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			Chapter One

			Trucks with mud on the tires were what I was used to seeing parked outside a house party. Expensive foreign cars weren’t. This place had at least twenty of them covering up the long driveway. I pulled my mom’s fifteen-year-old Ford truck over onto the sandy grass so that I wouldn’t be blocking anyone in. Dad hadn’t told me that he was having a party tonight. He hadn’t told me much of anything.

			He also hadn’t shown up for my mother’s funeral. If I didn’t need somewhere to live, I wouldn’t be here. I’d had to sell the small house that my grandmother had left us to pay off the last of Mom’s medical bills. All I had left were my clothes and the truck. Calling my father, after he had failed to come even once during the three years my mother had fought cancer, had been hard. It had been necessary, though; he was the only family I had now.

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

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

			“Whoa . . . I was gonna tell you that you were lost, but I’ll tell you whatever the hell you want me to as long as you put that thing away.” A guy with brown shaggy hair tucked behind his ears stood on the other side of my gun with both his hands in the air and eyes wide.

			I cocked an eyebrow and held my gun steady. I didn’t know who this guy was. Jerking someone’s truck door open wasn’t a normal greeting for a stranger. “No, I don’t think I’m lost. Is this Abraham Wynn’s house?”

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

			Accident? Really? This guy was beginning to piss me off. “I don’t know you. It’s dark outside, and I’m in a strange place, alone. So forgive me if I don’t feel very safe at the moment. You can trust me when I tell you that there won’t be an accident. I can handle a gun. Very well.”

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

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

			Paris? Rush? What? I waited for more of an explanation, but the guy continued to stare at the gun and hold his breath. Keeping my eyes on him, I lowered my protection and made sure to put the safety back on before tucking it under my seat. Maybe with the gun put away, the guy could focus and explain.

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

			I wasn’t in the mood to talk about my right to bear arms. I needed answers. “Abraham is in Paris?” I asked, needing confirmation. He knew I was coming today. We’d just talked last week after I sold the house.

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

			Not really. I had seen him all of two times since he’d walked out on my mom and me five years ago. I remembered the dad who’d come to my soccer games and grilled burgers outside for the neighborhood block parties. The dad I’d had until the day my twin sister, Valerie, was killed in a car accident. My father had been driving. He’d changed that day. The man who didn’t call me and make sure I was OK while I took care of my sick mother, I didn’t know him. Not at all.

			“I’m his daughter, Blaire.”

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

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

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

			“You opened my door without knocking. I was scared.”

			“Your instant reaction to being scared is to pull a gun on someone? Damn, girl, where are you from? Most girls I know squeal or some shit like that.”

			Most girls he knew hadn’t been forced to protect themselves for three years. I’d had my mother to take care of but no one to take care of me. “I’m from Alabama,” I replied, ignoring his hand and stepping out of the truck on my own.

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

			“So it’s true what they say about girls from ’Bama,” he said.

			“What do you mean?”

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

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

			“Here, let me get it.” He stepped around me and reached into the truck bed for the large piece of luggage my mom had kept tucked away in her closet for that “road trip” we never got to take. She always talked about how we’d drive across the country and then up the West Coast one day. Then she’d gotten sick.

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

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

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

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

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

			Grant’s grin grew big once again. “You don’t know who Rush is?” He was extremely amused. “I’m so fucking glad I came tonight.” He nodded his head toward the house. “Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

			I walked beside him as he led me to the house. The music inside got louder as we got closer. If my dad wasn’t here, then who was? I knew Georgianna was his new wife, but that was all I knew. Was this a party her kids were having? How old were they? She did have kids, didn’t she? I couldn’t remember. Dad had been vague. He’d said I’d like my new family, but he hadn’t said who that family was exactly.

			“So, does Rush live here?” I asked.

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

			“His other houses?”

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

			He had no idea. I shook my head.

			“Quick minilesson, then, before we walk inside the madness.” He stopped at the top of the stairs leading to the front door and looked at me. “Rush Finlay is your stepbrother. He’s the only child of the famous drummer for Slacker Demon, Dean Finlay. His parents never married. His mother, Georgianna, was a groupie back in the day. This is Rush’s house. His mother gets to live here, because he allows it.” He looked back at the door as it swung open. “These are all his friends.”

			A tall, willowy strawberry-blonde, wearing a short royal-blue dress and a pair of heels that I’d break my neck in if I tried to wear them, stood there staring at me. I didn’t miss the distaste in her scowl. I didn’t know much about people like this, but I did know that my department-store clothing wasn’t something she approved of. Either that, or I had a bug crawling on me.

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

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

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

			The room wasn’t as full as I’d expected. As we walked past the large open foyer, an arched doorway led into what I assumed was a living room. It was bigger than my entire house—or what had been my house. Two glass doors were standing open, with a breathtaking view of the ocean. I wanted to see that up close.

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

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

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

			Oh.

			Oh. My.

			“Is that so?” Rush replied in a lazy drawl, and he leaned forward from his relaxed position on the white sofa with a beer in his hand. He was beautiful. “She’s cute, but she’s young. Can’t say she’s mine.”

			“Oh, she’s yours, all right. Seeing as her daddy has run off to Paris with your momma for the next few weeks. I’d say this one now belongs to you. I’d gladly offer her a room at my place if you want. That is, if she promises to leave her deadly weapon in the truck.”

			Rush narrowed his eyes and studied me closely. They were an odd color. Stunningly unusual. They weren’t brown. They weren’t hazel. They were a warm color with some silver laced through it. I’d never seen anything like them. Could they be contacts?

			“That doesn’t make her mine,” he finally replied, and leaned back on the sofa.

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

			Rush didn’t reply. Instead, he took a drink from the long-neck bottle in his hands. His gaze had shifted to Grant’s, and I could see warning there. I was going to be asked to leave. This wasn’t good. I had exactly twenty dollars in my purse, and I was almost out of gas. I’d already sold anything of value that I possessed. When I’d called my father, I had explained that I just needed somewhere to stay until I could get a job and make enough money to find a place of my own. He had quickly agreed and given me this address, telling me he would love for me to come stay with him.

			Rush’s attention was back on me. He was waiting for me to make a move. What did he expect me to say?

			A smirk touched his lips, and he winked at me. “I got a house full of guests tonight, and my bed’s already full.” He shifted his eyes to Grant. “I think it’s best if we let her go find a hotel until I can get in touch with her daddy.”

			The disgust on his tongue as he said the word “daddy” was obvious. He didn’t like my father. I couldn’t blame him, really. This wasn’t his fault. My dad had sent me here. I’d wasted most of my money on gas and food driving here. Why had I trusted that man?

			I reached over and grabbed the handle on the suitcase, which Grant was still holding. “He’s right. I should go. This was a very bad idea,” I said, without looking at him. I tugged hard on the suitcase, and he let go somewhat reluctantly. Tears stung my eyes as the realization sank in that I was about to be homeless. I couldn’t look at either of them.

			Turning, I headed for the door, keeping my eyes downcast. I heard Grant arguing with Rush, but I blocked it out. I didn’t want to hear what that beautiful man said about me. He didn’t like me. That much was obvious. My dad was not a welcome member of the family, apparently.

			“Leaving so soon?” asked a voice that reminded me of smooth syrup. I looked up to see the delighted smile on the girl who had opened the door earlier. She hadn’t wanted me here, either. Was I that revolting to these people? I quickly dropped my eyes back to the floor and opened the door. I had too much pride for that mean bitch to see me cry.

			Once I was safely outside, I let out a sob and headed to my truck. If I hadn’t been carrying my suitcase, I’d have run. I needed the safety of it. I belonged inside my truck, not in that ridiculous house with those uppity people. I missed home. I missed my mom. Another sob broke free, and I closed the door to my truck, locking it behind me.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I wiped my eyes and forced myself to take a deep breath. I couldn’t fall apart now. I hadn’t fallen apart when I sat holding my mother’s hand as she took her last breath. I hadn’t fallen apart as they lowered her into the cold ground. And I hadn’t fallen apart when I sold the only place I had to live. I would not fall apart now. I would get through this.

			I didn’t have enough money for a hotel room, but I had my truck. I could live in my truck. Finding a safe place to park it at night would be my only problem. This town seemed safe enough, but I was pretty sure the old truck parked anywhere overnight would draw attention. I’d have the cops knocking on my window before I could even fall asleep. I would have to use my last twenty dollars on fuel. Then I could drive into a larger city, where my truck would go unnoticed in a parking lot.

			Maybe I could park behind a restaurant and get a job there, too. I wouldn’t need gas to get to and from work. My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten since morning. I would need to spend a couple of dollars on some food. Then pray I would find a job in the morning.

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

			A small scream escaped me before I realized that it was Rush. What was he doing standing outside my truck? Had he come to make sure I left his property? I really didn’t want to talk to him anymore. I had started to turn my eyes away and focus on getting out of there when he cocked an eyebrow at me. What did that mean?

			You know what? I really didn’t care. Even if he looked ridiculously sexy doing it. I started to crank the truck, but instead of the roar of the engine, I was met with a click and some silence. Oh, no. Not now. Please, not now.

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

			I slammed my palm against the steering wheel and called the truck a few choice names, but nothing happened. I was stuck. Would Rush call the police? He wanted me off his property so badly he’d come out to make sure I left. Now that I couldn’t leave, would he have me arrested? Or worse, call a tow truck? I did not have the money to get my truck back if he did that. At least in jail I’d have a bed and food.

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

			“Problems?” he asked.

			I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs in frustration. Instead, I managed a nod. “I’m out of gas.” Rush sighed. I didn’t speak. I decided that waiting on the verdict was the best option here. I could always beg and plead afterward.

			“How old are you?”

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

			The guy was strange.

			“Nineteen,” I replied.

			Rush raised both eyebrows. “Really?”

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

			Rush grinned and shrugged. “Sorry. You just look younger.” His eyes trailed down my body and back up again slowly. The sudden heat in my cheeks was embarrassing. “I take that back. Your body looks every bit of nineteen. It’s that face of yours that looks so fresh and young. You don’t wear makeup?”

			Was that a question? What was he doing?

			I wanted to know what my immediate future held, not discuss the fact that wearing makeup was a luxury that I couldn’t afford. Besides, Cain, my ex-boyfriend and current best friend, had always said I didn’t need to add to my looks any. Whatever that meant.

			“I’m out of gas. I have twenty dollars to my name. My father has run off and left me after telling me he’d help me get back on my feet. Trust me, he was the last person I wanted to ask for help. No, I don’t wear makeup. I have bigger problems than looking pretty. Now, are you going to call the police or a tow truck? If I get a choice, I prefer the police.”

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

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

			“I don’t like your father, and judging from the tone in your voice, neither do you,” he said thoughtfully. “There is one room that is empty tonight. It will be until my mom gets home. I don’t keep her maid around when she isn’t here—Henrietta only stops by to clean once a week while Mom is on vacation. You can have her bedroom under the stairs. It’s small, but it’s got a bed.”

			He was offering me a room. I would not burst into tears. I could do that later tonight. I wasn’t going to jail. Thank God. “My only other option is this truck. I can assure you that what you’re offering is much better. Thank you.”

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

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

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

			“Thank you a-again,” I stuttered, unable to look away from his gaze. Those eyes of his were incredible. The thick black lashes that framed them almost looked like eyeliner. He had an all-natural highlighter around his eyes. It was completely unfair. My lashes were blond. What I wouldn’t give for lashes like his.

			“Ah, good, you stopped her. I was giving you five minutes and then coming out here to make sure you hadn’t completely run her off.” Grant’s voice snapped me out of my daze, and I spun around, thankful for an interruption. I had been gazing up at Rush like an idiot. I was surprised he didn’t send me packing again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Grant smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I guess I forgot to mention that I’m the kid of Georgianna’s husband number two. She stayed married to my dad from the time I was three years old and Rush was four until I was fifteen. By then, Rush and I were brothers. Just because my dad divorced his mom, that didn’t change anything for us. We went to college together and even joined the same frat.”

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

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

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

			Grant walked back up the steps and didn’t say anything else to me while we headed toward the kitchen. It was enormous, with black marble countertops and elaborate appliances. It looked like something out of a home-decorating magazine. Then he opened a door to what looked like a large walk-in pantry. Confused, I looked around, then followed him inside. He walked to the back and opened another door.

			He had enough room to walk inside and put my suitcase on the bed. I followed him in and scooted around the twin-size bed that had only a few inches between it and the door. It was obvious that the tiny room was under the stairs. A small nightstand fit tightly between the bed and the wall. Other than that, there was nothing.

			“I have no idea where you are supposed to keep your luggage. This room is small. I’ve never actually been back here.” Grant shook his head and sighed. “Listen, if you want to come to my apartment with me, you can. I’ll at least give you a bedroom that you can move around in.”

			As nice as Grant was, I wasn’t about to take him up on that offer. He didn’t need an unwanted houseguest taking up one of his bedrooms. At least here, I was tucked away so no one would see me. I could get a job somewhere. Maybe Rush would let me sleep in this small, unused room until I had enough money to move out. I didn’t feel like I was imposing so badly back here. I’d find a grocery store tomorrow and use my twenty dollars for some food. Peanut butter and bread should get me through a week or so.

			“This is perfect. I’m out of the way back here. Besides, Rush is calling my dad tomorrow to find out when he will be home. Maybe my father has a plan. I don’t know. Thank you, though. I really appreciate the offer.”

			Grant looked around one more time and scowled. He wasn’t happy about the room, but I was relieved. It was sweet of him to care. “I hate leaving you back here. It feels wrong.”

			“This is great. Much better than my truck would have been.”

			Grant frowned. “Truck? You were gonna sleep in your truck?”

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

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

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

			“If Rush makes you leave, call me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			I would sleep wonderfully. “I will,” I assured him.

			He nodded, stepped out of the room, and closed the door behind him. I waited until I heard him close the pantry door, too, before I sat down on the bed beside my suitcase. This was good. I could work with this.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Even with no windows in the room to tell me if the sun was up, I knew I’d slept late. I had been exhausted after a long eight-hour drive, but footsteps on the stairs for hours after I lay down had kept me from sleeping. Stretching, I sat up and reached for the light switch on the wall. The small bulb lit the room, and I reached under the bed to pull out my suitcase.

			I needed a shower, and I needed to use the bathroom. Maybe everyone would still be asleep, and I could sneak in and out of a bathroom without anyone noticing. Grant hadn’t shown me where there was one last night. This was all I’d been offered. I hoped a quick shower wouldn’t be pushing the limit.

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

			I opened the door leading into the pantry and walked past rows of shelves that held more food than anyone could possibly need. I slowly turned the knob and eased the door open. The kitchen light was off, but bright sunshine streamed in through the large windows overlooking the ocean. If I didn’t need to pee so badly, I would go enjoy the view for a moment. But nature was calling, and I had to go. The house was silent. Empty glasses littered the place, along with leftover food and some pieces of clothing. I could clean this up. If I proved to be useful, I might get to stay until I could get a job and a paycheck or two.

			I slowly opened the first door I came to, afraid it could be a bedroom. It was a walk-in closet. I closed it and made my way down the hall toward the stairs. If the only bathrooms were attached to bedrooms, I was screwed. Except . . . maybe there was one that people used outside after being on the beach all day. The maid, Henrietta, had to take showers and use a bathroom, too. Turning around, I headed back to the kitchen and the two glass doors that had been standing open last night. I noticed a set of steps going down and underneath the house. I followed them.

			At the bottom were two doors. I opened one and saw life jackets, surfboards, and floats hanging on the walls. I opened the other one. Bingo.

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

			Once I was clean and dressed, I hung the towel and the washcloth over the shower rod. This bathroom wasn’t used often. I could use the same towel and washcloth all week and then wash them on the weekend. If I was here that long.

			I closed the door behind me and headed back up the steps. The ocean air smelled wonderful. At the top, I stood at the railing and looked out over the water. Waves crashed onto the white sandy beach. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

			Mom and I had talked about seeing the ocean together one day. She’d seen it as a little girl, and her memories weren’t that great, but she’d told me stories about it all my life. Every winter, when it was cold, we would sit inside by the fire and plan our summer trip to the beach. We never were able to take it. First, Mom hadn’t been able to afford it, and then she’d been too sick. We still planned it, anyway. It helped to dream big.

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

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

			I couldn’t form words. The only naked male chest I’d ever seen was Cain’s. And that had been back before my mom got sick, when I’d had time for dates and fun. Cain’s sixteen-year-old chest had nothing on the broad, cut muscles in front of me. He had actual ripples in his stomach.

			“Are you enjoying the view?” His amused tone didn’t escape me.

			I blinked and lifted my eyes to see the smirk on his lips. Dang it. He’d caught me ogling him.

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

			My face heated, and I knew I was three kinds of red. Turning back around, I stared out at the ocean. How embarrassing. I was trying to get this guy to let me stay for a little while. Drooling was not the best move.

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

			“There you are. I missed you in bed this morning.” A soft female coo came from behind me. Curiosity got the better of me, and I turned around. A girl in nothing but her bra and panties was snuggling up to Rush’s side and running a long pink fingernail down his chest. I couldn’t blame her for wanting to touch that. I was pretty tempted myself.

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

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

			“You got what you came here for, babe. You wanted me between your legs. You got it. Now I’m done.” The cold, hard flatness in his voice startled me. Was he serious?

			“You’re kidding me!” the girl snapped, and she stamped her foot.

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

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

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

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

			I couldn’t believe what I’d just seen. Was that the way people like this behaved? The only experience I’d had with relationships was with Cain. Although we’d never actually slept together, he’d been careful and sweet with me. This was hard and cruel.

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

			I tore my gaze off the door the girl had gone through and studied him. What had possessed that girl to sleep with someone who had told her it would be nothing more than sex? Sure, he had a body that underwear models were jealous of, and those eyes of his could make a girl do crazy things. But still. He was so cruel. “Do you do that often?” I asked before I could stop myself.

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

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

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

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

			I wanted to get mad at him. But I couldn’t. He was right. Who was I to point fingers? I didn’t know the guy. “Not normally, no. I’m sorry,” I said, and hurried inside. I didn’t want to give him a chance to throw me out, too. I needed that bed under the stairs for at least two weeks.

			I got busy picking up the empty glasses and bottles of beer. The place needed a cleaning, and I could do that before I headed out to find a job. I just hoped he didn’t throw parties like that every night. If he did, I wouldn’t complain, and who knew, after a few nights, I might be able to sleep through anything.

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

			I dropped the bottles I’d collected into the trash and looked over at him. He was standing at the door again, watching me. “I just thought I’d help out.”

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

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

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

			Oh, crap. Here it goes. One night was all I was getting. “OK,” I replied.

			Rush frowned at me, and I felt my heart rate increase. He wasn’t about to bestow happy news. “I don’t like your father. He’s a mooch. My mother always tends to find men like him. It’s her talent. But I’m thinking you may already know this about him. Which makes me curious. Why did you come to him for help if you knew what he was like?”

			I’d have liked to tell him it was none of his business. Except the fact that I needed his help made it his business. I couldn’t expect him to let me sleep in his house and not explain things to him. He deserved to know why he was helping me. I didn’t want him to think I was a mooch, too.

			“My mother just passed away. She had cancer. Three years’ worth of treatments add up. The only thing we owned was the house my grandmother left us. I had to sell the house and everything else to pay off all my mother’s medical bills. I haven’t seen my dad since he walked out on us five years ago. But he’s the only family I have left. I had no one else to ask for help. I need a place to stay until I can find a job and get a few paychecks. Then I’ll get my own place. I never intended to be around long. I knew my dad wouldn’t want me here.” I let out a hard laugh that I didn’t feel. “Although I never expected him to run off before I arrived.”

			Rush’s steady gaze was still firmly directed at me. This was information I would rather no one knew. I used to talk to Cain about how my dad’s abandonment had hurt. The loss of my sister and my father had been hard on my mother and me. Then Cain had needed more, and I couldn’t be who he needed. I had a sick mother to take care of. I’d let Cain go so he could date other girls and have fun. I was just a weight around his neck. Our friendship had remained intact, but I realized that the love I’d once thought we had was just a childish emotion.

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

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

			“You’re planning on getting a job and a place of your own.”

			He wasn’t asking a question. He was working through what I had told him. So I didn’t reply.

			“The room under the stairs is yours for one month. You should be able to find a job and get enough money together to find an apartment. Destin isn’t too far from here, and the cost of living is more affordable there. If our parents return before that time, I expect your father will be able to help you out.”

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

			Rush glanced back at the pantry that led to the room I was sleeping in. Then he looked back at me. “I’ve got some things to do. Good luck on the job hunt,” he said. He shoved off from the counter and walked away.

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