seemed like forever. It wasn’t if I’d been loved. I knew I had been. Completely and utterly. It wasn’t “Why?” Some questions would never produce a satisfying answer, so there was no point in asking.

Delicately and carefully, I form the words. The ones I’ve wanted to say aloud, but never had the courage. The question I have craved an answer for and never thought I’d get.

I make my request, very softly, my question lingering in the air. I hear your deep sigh. Was it one of regret? Was it sadness?

This time, I say it more clearly. More certain than ever this is the one question I need answered.

“What if?” I ask again. “What if?”



CHAPTER ONE

February, 1998

“When a guy says, ‘I’m pretty much single,’ he really means, A. I’m completely single…”

Daniel moaned and rested his head back on his pillow. “You know I hate these quizzes.”

“I know,” Meade replied, holding the copy of Cosmopolitan in front of her face so he couldn’t see her smile. “B. I’m not really interested in dating you.”

“Then why do you keep giving them to me?” Daniel asked.

“They’re fun.” Meade giggled. “Or C. I have a girlfriend, but I think you’re hot.”

“C. I have a girlfriend, but I think you’re hot,” he instantly replied, picking up the TV remote and flicking on the set.

“C?” Meade asked, marking in his answer with a pencil. “Really? That’s what a guy means?”

“Yep,” Daniel answered, changing the channel. “Want to watch Judge Judy?”

“No, she scares me.” Meade picked up her feet and rested them on the bed next to Daniel’s knees, slumping deeper into her chair. “Why doesn’t he just say that then? Isn’t honesty the best policy?”

“Not if he wants to get in your pants,” Daniel said matter-of-factly.

“Daniel!”

“What?” He asked, grinning, eyes still focused on the TV. “It’s true.”

Meade threw the magazine at his head as he dodged to miss it. It landed, with a loud thud, on the cold linoleum floor next to the bed.

“Ow!”

“Oh, come on,” Meade said defensively. “It barely touched you!”

“No, not that. The way I moved. It hurt a little.” Daniel grimaced as he shifted to get more comfortable in the bed.

Meade jumped up, suddenly concerned. “Where? How much? Should I get the nurse?”

“No, silly girl,” he said, reaching for her arm and gently pulling her down next to him. “It’s fine. It hurt for a second. I’m okay now.”

He tugged on her sleeve. “Kiss me,” he said softly.

“Again?” she moaned playfully. “Didn’t I just kiss you about an hour ago?”

She giggled and leaned closer, gently touching her lips to his. They tasted slightly medicinal. She would, of course, never tell him that. She did her best to make sure, while she was with him, everything seemed normal—the way it had always been. It was why she had brought Cosmo and Glamour and Teen magazine with her to the hospital and grilled him with the questions he despised. It’s what she’d always done—since they had first fallen in love. She’d sit at their lunch table, peppering him with the silly questions as he ate his lunch, and often much of hers, complaining as he answered.

“Is there room for me in the bed?” Meade breathed into his ear.

“I think I can find some in here,” he whispered, seductively, scooting over. “If you promise not to take advantage of the many slits in my hospital gown.”

“I ain’t promisin’ nothin’.” Meade giggled. “Easy access is easy access.”

She lay down in the crook of his arm, resting her head on his shoulder and her hand on his chest. She could feel the beat of his heart through the thin fabric of the gown. It felt so steady. So strong. Keep beating, she wanted to whisper. Please keep beating.

“Why are you in this gown, anyway?” she asked him. “I thought your mom brought you some of your regular pj’s to wear instead.”

“Yeah, she did,” Daniel replied, touching his lips to her hair. “But I’m supposed to have some tests done this afternoon and I have to have a gown on for that.”

“Well, I find it sexy.”

“Yeah?” he asked, his eyes twinkling. “If I’d known that, I would have started wearing them years ago.”

Meade laughed, even though she didn’t think it was funny. She couldn’t bear the thought of him in these gowns years ago. She could barely stomach the thought of him in them now.

She hadn’t said anything to Daniel about his attire when she’d entered his hospital room that day after school. She’d never want him to feel self-conscious. But she’d been taken aback by the sight of him in it. Usually, when she showed up, he was in sweats and an old T-shirt, like he always was when she’d go to his house to hang out on the weekends. Somehow, seeing him dressed in regular clothes made it easier to pretend everything was okay. She could tune out the medical equipment and the hospital bed and the buzz of the nurses as they made their way up and down the hallway and into his room every twenty or so minutes. She could ignore the wires he often had on him and the tubes that were taped to various parts of his body. If she set her mind to it, she could even pretend they were just hanging out, after school, catching up on their homework, as she filled him in on the latest gossip she’d heard from all her girlfriends.

But the hospital gown—that had thrown her for a loop. She’d paused at the door before entering. Fortunately, he’d been deep in discussion with one of his nurses so he hadn’t seen her arrive, and never saw the expression of shock she was sure must have been on her face.

He looked so frail. So thin. So…she hated to say the word…sick.

There was that word again. Sick. It was never far from her mind and it made her stomach do somersaults. As a child, she’d kind of liked the word. When she was eight, it meant staying home from school and watching TV in her mom’s bed and drinking ginger ale while munching on saltines. But now, the word had a whole new connotation. It was scary and full of uncertainty and sadness. It meant watching Daniel be pricked and prodded while he did his best to keep a smile on his face for her sake. It meant no longer being able to make plans to go to a movie together because they never knew if Daniel would feel well enough to sit in the theater without running to the bathroom to throw up. It meant watching Daniel’s olive skin turn a pale color she couldn’t name because it had never been in any of her crayon boxes as a child.

“What are you thinking about?” Daniel asked her, running his fingers through her long, brown hair.

“What?” Meade said quickly, embarrassed to be caught daydreaming. She shouldn’t let that happen. She needed to stay present when she was with Daniel. There was plenty of time to worry about the future when she lay in bed, alone, at night. She needed to focus on only him when they were together. Their time was precious. Not because she thought they wouldn’t have much more of it. No, she wouldn’t let herself go there. She couldn’t let herself go there. Daniel spent his whole day waiting for her to get out of school and show up at his hospital room door. He deserved her undivided attention for the few hours she could give him each day.

“Oh, I was just thinking I’m kind of hungry. Did they bring you anything good for lunch today?”

Daniel shrugged. “I don’t know. You can check. The tray’s over there,” he said, lifting his chin to indicate he meant the side of the bed.

Meade eased herself out of his arms and sat up, reaching to pull the portable bed tray over to them. She lifted the lid on the lunch plate.

“Your entire meal is still here,” she said, looking at the untouched grilled chicken sandwich, mashed potatoes and green beans. “You didn’t eat a thing!”

“I wasn’t hungry,” he said, once again picking up the TV remote and flipping to a new channel.

“Daniel,” she said sternly. “You have to at least try to eat something. Anything. You’ll get weaker if you don’t.”

“You think I’m weak?” he shot at her.

Meade sighed. She wanted to snap back at him, but knew better. It had never been like this before. They’d never argued before the cancer, and he’d certainly never been short-tempered with her. But it was so much easier to offend Daniel these days. So much more common for them to have a spat or a disagreement over something that, before his diagnosis, would have caused them both to giggle at the ridiculousness of it. But now, even the smallest issue could turn into an all-out fight, and she hated that. Part of what she loved about the relationship she’d always had with Daniel was the easiness of it. There was no drama. No game playing. It was simple and fun, but still deep and sincere.

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” Meade said evenly. “You need to keep up your strength so you can fight this thing.” She peeled back the top of the applesauce she found on the tray and stuck a spoon in it, handing it to Daniel. “Here. Eat,” she said firmly.

He looked at the cup disinterestedly, but took it from her and stuck a spoonful into his mouth.

“How does it taste?” she asked him.

“Great,” he said sarcastically, wrinkling his nose. “Just great!”

Meade ignored his tone. “I can always stop and get you something at Merchants of Venice on my way here after school if you’d like that better.” Merchants was their favorite Italian deli, owned by a guy from New York, and known for making the best subs in Texas. Before Daniel’s illness, the two of them would go there every Friday after school, when Daniel wasn’t in the middle of basketball season, and get a large ham, salami and capicola sub, which they’d split and rapidly wash down with Cokes, as if they were famished and hadn’t eaten all week.

“No, that’s okay,” he said, and then seeing the disappointment on Meade’s face, recanted. “Actually, that sounds great. I’m not sure I’ll be able to eat the whole thing, but a few bites would be good. You can eat the rest. For once, you won’t have to fight me for the bigger half.”

Meade smiled, happy he’d agreed to her bringing him some food. It wasn’t a big victory, but it was something, and if the past few months had taught her anything, it was to appreciate the triumphs when they came around, because they were few and far between.

“Okay, I’ll bring one tomorrow.”

She quickly took a few bites of the cold chicken sandwich, before placing the lid back on the plate. As far as hospital food went, it wasn’t too bad. But, she did realize, it wasn’t like home cooking, or even their favorite restaurant’s entrees.

“Do you want to watch a movie?” he asked. “My mom dropped off a whole bunch of tapes. They’re on the windowsill. I think she purposely threw in a few chick flicks, just for you.”

Meade smiled. Daniel’s mom was so sweet to her—always had been, ever since they were little kids. Daniel was an only child, his mom’s pride and joy. It didn’t take a genius to recognize Daniel was the sun and moon and stars for his mom. It was right there in her eyes every time she looked at him.

“Can’t,” Meade said apologetically. “My mom’s picking me up early. I’m going for my senior pictures.”

“Sounds positively dreadful.” He rolled his eyes.

“That’s because you don’t like having your picture taken. Girls find things like that fun. We get to do up our hair, our makeup, smile pretty…” Meade crossed her eyes, scrunched up her face and stuck out her tongue at Daniel.

“Make sure you take a photo looking just like that. I’d love a poster of that for my room.”

“The real me?” Meade said, giggling.

“Definitely, the real you,” Daniel replied, a smile on his face.

Meade again lay down next to Daniel and reached over his chest for his opposite hand, pulling it toward her and interlocking her fingers in his. His hand was enormous—a trait that served him well on the basketball court. Daniel was the team star. Or, at least, had been. Before the leukemia. Meade closed her eyes and remembered what it was like to watch him on the court. She’d never missed a single one of his games. Even before they were officially a couple. Watching Daniel gracefully make his way up and down the school gym floor evoked images in Meade’s mind of a gazelle running through open fields. Daniel was in his element on the basketball court and it was a joy to behold.

Meade’s mind traveled back to the last game Daniel had played. They’d won. Of course. The school team had pretty much won every game since Daniel was chosen for the varsity team. He was just so good. And such a team player. That was the thing about Daniel. It was hard to hate him. Even the guys on the team who were secretly jealous of him couldn’t find a reason to dislike him. Daniel was never cocky about his extraordinary abilities. He shrugged them off and Meade had seen him blush, on more than one occasion, when praise for his talent was showered upon him. After each game, as the students would rush out of the stands onto the court to high-five or slap Daniel on the backside in congratulations of the win, he would be loudly praising his fellow teammates.

“Did you see how many solid assists Greg had?” or “We could have never won without Mac’s layup at the end of the game.”

As a result, no one begrudged Daniel his success. If anything, the team, and the entire school, was rooting for him to do well—in high school and beyond. That was why that last game had been so exciting. The recruiter from Duke had been in the stands and there wasn’t a single person at Larrington High who didn’t know it was Daniel’s ultimate dream to play basketball at Duke. Ever since his cousin, Mike, had graduated from Duke, when Daniel was ten years old, and Daniel and his mom had driven all the way to North Carolina in their bright yellow, ’78 Nova for Mike’s graduation, he had set his sights on one day attending there himself. And, by the looks of his academic grades and his skill on the court, it seemed like his dream was about to come true.

Meade had spent as much time during that game, watching the recruiter, as she had watching Daniel. Was he impressed? Did he think Daniel got control of the ball fast enough? What did he think of that mid-court shot?

Meade sat on her hands, feeling as if her heart might pound out of her chest. She was on pins and needles for Daniel. She knew how much he wanted this and she wanted it just as much for him. For them, really. They had already planned it all out. He was going to go to Duke. She was, hopefully, going to attend Wake Forest. Her early decision application was in and she would be hearing, any day now, about their decision. They didn’t want to attend the same college, recognizing they should each have their own independence for a few years, but they wanted to be close. And Duke and Wake Forest were only an hour and a half apart. Close enough to attend each other’s school dances and Daniel’s games, but far enough away not to distract each other from their studies. And studying was important to both Daniel and Meade. They had big dreams for their future—and, in their minds, it was a singular future which they would share. Meade wanted to study English, and had dreams of someday being the editor of a big magazine in New York City—or maybe working for some big publishing company. And Daniel had his sights set on becoming a doctor. A pediatrician. Daniel was incredible with little kids and Meade never tired of watching him chase her little cousins around her back yard at all of her family picnics.

That was the only good thing that had come out of this cancer. Daniel was having a great time learning the never-ending stream of medical lingo. Meade sometimes wondered if he drove the doctors and nurses nuts with all of his inquisitive questioning. Daniel couldn’t have a single medical test done without grilling the technician about why this was necessary, what they were looking for, how the technology worked…it made Meade weary listening to his questions. But, that’s who Daniel was—always eager to learn and, as he saw it, what better way to learn about the human body than by learning about one’s own?

Daniel had always been very attuned to his own physical being and, even when they were young, made it a point to take care of it by eating healthily, exercising and getting plenty of sleep. That was why, the week before the big game, Meade had been surprised to hear Daniel complain he wasn’t feeling very well.

“I think I’m getting sick,” Daniel had told her, as they sat together in the cafeteria during lunch.

“Oh, no! Of all weeks!” Meade said, truly concerned. Daniel never got sick. Never. In fact, Meade couldn’t even remember him ever having a case of the sniffles since she’d known him. “You’d better start drinking some orange juice and go to bed early tonight. You need to be feeling better by Friday night.”

“I know,” Daniel said. “I told the coach I’m gonna skip practice today and head home to get some rest.”

Skip practice? Since when did Daniel ever skip practice? Never. That’s when. Never.

Something poked at Meade right then. She wasn’t sure what it was, exactly. A nagging feeling that something wasn’t quite right, but she pushed the thought away as soon as it surfaced.

He’s got a cold. People catch colds.

Daniel doesn’t.

Meade shoved that notion back down as fast as it popped up. “Okay,” Meade said, sticking a French fry in her mouth. “I won’t call you tonight so you can get your beauty sleep.”

And they hadn’t spoken that evening, which was really unusual. The last person Meade talked to every night was Daniel. It had been that way since they’d both gotten phones in their rooms in junior high. But she recognized that he needed to be well-rested for the big game and the Duke recruiter and, though it nearly killed her, she fell asleep without picking up the phone and dialing his number.

As she sat watching Daniel play that Friday night, she was happy she’d let him rest. He was playing great. If he’d been catching some sort of cold, there was no sign of it as he ran up and down the court, making every shot he took.

How could the recruiter not be impressed?

The crowd cheered loudly as Daniel made his final basket, just as the buzzer sounded. As the fans swarmed onto the court, congratulating Daniel and his team, Meade remained in the stands. This was Daniel’s moment. They’d share a private one between the two of them later. She wanted him to enjoy the glory. As she watched the mayhem beneath her, she saw the recruiter make his way over to Daniel. Daniel turned to greet him. The two of them exchanged a few words and then shook hands, as the recruiter patted him on the back. He was all smiles—as was Daniel. Meade had a good feeling that things were about to become very bright in their lives.

On the way home, she told him. “He loved you. I could tell. He loved you.” Meade beamed as she drove Daniel back to his house.

“You think so?” He sounded tired. Meade glanced over at him and saw that his head was back on the headrest and his eyes were closed.

“Yep, I do,” she said distractedly. “Hey, are you okay? You seem really tired. Usually, you’re on such a high after a big win that I can’t bring you back down to earth. Still not feeling so hot?”

“No, not really,” Daniel said, eyes still closed. “I think playing tonight took everything out of me.”

“Okay, well, I can drop you off if you want. I don’t need to come in tonight.”

As she said it, Meade found herself a bit disappointed. She and Daniel had a tradition of making ice cream sundaes at his kitchen counter, with his mom, whenever he won a game.

“Of course I want you to come in, silly,” Daniel said, opening his eyes and putting his hand on her leg. “I’m just a little tired. It’s not like I’m dying or anything. Let’s have some ice cream and then I’ll crash on the couch while we watch some TV.”

“Okay,” Meade said, relieved, but hesitant. She was starting to get worried about Daniel. If anyone ever complained of being exhausted, it was her. It was never him.

His mom was beaming as they walked in the door. “Did you see my boy?” she asked Meade, hugging Daniel extra hard. “Did you see him?”

“Mom…” Daniel was embarrassed. “Of course Meade saw me. She was there.”

“He was amazing! Amazing! I have never been so proud of him.”

Meade smiled at Mrs. Spencer. Her love for her son was so evident. From her hugs to her smiles to the way she clearly put huge amounts of love in any meal she prepared for him. It was touching to see. Meade’s own mom had never been like that with her. Oh, her mom loved her. She never really doubted that. But, her mom didn’t like to show it in any demonstrative way. Mrs. Spencer, on the other hand, oozed affection for her son.

“It smells really good in here, Mrs. Spencer,” Meade said. “What’s baking?”

“Brownies!” his mom said enthusiastically as she hurried over to the oven and opened the door. “I rushed right out of the gym after the game—which wasn’t easy seeing as everyone was stopping me and congratulating me as if I’d just won the game! And, I came home and stuck some brownies in the oven. I figured our sundaes deserved something extra special tonight, don’t you think?”

“I sure do,” Meade said, smiling. “Don’t they smell great, Daniel?” Meade turned around and was surprised to see he wasn’t in the kitchen. “Daniel?” She went off in search of him.

Meade found Daniel sprawled out on the couch. His extra-tall body was too long for the furniture, so his feet dangled off the end. His eyes were closed again.

“Hey,” Meade said, sitting down next to him. “You okay?”

Daniel nodded, his eyes remaining closed.

“Want me to bring your sundae out here to you?”

He nodded again.

“Okay…” Meade said slowly. “I’ll be right back.”

Meade returned to the kitchen and helped Mrs. Spencer scoop three huge scoops onto three even larger brownies. Meade topped hers off with chocolate syrup and sprinkles and then fixed Daniel’s the way he liked it—with caramel sauce, M&M’s and whipped cream.

When she walked back into the living room with Mrs. Spencer, she saw that Daniel was sitting up and he looked a little bit better.

“Here,” she said, handing him his bowl as she sat down on the couch next to him.

Mrs. Spencer entered the living room and sat on the chair across from them. Her face was still aglow from the team’s win, and Daniel’s part in that. Meade was surprised she didn’t seem to notice how exhausted Daniel was. If she was anything, Mrs. Spencer was an attentive mother. When they were in elementary school, Mrs. Spencer was always the parent setting up all of the class parties and chaperoning every single field trip. She was room mom and PTA president. If her son was involved in an activity, you were ensured Mrs. Spencer would become a part of that activity, too.

As they got older, Meade used to wonder if Daniel got annoyed that his mom was always around. After all, most boys she knew tried to get as far away from their parents as possible—and their folks weren’t nearly as ever-present as Mrs. Spencer. But Daniel never seemed to mind his mom being there. He never seemed embarrassed to see her. It wasn’t that he was a “mama’s boy”—at least, not in the pathetic, needy sense of the term. Meade figured that, ever a team player, Daniel and his mom had become a team years ago, when Daniel’s father died in a car accident.

Meade had never met Daniel’s dad. He’d passed away two years before Meade showed up at school in the second grade. By the photos Mrs. Spencer still had around the house, though, Meade could tell Daniel was the spitting image of his dad. Long and lanky, always with a mischievous smile on his face. It made Meade sad to look at those photos. She didn’t know why. It’s not as if he’d been her dad—she’d never even met the man. But the thought that he’d been gone so quickly–taken from Daniel and his mom at such a young age–seemed so unfair. She couldn’t imagine what that pain must have been like for Mrs. Spencer, and especially for Daniel. He’d been only six when his dad was killed, and whenever Meade thought about the sad, lost, little boy Daniel must have been when his dad was taken from him…well, it ripped her heart out. Sometimes she wondered if Daniel had ever really recovered from that loss. Daniel was happy and fun and always easy to make laugh. But sometimes, when they were quiet and she stared deep into his dark eyes, she saw a sadness there. Was that because of his dad? Would that look, which sometimes haunted Meade at night, be there if his father had lived? Then again, if Daniel had never experienced such a crushing loss as a child, would he be the young man he was today? Meade knew very few boys who were as compassionate and caring and sympathetic to the pain of those around them. Maybe it wasn’t so much that he was sympathetic as it was that he was empathetic. He didn’t only try to understand the pain of those around him—he knew the pain. Knew how it felt. Knew how it hurt. Knew how it knocked you to the ground and stomped on you so hard you felt you couldn’t get back up again. That keen ability Daniel had, to feel the pain of those around him, as he did the day he met her, was one of the things she loved most about him.

“Thanks for the brownies, Mom,” Daniel said. “They’re really great in the sundae.”

Meade glanced over at Daniel, next to her on the couch, and noticed he’d barely touched his ice cream, let alone the brownie. He was moving what was now merely a gooey mess around the bowl with his spoon.

“I’m so glad you enjoyed it, sweetie,” Mrs. Spencer said, still beaming from Daniel’s performance on the court. “I wanted to do something special for you.”

Meade turned her eyes to Mrs. Spencer. Again, she was surprised his mom didn’t seem to notice how pale Daniel was and how he’d barely touched the dessert. She was usually so tuned into her son and his well-being.

“Okay, kids, I’m going to hit the hay,” Mrs. Spencer said, still smiling, as she wiped her mouth on a napkin and got up from her chair. “Are you going to watch a movie?”

“Maybe a little TV,” Meade said. “I have to get home early tonight. My mom wants me to go to the farmer’s market with her in the morning.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Meade saw Daniel smile. He knew how much she hated going to the farmer’s market, especially at the crack of dawn. Meade’s mom was…different, for lack of a better word. At least, any better word Meade could come up with. Her mom tended to get on kicks for periods of time, dragging Meade along with her. At the moment, she was all organic. All the food she bought had to be locally grown and pesticide-free. A noble cause, of course. But then, so had been the period of time when Meade’s mom was involved with Habitat for Humanity and had awakened Meade every Saturday morning for six months, at the crack of dawn to go swing a hammer and hang sheetrock. Before that, they’d spent most weekends at dog shows, up and down the East Coast, as Meade’s mom had been certain their Sheltie was destined to take Best in Show at that year’s Purina’s National Dog Show. The year prior, the two of them had spent every waking moment at the gym, where Meade had sat at the edge of the pool, timing her mom’s backstroke. Meade had lived through dozens of her mom’s crazy hobbies: origami, culinary classes, photography, trapeze flying. (Yes, her mom had momentarily courted the idea that she and Meade and her brothers could join a circus after the family won tickets from a local radio station to see Barnum & Bailey when they came to town.) Her mom had even convinced herself she could win the Mrs. America Pageant—if she could only find one of those pesky husbands. Thus, she joined a local dating service and went out with a myriad of men, a different one nearly every night. None of those evenings had ever led to a husband. Most didn’t even lead to a second date. And so her mom had eventually moved on to dance, where she removed all the furniture from their living room and forced Meade to be her partner as the two of them would tango and salsa and jive across the faded carpet where their TV used to stand.

The good news was, none of the phases lasted very long. Six months was usually the max. Unfortunately, the organic one was only coming up on six weeks, so Meade figured it would be awhile before they moved on to something new.

Meade fully realized this was one of the reasons why she loved being at Daniel’s house so much. Though also a single mom, Mrs. Spencer was so normal. And Meade craved normal.

“Night, Mom,” Daniel said.

“Night, baby. Sleep tight.”

Meade leaned into Daniel’s chest as Mrs. Spencer left the room. “You stink,” she said, holding her nose for emphasis.

“I know,” Daniel said, grinning. “I can smell myself.”

“Yuck,” Meade said, sitting up. “Go shower. I can’t snuggle up with someone who smells like an old gym sock.”

“You’re so demanding.” Daniel grinned as he stood. “What I don’t do for you. By the way,” he said, giving Meade a knowing look, “you’d better not hijack the remote while I’m in the shower. I’m not going to watch an episode of Seventh Heaven when I get back.”

“You’re no fun,” she said, a teasing pout on her face. “Hurry up. The air is becoming toxic in here.”

“Oh, yeah?” he said, the mischievous expression Meade loved so much upon his face. “How’s this for toxic?” And, in one swift motion, he ripped off his shirt and threw it at her, landing it perfectly on her head.

“Ew!” she said, yanking it off and shivering in disgust. “That’s repulsive!”

He laughed, as he turned to leave the room. “I’ll be right back; and remember, no crappy TV. I’m also not watching Dr. Quinn.”

Meade giggled as she threw the shirt on the ground. “Yes, sir,” she said, turning her eyes back to Daniel.

Then she saw them.

Months later, lying in bed alone, she would look back at that moment and realize it wasn’t so much that time had stood still. It was more that Meade had suddenly felt as if she were under the ocean, slowly moving her mind toward a thought she knew was under there with her, but the resistance of the water kept her from reaching it quickly. A thought about a book. One she’d read in the backseat of her mom’s car on a family trip down the coast of California. In it, a mom was putting her young children in the bathtub, and as they got into the warm water, her little boy pointed out some bruising on his sister’s back. Bruising the mother had never seen before. Bruises that hadn’t been caused by a fall or a bump. The mother was at a loss. Where did they come from? Why were they there?

But Meade had finished the book and as her mind finally reached that section of the story, she knew. She stared at Daniel’s back. The bruises were all in a line, reminding Meade of the rocks in the river behind her house that she and her brother used to hop across when they were kids. As surely as Daniel loved her, she knew where those bruises had come from. She knew what they meant. She’d read the entire book and knew how it ended.

Badly.

And as she stared at Daniel’s back, and saw those same bruises going up his spine, she had a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach that this time it was going to end badly, too.

•  •  •

Meade felt something jostle her slightly, and she closed her eyes tighter.

“Wake up, sleepy head. It’s almost time for you to go.”

“Huh?” Meade replied. “What’s going on?”

Daniel shook her again, lightly, and planted a kiss on her forehead. “You fell asleep. Your mom’s going to be here any minute. Don’t you have senior pictures you need to look beautiful for tonight?”

Meade’s eyes flew open. She was in the hospital, in Daniel’s bed, still snuggled up next to him. How had she fallen asleep? She’d never done that before. She sat up quickly. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to fall asleep like that,” she said, rubbing her eyes. She felt bad about it. And guilty. She’d wasted their afternoon together by sleeping and now, looking at the clock, she realized she’d have to leave in a few minutes. Damn it.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to sleep away our time together,” Meade said, apologizing again. She could kick herself.

“It’s fine, babe,” Daniel said, rubbing her arm. “Really. I’m not upset. I’m actually surprised you don’t fall asleep here more often. You have a crazy schedule, with school and your debate tournaments and then you’re here every day. You must be exhausted. It’s fine.” He moved his hand up her arm and began to gently massage her shoulder. “Besides, I liked watching you sleep. Your nose twitches. It’s cute.”

“My nose does not twitch!” she said adamantly, more than a little embarrassed. She didn’t really like the idea of him watching her while she was unaware.

“You need to relax,” he said, a soft smile on his face. “It does twitch and that’s fine. I like it. You also talk in your sleep. I happen to like that, too.”

Oh, heavens. This was getting worse.

“I don’t talk in my sleep either!” Meade hopped off the bed and looked around the hospital room for the sneakers she’d kicked off when she’d entered. Finding them under the chair next to his bed, she sat down, slipped them on and bent over to tie the laces.

“Okay…if you say so. I guess since you don’t talk in your sleep, then I imagined what you said, too, huh?”

Her head shot up. “What did I say?” she asked, a worry line forming on her brow.

A coy smile on Daniel’s face, he picked up the TV remote and flipped the channel again. “Nothing. You said nothing. Remember, you don’t talk in your sleep.”

“Ugh!” Meade said in frustration, yanking her backpack off the floor and swinging it over her back. “I need to go.”

Daniel looked up at her and, though he was smiling, Meade sensed a melancholy behind the grin. “Thanks for coming.”

Her expression softened. How could she stay frustrated with him when he looked at her with those deep, dark eyes? And, she realized, she wasn’t frustrated with him. After all, who cared what she did or said in her sleep—she had no secrets from Daniel. She was frustrated with herself for falling asleep during the short time they’d had together. She couldn’t let that happen again.

“I love you.”

“I know,” he said, smiling as he stared at her.

“Behave yourself for all those tests. And, don’t moon the nurses in this sexy gown. They don’t want to see your lily white ass.”

Daniel laughed. “Not even if they ask me sweetly?”

Meade bent down and planted a soft kiss on his lips. “Not even if they ask sweetly.”

“Okay,” he whispered, kissing her back. “Not even if they beg.”

Meade stood up reluctantly. She didn’t want to leave. She would’ve liked nothing more than to take her shoes off again and climb back in that bed with Daniel, but she couldn’t. She had promised her mom she’d be waiting outside for her when she got there. Her mom hated to have to wait on her. Which, in Meade’s mind, was quite ironic because Meade had spent her entire childhood waiting on her mom. She was always the last child picked up at school. Always the kid who had to hang around, long after a friend’s birthday party had ended and the clown had packed up all of his balloons and headed home, because her mom still hadn’t shown up. She was the kid who sat nervously in the choir bleachers during the Christmas concert, searching the crowd as she sang “Winter Wonderland”, wondering if her mom would get there before the show ended.

But, her mom promised she wouldn’t be late today and Meade believed her. Not because she’d worry about keeping Meade waiting, but her mom was teaching yoga tonight and couldn’t risk being late for her class. Even her mom realized there were only so many jobs one could get fired from in a lifetime before it became downright embarrassing, and Meade’s mom was teetering at the precipice of mortification.

“Ciao, Bella,” Daniel said, as Meade walked to the door. Freshman year, Meade and Daniel had taken Italian together, and sometimes she wondered if that phrase was the only one he remembered from the entire year.

“Ciao,” Meade replied softly, as she pulled open the heavy wooden door and slipped outside.

•  •  •

The hallway was abuzz with people. A few nurses chatted outside patients’ rooms, while others stood by the nurses’ station, clearly flirting with the handsome doctor leaning against the counter, clipboard in hand. Another cancer patient, this one an elderly gentleman, was being walked by a young woman, whom Meade figured to be his daughter. He was moving his feet so slowly, though, Meade wondered how much progress they could possibly be making

At this rate, they won’t get to the next door before visiting hours are over.

Glancing up from the man’s feet, Meade caught the eye of the daughter and blushed. The woman smiled at her as she ever so slowly pushed her dad’s IV pole behind him. Meade smiled back and then turned away. She felt bad for the woman. She felt bad for the man. Hell, she felt bad for herself.

Hurrying to the elevators, Meade let out a sigh of relief when one of the doors opened the moment she pushed the down button. Once inside, and alone, she leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. She hated it there. Hated the hospital. Hated how it smelled. Hated how cold it always was. Hated why she’d come there.

She thought back to when she was a kid and her mom used to tell her it was bad to use the word “hate.”

“We don’t ‘hate,’ ” her mom would say, reprimanding her. “We don’t like things. You may not like homework, but you don’t hate it. We may not like that Daddy didn’t show up to take you this weekend, but we don’t hate him. ‘Hate’ is a very strong word. You should never use it.”

Even then, Meade was pretty sure her mom was wrong. There were some things in life that were so horrible that “I don’t like it” or “That makes me mad” didn’t quite describe them. Meade may not have hated her dad, but she certainly hated when he promised for six months straight to take her to Six Flags on the weekend after she graduated from the fifth grade and then, not only didn’t take her, but didn’t even call to say he wouldn’t be coming. She’d waited for him, on their front steps, from seven in the morning until eight that night. She wouldn’t even go inside to pee, in case he drove up while she was gone and thought she might not still want to go if he didn’t see her ready and waiting. If Daniel hadn’t walked up her street, at 8:12 p.m., and offered to buy her an ice cream cone at the corner store if she gave up her vigil—and, she had to admit she was pretty hungry by that point—she might very well still be sitting there today.

“I don’t like my dad standing me up” didn’t seem to cut it. She hated it. H-A-T-E-D it. And, leaning against the paneled elevator wall, she had to admit there were a bunch of other things in her life these days she hated, too. The hospital was at the top of that list.

The elevator doors opened as the first tear fell out of the corner of Meade’s eye. She quickly wiped it away with the back of her hand and hurried outside. Her mom would flip out if Meade cried before her senior photos. Puffy eyes were not acceptable. Especially not with how much money her mom was having to fork over to the photographer for these shots.

“It seems kind of ridiculous to me that you’re paying all this for photos,” Meade had told her mom over breakfast that morning. “I know there are better things you could spend it on.”

Like a new dishwasher. The old one had broken eighteen months ago and Meade was tired of being the new one.

“Don’t be silly!” her mom had said to her as she placed Meade’s breakfast down in front of her. Curried tofu and spinach scrambled eggs. Meade moved the meal around with her fork and longed for an Egg McMuffin.

“You are only a senior in high school once. We need to document this time.”

Meade sighed. This time of her life was not one she wished to document. She wanted to forget it. Move out of it. Quickly.

But, Meade also knew her mom, and when she was stuck on an idea, there was no talking her out of it. Meade would have to find something to smile about when she looked at the camera. It was getting harder and harder, though, to come up with something that made her grin.

“Besides, I’ll bet Daniel would like a photo of you to put next to his bed,” Meade’s mom said, as she sat down to eat her own breakfast, a knowing look on her face.

She had Meade there and she knew it. Daniel would like to have a senior photo of Meade for his room. Daniel loved all photos—especially ones of Meade. He always had, ever since they were kids. He had a whole bulletin board in his room, of photos of the two of them. Some were shots from when they were a couple, but many were ones that had been taken in elementary school and junior high. Birthday parties. Track and field day at school. Field trips to the zoo and the planetarium and Washington, D.C. Daniel was much more sentimental than Meade. He saved everything that reminded him of the two of them.

And Meade’s mom knew the way to get Meade to do anything these days was to convince her that it would somehow benefit Daniel.

“Okay. Okay,” Meade said. “I’ll take the pictures.”

“Happily,” her mom said.

Meade paused and then conceded. “Happily,” she agreed.

“Great!” her mom said. “I’ll pick you up at the hospital at five. Don’t be late coming downstairs. We’re going to hit rush-hour traffic.”

Meade glanced at the hospital clock as the automatic doors opened and she walked outside.

Five o’three.

She smiled to herself. It served her mom right to have to wait three minutes after all the times she’d kept Meade waiting.

Meade glanced out at the hospital driveway and her smugness disappeared. Her mom wasn’t even there yet.

It figured.

As she reached the curb, a car skidded to a stop right in front of her.

“Come on,” her mom called through the open window. “Hurry up! We’re gonna be late.”

As if that was Meade’s fault.

Meade sighed and opened the back door, throwing her backpack inside before climbing in the front.

“How was Daniel today?” her mom asked.

Meade’s eyes filled with tears.

“Never mind! Never mind!” her mom said, frantically grabbing the box of tissues from the center console and throwing them on Meade’s lap. “No crying before pictures! We can’t have puffy eyes! No crying! Let’s talk about something happy!” Her mom paused, as if deep in thought. “I know! I saw a poster that they are doing ghost tours of the old, historic buildings in town. Doesn’t that sound interesting? I’ve always wanted to learn how to talk to the dead…”

Meade rested her head back on the seat and, despite herself, had to smile. Organic living might have been on its way out sooner than she’d thought.



CHAPTER TWO

March, 2013

“Pantera!” Meade called out, as she frantically searched the piles of books and papers covering her desk. “Have you seen Ian’s latest manuscript? It was right here before I went home last night. Right here. And now, I can’t find it!”

Of all manuscripts to lose, Ian Cooper’s was the absolute worst. Not only was he Brownsbury’s best-selling author—by a couple of million books—but he was also the most high-maintenance writer Meade had ever met. Whenever he came into the office for a meeting, which was rare these days, nearly the entire staff, including Meade, herself, was on edge. More times than not, though, he requested—demanded would be a more accurate term—Meade come to him. In all fairness, the locations he selected—The Four Seasons or the Peninsula hotels—were much more luxurious than her stark New York City office. She didn’t mind going to them. In fact, getting away from work—even if it was to do work somewhere else—was a nice break in her day. It was the way he asked her to meet him somewhere. Didn’t ask her. That’s what the problem was. He didn’t ask her. He simply announced that’s where they would be meeting. And so she went. Meade Peterson, executive editor at Brownsbury Press—the largest, most respected publishing company in the country—came running when Ian Cooper beckoned. And she hated herself for it.

“Pantera!” Meade called again, becoming more frantic, as a stack of papers and books she’d delicately balanced on the edge of her desk, crashed to the floor. She fell to her knees, scrambling to gather up the items, simultaneously cursing herself for being so careless as to not keep Ian’s latest work within reach at all times. “Where is that manuscript?”

“It’s right here,” a calm voice said from the door. “And you’d better get up or you’re going to break the heel off your Manolos.”

Meade pushed away a strand of hair that had come loose from her chignon and was now tickling her eyelashes. She’d have to run to the ladies’ room to fix her hair before she met with Ian. She couldn’t let him realize he flustered her. It was bad enough she realized it.

Standing carefully—Pantera was right about her not wanting to break a heel on the shoes she’d given herself as a present to celebrate her thirtieth birthday—and grabbing a few folders on her way up, Meade gave her assistant an enormous smile. Even in Meade’s frazzled state, it was hard not to smile at Pantera. Besides being Meade’s lifesaver at all times—Meade had lost count of how many times the young girl had found something Meade had lost, reminded Meade of an appointment she was about to miss or brought Meade lunch when she’d been too preoccupied to hear her own stomach grumble—Pantera was a breath of fresh air in the all-too-stuffy publishing world.

Never one to bow to current fashion trends, Pantera had a style all her own. If Meade had to put a name to it, she’d call it “nerdy goth.” Meade was sure Pantera dyed her jet-black hair—surely no one was born with hair as dark as a moonless night in Texas. She had a tendency to wear it in pigtails on either side of her head. Meade didn’t think she, herself, had worn pigtails since she was about eight, but somehow, on Pantera, the look seemed trendy, not childish. Pantera’s signature look included a short, plaid skirt, which always reminded Meade of the school uniform she’d had to wear in first grade when her parents had sent her to parochial school for a year. Today, Pantera had topped the skirt off with a black sweater vest that had a tiny skull and crossbones on the breast pocket. Meade inwardly chuckled. Somehow Pantera always managed to add that insignia to her outfit, whether it be on a necklace or earrings or a bracelet or on her socks. Oh, yes. Pantera’s socks. Knee socks were essential to the look. Often black, but sometimes striped. Always unique. That’s what Pantera was. Unique. And Meade loved her for it. Some of the other editors had thought she was nuts when she first hired Pantera from the sea of qualified applicants. They’d all filled their positions with Ivy League grads Meade felt were as boring as watching a banana take a nap. Stepford Wives. All of them. Except that none of them were actually wives. Only ambitious young women, and one or two men, whom Meade felt were secretly waiting for a chance to pounce on their bosses at the slightest whiff of weakness. But Meade knew, the moment Pantera walked in the door, wearing a tight black band around her neck, causing Meade to do a double- take—was she wearing an actual dog collar?—that this was the woman she’d hire. Meade was usually not one to take chances. At least, not in her professional life. She recognized right away that taking on such an eclectic assistant was a bit like going out on a limb. But it was there one found the best fruit. And Pantera had proven to be an exotic mango, whereas she, herself, tended to stick with plain apples. It was nice to venture out of her comfort zone every once in awhile.

“Where was it?” Meade said, slightly out of breath.

“On the edge of my desk. Right where you left it.” Pantera gave Meade a bemused smile. “I don’t know why you let him do this to you. He’s just another author.”

“Our best author.”

Pantera rolled her eyes. “We have lots of good authors. Great authors. You never let any of the others get you all hot and bothered.”

Pantera was the only person in the entire office who would dare speak so bluntly to Meade. And she was also the only one who never seemed phased by Ian’s demands or impressed by his good looks.

Oh, yes. Ian was good-looking. Shockingly good-looking. That was another problem Meade had with him. It was hard to concentrate, let alone tell him, “No,” when he stared at her with those piercing blue eyes. And, for some reason, she found she had no more will power on the phone either. She tended to think it might have to do something with his sultry voice.

And those looks and that voice didn’t hurt any whenever it came to promoting his books. Ian was gold on TV. A pure television jewel. The camera loved him. The TV hosts loved him. America loved him. Meade…well, she didn’t exactly love him. But, she was a bit smitten.

She hated that about herself, too.

Meade was a professional. She always behaved in a professional manner. To her credit, that didn’t change ever. Even when dealing with Ian. No matter how hard it was.

“Okay,” Meade said, walking through her office door. “I’m out of here. I’ll be at the Ritz-Carlton if you need me.”

“Oooh. Fancy schmancy,” Pantera said, as she plopped down into her desk chair. “Have fun. Stay out of trouble.”

Putting on her coat, Meade glared at Pantera, who stared back, unblinking, a teasing sparkle in her eye.

“We are meeting to discuss his last few chapters.”

“Uh-huh,” Pantera said, laying some paperwork on her lap and pretending to file her nails. Meade wondered if she was about to throw her feet up on the desk, too.

“I’ll be back around two. Can you have the new Stevens manuscript ready for me when I get back?”

“The one about the woman who finds out, after her husband dies, that he was really a woman who was wanted for a murder in another state…” Pantera’s voice quickened with each word.

Meade smiled. She loved the way Pantera became so enthusiastic about the books they published. It not only made her job more fun, but it tended to pump up the writers when they knew their “number one fan” was sitting at the front desk in the publishing office.

“Yes, that’s the one.”

“I LOVE that story. The way she pretends she’s really a transgender woman so she can go undercover in his old life…”

“Okay, okay, I get it. You liked the book.” Meade laughed. “I need to go. See you in a bit.”

Meade tied her scarf around her neck, pulled her hat below her ears—it had been snowing when she’d come to work today—and threw the manuscript into her bag.

“Adios!” Pantera called out cheerfully as Meade walked out the door.

•  •  •

Meade ducked her head as she stepped out onto the icy New York City sidewalk. The wind was brutal. In the few places where Meade’s skin wasn’t covered by her hat or scarf, it felt like tiny pins being thrown into her face. Meade loved Manhattan. It had always been her dream to live there and as soon as she finished graduate school, she’d hopped on the train, two suitcases in tow, and headed that way. She loved the sights, the smells of the food vendors, especially the chestnuts roasting—if not on an open fire—at least on the stove atop a small, metal cart. She enjoyed the business professionals as they rushed from the trains to their offices and then back to the trains again. She loved the tourists who blocked your way on the sidewalk so they could look up and gape at the Empire State Building. She adored the Theater District, where she never seemed to spend enough time those days, and Chinatown, where she had purchased her first knock-off Gucci purse as a young publishing intern. She remembered walking down a narrow flight of stairs which descended into a teenytiny room full of every counterfeit brand imaginable, not sure if she was more afraid of being arrested or of the building going up in flames and her being trapped in that basement. She’d been so sure no one at her new job would be able to tell the difference between her bag and the real thing. That is, until her second day, when one of the other interns called her out on it. She loved Bryant Park’s carousel and the sidewalk artists in Union Square and the guy who played the most beautiful saxophone she’d ever heard inside her subway station. She loved New York City and she didn’t need a T-shirt to prove it.

What she didn’t like, however, was the cold weather. Growing up in Austin, Texas, Meade had never experienced much of a winter before. Oh, they’d had the occasional “snowstorm”—or at least, Austin’s version of a snowstorm, which consisted of thirty-two snowflakes, school being closed for the day and building a snowman the size of a Smurf, and then taking photos of it to send to everyone you knew up north so that they could see that you, too, had truly experienced winter. Meade hadn’t experienced her first “true” winter until her freshman year at Wake Forest. Winston-Salem, North Carolina, though south, was also known for some pretty cold winters and Meade had been in for a rude awakening when, during her first December in college, she’d realized the coats and sweaters she’d brought from Texas, though incredibly stylish, were hardly functional in the bitter cold.

And somehow, winters in Manhattan seemed even colder. Maybe it was because all the tall buildings shaded the sidewalks and blocked the sun from shining down. In any case, it was cold today and spring was a long way off.

Keeping her head down, she made her way to the Ritz-Carlton. In this weather, she probably should have grabbed a cab. After all, it wasn’t as if she couldn’t write it off as a business expense, but she hadn’t been to the gym all week and was feeling the need for some exercise. And, with the memory of the stacks of manuscripts and paperwork she had waiting for her back on her desk, she realized she wouldn’t be working out anytime soon.

By the time Meade reached the hotel, however, she was wishing she’d given up the exercise in lieu of a taxi. Even with warm gloves on, her hands had frozen into a claw position and her cheeks were raw and red. The wind had caused her eyes to tear and she was pretty certain the salt water had frozen in long drips on her face.

The heat of the hotel lobby came as a sweet release. Meade stood just inside the doorway, and soaked in the warmth for a good five minutes. She couldn’t even bring herself to sit on one of the lobby’s luxurious couches. She needed to warm up, and frankly, until she did, it hurt too much to move her limbs even a few more feet.

When Meade finally felt her stiff body relax as it warmed, she quickly found the restroom. She was pretty sure, after that walk, she now needed to do more to her appearance than push back a loose strand of hair. After one glance in the mirror, she knew she’d been right.

Pulling off her gloves, she rustled through her purse for her makeup bag and brush. Her appearance needed immediate attention. She’d be mortified if Ian saw her this way. Frankly, she’d be embarrassed to have anyone lay eyes on her. Her hair had come undone, her nose and cheeks were bright red from the wind, and her mascara was smeared down her face. Fortunately, Meade had always been the type of person who could get ready in a hurry. Unlike most of the professional women she knew in New York, Meade was low-maintenance. It never took her more than five minutes to “put on her face”—as all the women she grew up with in Texas called it. And, most days, if Meade wasn’t at work, she left her face off altogether, so to speak. She preferred being foundation and mascara-free. And, thanks to her mom and the good genes she’d passed on to her, Meade could get away with it. Though thirty-three years old, she didn’t look any older than the day she had graduated from high school. Her skin was virtually wrinkle-free; her figure was still as slim as ever. Most days, when she wasn’t at work, Meade could be caught with her long, chestnut hair pulled back in a ponytail that still reached halfway down her back, like it did during her teen years. Many women chose to cut their hair as they aged—perhaps thinking it gave them an edge of maturity—but Meade had never been one who wanted to look her age, let alone older. She looked very young and she wanted to ride that wave as long as she possibly could.

Glancing in the mirror, even as she wiped away the mascara and reapplied her foundation, she knew she looked good. Maybe even better than good. Good enough for Ian Cooper to find attractive. And she knew he found her attractive. How could she not? He told her every time he saw her. Meade often thought that was the reason he selected these luxury hotels for their meetings. Not because he liked the room service and the couches you sank down into the minute your bottom touched the cushion. No, Ian Cooper was hoping that, during one of these meetings, he’d be able to coax her away from the formal area of his suite and into his bed.

So far, he hadn’t been successful.

Meade was banking on that always being the case.

It wasn’t that Meade didn’t find him handsome and sexual and intriguing. She was intrigued. Very, very intrigued. Ian Cooper was a bad boy. His fans knew it. The press knew it. She certainly knew it. And, Meade liked bad boys. They, as a cumulative group, were her weakness. When it came to her dating life, Meade tended to shy away from the “good guys”—the ones you could bring home to Mom—if she had a mom she’d want to bring anyone home to, that is. The more mysterious and risky and, if she were to admit it to herself, unreliable, a man was, the more likely she was not only to accept a date with him, but fall head over heels for him in the process.

It hadn’t always been like that. There was a time when steady and solid and good—yes, pure, unadulterated goodness—were what she cherished in a partner. But she’d been burned by that. Scorched. And she’d shied away from it ever since.

Nowadays, Meade liked her men to be a bit elusive, with a hint of danger. Tall, dark, handsome and perilous. Sometimes, it seemed the more fraught with danger, the better. Meade liked a challenge. And bad boys—such as Ian—were the best kind of challenge. You never knew what to expect. Whether it be where he’d take you on a date or how he’d respond to a question or—and this was the best part—how he behaved in the bedroom. Meade loved to be surprised. She’d risk most anything—and had—for a fabulous and sensual rendezvous with the right (or maybe, wrong) man.

But even Meade had her limits. And she wasn’t about to risk her career on a fling with an author. She wasn’t about to jeopardize her career for anything. She’d worked too hard to get where she was and nothing…nothing…was going to take that away from her.

And that’s exactly what she told herself…again…when Ian opened the door to his hotel room wearing nothing but a pair of form-fitting, ripped jeans.

Heaven help her, those jeans were tight.

“Hi, Ian,” Meade said, dragging her eyes up to his face. “Missing a piece of clothing? Or two or three?”

Ian laughed. That delightful, salacious laugh which made places deep inside her quiver.

“Come on in,” Ian said, taking a step back so she could walk past him into the suite. She felt him close the door behind her more than heard it.

“Drink?”

“Now, Ian,” Meade said, doing her best to keep her tone playful, yet firm, “you know I don’t drink during working hours.”

“I’ve never seen you drink.”

“That’s because, when you and I are together, no matter what time of day it is, it’s always ‘working hours.’ ”

“Suit yourself,” Ian said, as he made his way over to the thin bar along the far wall. Even the way he walked…no, it was more like a slow swagger…had her mesmerized.

Shaking her head, trying to jolt improper thoughts—and the image of his ass—out of her mind, Meade reached into her satchel and pulled out the manuscript.

“I don’t think it’ll take long to go over the changes. There aren’t too many. I also want to discuss the PR tour. Pantera mentioned you weren’t happy about a few things?”

“Meade…Meade. Why do you like to work so much?” Ian asked, as he made his way toward her, a drink in each hand. He handed one to her, clearly ignoring that she’d told him she didn’t want to drink. That was another facet of the men Meade tended to choose. They did what they wanted. When they wanted. Regardless of objections. Their world. Their rules. Professionally, Meade hated people like that. Personally, it intoxicated her.

Meade carefully placed the drink down on the table and faced Ian, holding the manuscript to her chest, consciously putting a barrier between them, even if it was merely 436 pages of white computer paper.

“Funny question, Ian. Hmmm…let’s see. Well, I like to pay my bills, for one.”

“I have a lot of money,” Ian said. Was it Meade’s imagination or was his face getting closer to hers? Still, she didn’t back up and stood her ground. She looked at him, unblinking.

“Yes, I am well aware of that. In fact, if I’m not mistaken, without me, you wouldn’t have most of it.”

Ian laughed, and not the sensual laugh that made Meade’s body weaken. This was a deep, heartfelt laugh and Meade could see his body relax as he stepped back.

“Touché,” Ian said. “Touché.”

He placed his drink down on the table as he plopped into the chair across from her. He slumped down a bit and crossed his legs, grabbing his naked foot with his hand.
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