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  One


  Bellamy


  “TELL ME YOU feel it starting to sprinkle,” I groan in foolish hope.


  “No,” Brynn laughs. “Did you, um…”


  “Piss on my foot? Yep, pretty sure I did. With the added bonus of backsplash as it hits the ground. Let’s not forget that party favor.”


  “Spread your feet farther apart, and quit making me laugh,” she snorts, wobbling in her compromised position. “I’m no expert at this either and you're gonna make me pee on myself too.”


  What the hell am I doing? I’m beyond positive that my parents did not scrimp, save, sell and pawn everything they could, plus work double shifts to send me to college so I could master “the art of squatting to pee in the woods.”


  And Brynn Kendrick, crouched down in what very well may be a bed of poison ivy with me? Definitely outside her comfort zone as well.


  But then again…is a patch of poison ivy anyone’s comfort zone?


  The only reason we’re at this party, in a field, obviously lacking restrooms, is because Brynn’s softball teammates had berated her unmercifully into coming.


  I’m not sure if they want her here for the right reason—because she’s a great girl—or because her mom’s the coach and if Brynn’s here, they might not get in as much trouble for having a party if caught. Either way, I wasn’t about to refuse to come with her.


  When Brynn and I met on campus it was instant friendship. One somewhat socially introverted, goal-oriented girl in search of a top-notch education meeting another like soul. And we’ve been inseparable, best friends, ever since.


  I am pretty comfortable saying what I think in a small crowd, especially made up of people I know, so I’m not quite as reserved as Brynn, but it’s close. So, being our best chance at a “spokesperson” against any really bad ideas that often “pop up” at these shindigs, no way could I let my girl navigate the shark-infested waters of a college party alone.


  And our pre-party pact included the golden rule: Never leave your wingwoman. So, if one of us really has to pee, we both have to traipse through the maze of protruding limbs and scratchy bushes to pee.


  “Are you done?” She asks, still squatting.


  “Yeah, you?”


  “Yes, but as a novice, I have a question.”


  “Ask away. Although, considering I just pissed on myself, I doubt I have the right answer.”


  “What do we, you know, wipe with? A leaf? Drip-dry? Geez.” She looks around, as though a roll of toilet paper will magically appear. “This sucks.”


  “Excuse me, Brynn?” Ryder calls out from his watch post. “Not that I’m eavesdropping, but I have an idea on how to help.”


  “Oh my God, he heard us. How embarrassing,” Brynn whispers her agony.


  I muzzle my laughter—she would never see the humor in this situation. Not only is Brynn very conservative and as inexperienced with the world that is guys, dating…and dating guys as I am…but she’s absolutely nuts about Ryder Banks.


  And he worships the ground she walks on; hasn’t taken his eyes off her since the time they spent together at Brynn’s oldest sister Skylar’s wedding.


  But no one is allowed to acknowledge or speak aloud of “the thing” between them, because even they won’t give it all they’ve got…downplaying it and denying themselves true happiness because of Brynn’s family.


  Overprotective doesn’t even touch upon the “ways” of my best friend’s very large, extended family of crazies. Wonderful, loving, cool AF crazies…but regardless, more than a little insanely “involved.”


  I haven’t met them all, but the ones I have? They are fascinating in both the most admirable, and scary as hell, of ways.


  “Brynn, answer him,” I urge her to “woman-up” and find out his plan. “My calves are starting to cramp. I’m not a star ballplayer like you, feeling the burn here.”


  “I’d rather not. Just leave me here. I can’t face him now, or ever again.”


  “Okay,” I pretend to agree, then yell, “Ryder, I’m coming out, but Brynn wants us to leave her here. Ya know, in the woods, at night, alone, at a party.”


  “You did not just say that. Paybacks are an evil, sneaky bitch, Bellamy,” she hisses.


  “Like hell that’s happening,” Ryder yells back, his voice sounding closer with each word. “My eyes are closed, I swear. One of you pioneer women come over here and grab my socks. I took ‘em off for ya to…uh…use.”


  “You,” I designate Brynn before she can even try to send me. “He’s your escort, not mine. Go get those socks!”


  Not that I mind the fact he came along, watching out for us party newbies, keeping us safe, but no way am I waddling, drawers around my ankles, over to him with pee trickling down my legs. Her admirer—her job.


  “Have we met? You know I’m not doing that! No way.” She’s shaking her head, glaring at me. “I mean it. I think I’m almost dry now. Tell him never mind, please.”


  “Ryder,” I turn on my phone’s flashlight and hold it up in the air. “Walk toward the light and throw us the socks.”


  “Alright. And I’m not looking, I promise,” he answers and I hear twigs start snapping as he approaches. “Here comes one.”


  The balled-up sock lands within reach, and I snag it, giving Brynn a sassy smile. Cleaned up, I toss the sock, fix my clothes and stand…now dry and dressed.


  “Still want to be left here, or should I go get the other sock for you since I’m no longer squatting with my ass hanging out?” I tease her.


  “Please,” she grates, low and annoyed. “Go get it. And thank you, friend.”


  I jog over to Ryder, retrieving the sock in his hand, and gently pat his cheek. “You’re a decent guy, Ryder Banks. I’ll be sure to put in a good word for ya. Be right back.”


  Brynn gets situated, still a bit prickly at her embarrassment and my goading, as we start toward Ryder…only for her to stop suddenly, causing me to slam into her back.


  “What the…”


  “Ssshh!” She cuts me off. “Do you hear that?”


  Yes, indeed I do. Someone is screaming like a banshee.


  “Brynn! Answer me God dammit! Where are you?”


  “Oh, Ryder,” she blows out dejectedly. “You didn’t.”


  “Now, let me explain,” he wears a sheepish frown, holding out both hands. “He texted me and asked where I was, and if I’d seen you. He was worried, Brynn. I couldn’t lie to him.”


  “Brynn! Counting to five and I’m dialing him!” The mystery lunatic screams again.


  “Dialing who? And who’s yelling? What am I missing?” I fire off my questions.


  “It’s my brother. Ryder told him where we were. And that’d be my father he’s threatening to call,” Brynn mutters.


  “Oh,” is all I can think to say. Haven’t met the brother, but I have met Mr. Kendrick, so I shiver for her at the thought of him being called. Brynn’s dad is the sexiest DILF I’ve ever seen, but every bit as frightening as he is handsome. I’m also next to certain he has mob ties…or is the “Godfather.” I’d believe either one.


  “Yeah, oh,” Brynn deadpans. “You told him, you can answer him,” she clips at Ryder.


  “Come on,” Ryder sighs, reaching for Brynn’s hand, which she denies him. When we emerge from the woods, Ryder hollers, “JT, over here, man!”


  My Lord, Mary, Joseph and all the disciples…running toward us is an exact replica of Mr. Kendrick. The definition of a BILF. Seriously, they should put his picture beside the word in the Urban Dictionary. Not that I’ve ever acted on an ilf with anyone, but my vulgar opinions are my own, to be only slightly ashamed of privately.


  “Brynny, what the fuck?” the damn beautiful man growls when he reaches us. “Why didn’t you answer me, and what the hell are you doing at a field party full of drunks?”


  “Calm down, I’m safe. Ryder’s here to protect us,” she answers him casually. “I’m not an idiot. I’d never come alone.”


  “Oh, I’m well aware that Ryder knew where you were. In the damn woods! Swear to God man, I’ve been cool about you spending time with my baby sister, but if you were out there playing grab ass with her, I’m gonna beat the ever-lovin’ shit out of you!”


  A huge vein pops out on his forehead and he moves to charge Ryder, but my calm, quiet friend Brynn turns rabid monkey, intercepting his attack by propelling herself onto his back, pulling his hair and kicking her legs.


  “Jefferson Tate, you stop it right now!” she screams. “You know better than that.”


  “Fuck, Brynny!” he howls and drops to his knees. “You clipped a nut with your damn foot. Get the hell off me and start explaining this wilderness hike of yours, or I swear, one ball in my stomach or not, I’m gonna be kicking some ass!”


  He’s a Kendrick man all right…ready to throw down for one of his own and quick with the profanity-filled threats I have no doubt he’ll deliver on if needed. So, unnoticed and forgotten, I step from the background to attempt and help my friend.


  “Um, hi.” I offer him my hand. “I’m Bellamy Morgan, Brynn’s friend. We haven’t met, but, can I help you up?”


  “Bellamy,” he repeats, turning my name into something else altogether, spoken with a deep, indecent consideration that rattles every bone in my body.


  He takes my hand and smirks, devilishly sexy, when I gasp, taken aback by the spark that zings up my arm at contact. “No, we definitely haven’t met. I’d remember you.” He stands, keeping hold of my hand. “I’m JT Kendrick, Brynn’s older brother. It’s very nice to meet you, Bellamy.”


  My entire body blazes with foreign, exotic heat from the molten suggestiveness in his smoldering, dark brown eyes, locked on mine and the gradual slide of his tongue over his full, bottom lip.


  “It’s, uh, very nice to meet you too,” I fumble out in a skittish stammer, trying to retrieve my hand, which his bold grip won’t allow. “I just wanted to make sure you knew I’m here with Brynn and Ryder and assure you, nothing was going on in the woods that should worry or upset you.”


  “No?” He arches a single brow, as dark as his eyes. “Then what was happening? The party, is that way.” He points without looking away from me, adding a crooked, irresistibly provocative grin to his unwavering gaze.


  “JT!” Brynn’s sharp tone pierces the air. “You need to trust me and not ask questions that might embarrass anyone.”


  “Ah, but beautiful Bellamy here wants to tell me, don’t ya?” He winks.


  I have no siblings, and no guy has ever made it past two dates with me, but I work part-time at The Pit Stop to help my parents with the costs of college. It’s a burger/ice cream diner-themed little hole in the wall that all the jocks frequent…so I’m practiced in the ways of cocky guys who know they have the right stuff to be cocky. And I’ve learned, the best defense with those types of guys is an offense so bold it knocks them on their pretty asses.


  I gulp down my nerves, raise my chin, and project a bravado he’s doing his best to make impossible. “If you must know, Jefferson, Brynn and I had to find adequate coverage to squat and take a piss. Not the sexy scandal you envisioned? Sorry to disappoint.”


  “What is happening?” I hear Brynn whisper behind me.


  “I believe,” Ryder answers her just as not-quietly-enough, “that your friend has rendered JT Kendrick speechless.”


  


  Two


  JT


  WELL, WELL, WELL, what do we have here? Seems my little sister has been holding out on me. Her friend Bellamy is…mesmerizing at first sight. I guarantee, everywhere she walks, guys do a double take. Then a triple.


  Long, auburn hair—all the better to tangle my fingers in and pull as she screams my name—and my favorite color…redheads are my vice. Big eyes, hazel or green, I can’t quite tell in this lighting—that will fly open, nice and wide, then roll back in her head when I make her come. Full, pouty lips, already sassing me—that’ll silence, but remain every bit as sexy, when they’re wrapped around my cock. And a bangin’, hourglass body—curvy hips to latch onto while I watch that juicy ass and beautiful, my guess is D, set of tits jiggle as I pound into her.


  She wants everything I’m envisioning as badly as I do. I can tell by the short, fast breaths she’s struggling to take and the way her eyes can’t stop roaming over me with curious approval.


  Yep, Brynn’s gonna have to share, ‘cause I wanna be Bellamy’s friend too.


  “JT!” My sister snaps her fingers in my face. “I think you owe Ryder an apology.”


  “Huh?” I reluctantly shift my stare from Bellamy’s huge, high and perfect rack to Brynn.


  “I said, you owe Ryder an apology. Ya know, for jumping to asinine conclusions and threatening to kick his ass for no reason.” She fists both hands on her hips and glares at me pointedly.


  “You’re right. My bad, man.” I extend my hand to Ryder. “No excuses, but she is my little sister and I’ve been looking out for her since the day she was born. Don’t much care for finding her traipsing through the woods. At a party. Hope you understand.”


  He shakes my hand and laughs…through his truth, and lie. “I get it, no worries. Not to mention, you don’t scare me.”


  We both know I would throttle him, especially if fueled by the knowledge he took too many liberties with my sister. But I’ll let him keep his pride in front of Brynn.


  “So, you guys ready to leave or what?” I ask them all, looking only at Bellamy.


  “I am if you two are,” Brynn says to Ryder and Bellamy.


  They both nod their agreement, so I start gearing up my plan to be Bellamy’s ride home when Brynn grabs my arm. “Will you two excuse us for one minute? I need to talk to my brother.”


  Using her pitching arm, which is damn strong, she drags me away where we can’t be heard and turns her narrowed, unnervingly piercing, eyes on me. “No,” she states straightforwardly.


  “No, what?” I tilt my head, not following.


  She pokes my chest. “You know exactly what and the answer is no. I mean it JT, stay away from her.”


  Now I’m following, and don’t like the direction she’s chosen. In fact, I fucking hate it, and have no plans on complying. I’d give my sister just about anything she asked for…except this. There might’ve been a slim possibility if she’d have come at me differently, but now that she’s added “forbidden” to Bellamy’s already long list of allurements—forget about it.


  I cross my arms over my chest and step toward her, toe to toe. “And just why the hell not? Something wrong with me?”


  “Where do I start?” She belts out an exaggerated laugh. “If Uncle Sawyer hadn’t preached the importance of condoms to you since, what, you were in the womb, your pecker would’ve rotted and fallen off by now. And if you didn’t have Mom, our aunts, me, Sky, Presley and Nana, who are all exceptionally amazing, in your life, you’d have absolutely no respect for women. I love you, JT. You’re a wonderful brother, cousin, son, grandson and friend.” She diverts her eyes and sighs the rest. “But you are perhaps the very last guy on Earth I would recommend a girl, let alone a friend, date.”


  “Damn.” I fall back off one foot and clutch my chest. “Tell me how you really feel. Kinda fucking harsh, dontcha think?”


  “Yes.” She wraps her arms around me, a sob in her voice. “It was, I’m so sorry. I love you and I didn’t mean to say it like that. You’re incredible, you know I adore you and I’m so lucky to have you for a brother. But…”


  I unwind her arms from around me and lift her chin, forcing her to look me in the eyes. “But what?”


  She chews on her lip nervously, considering her response. “I don’t have that many good friends, ones I’m close to, you know this. And Bellamy, she and I just click. She’s my best friend and I don’t want to lose her. In fact, I’ve been thinking about asking Mom and Dad if I can move out and share an apartment with her. She’s a good girl, like me, and you’re…”


  “I’m what?”


  “You’re my brother and I wuv you,” she uses a cutesy baby voice and taps the end of my nose…trying to soften the blow she’s already landed.


  “Whadda know?” Bellamy yells. “I’m already outstanding in my field, and I haven’t even graduated yet. How cool would it be if I got the Nobel Peace Prize as a sophomore?”


  What? While I glance her way, wondering what the hell she’s talking about, Brynn cracks up laughing.


  “See, she’s hilarious, on my level. She’s my person,” Brynn says, with a subtle happiness in her tone that I more than hear.


  “What the hell is she talking about and why’s it funny?” I ask.


  “Outstanding in her field? Like, she’s the best at what she does…and we’ve literally left her standing out in the middle of a field,” Brynn explains, giggling again.


  “Got it. Funny,” I chuckle.


  “No, you don’t.” Brynn rolls her eyes. “But I do. I get her, so I get her. Meaning, I’m keeping her and you’re not gonna mess it up for me. I know she’s hot and I don’t blame you for being tempted, but you don’t even see the most beautiful things about her, and you’re not the type to take the time with a woman to see them. So please, I’m begging you, for me,” she clasps her hands in front of her like she’s about to pray. “Go pick out another hot girl at the party and work your magic there. Leave Bellamy alone.”


  What’s a man to do? Brynn is naive in the ways of the primal male—she has no idea that by telling us we “can’t” have something, it only makes us want that something so much more. On an immeasurable, pound-on-our-chest and claim that shit level.


  Now when I look at Bellamy, my baser instincts kick in, honed directly on the prohibited prey.


  My eyes track her every move, missing nothing, even the smallest flutter of her eyelashes. My nostrils pick up her scent, soft and feminine. And her breathing, I swear I can hear each inhale and exhale from here.


  Dammit!


  “You have two minutes before Ryder and I run away together!” Bellamy’s shouting interrupts my thoughts.


  “Sorry, we’re coming, swear,” Brynn answers her then turns her pleading eyes to me once more. “Promise me, JT. Promise you won’t turn your charms on my only real friend.”


  I should agree, hug her and go find a hottie at the party. That’s what a good big brother would do. But I have two, huge biological factors preventing it from happening. One, the dominant DNA of Dane Kendrick courses through my veins. And like my father, not only do I get what I want, but I don’t take well to being told I can’t have it. And secondly, I’m somewhat of a mama’s boy, and Laney Jo Kendrick always has a twist up her sleeve—ready and able to make you eat the same bullshit you tried to feed her, when the timing suits her.


  “How’d you get here?” I ask, brushing past the promise she wants, that I can’t give.


  “Ryder drove us. Why?” Her voice wobbles on the last word—she’s worried—as she should be. She’s the daughter of the same two masterminds as me, so she knows a counter-attack is in the works.


  “He’s gonna take Bellamy home and you’re gonna ride with me. This discussion is not over. You go arrange that and I’ll meet you at my car, right over there.” I pull out my keys and turn on the headlights. “Hurry up, sister dear.”


  


  [image: ]


  


  “YOU CANNOT BE serious!” she screams, banging a fist on my dashboard. “Why are you being such a pain about this? You met her for all of five minutes!”


  Brynn’s the baby, used to getting what she wants—even though I will admit, she doesn’t ask for much or play the card too often. She’s usually pretty cool…but tonight, she’s pissed me off.


  “This isn’t just about Bellamy anymore,” I half-lie, ‘cause it is mostly about her smokin’ hot friend with the clever mouth. “This is about you and your opinion of me. You seem to be under the impression that I’m some dog who doesn’t respect women outside of my family, and is in danger of crotch rot!”


  “Aren’t you?” she challenges without pause.


  “No, Brynn, I’m not. And you’re seriously pissing me the fuck off for thinking, and saying, that shit. First of all, since you’re so concerned, let me assure you, my dick is fine. I have a drug test and full physical every six months at the office. Dad requires it for insurance. And with all the women who had a hand in raising me, that you listed off yourself and are amazing, how could you even doubt for one second my respect for women?”


  “I don’t, not really,” she admits glumly. “It’s just, you never go out with the same girl more than once or twice and you leave most of them heartbroken. Bellamy won’t sleep with you in two dates, not her style. Then you’ll lose interest, making it awkward for her and I to stay friends.”


  “That’s it,” I snap, swerving the car into the nearest parking lot.


  


  Me: Stopping for food. Brynn is with me, safe.


  


  “Who are you texting? And why the detour?” she asks.


  “Dad. Told him we’re late because we stopped for food. You’re welcome. And I pulled over so I can look at you while I set you pin-fucking-straight on a few things.”


  


  Dad: We have food at home. Brynn, inside these walls, 30 minutes. Thank you for letting me know.


  


  I read his reply and laugh. “Good luck with your moving out plan.” I show her my phone. “Never gonna happen.”


  She makes a frustrated noise and crosses her arms over her chest. “I’m nineteen, not nine. He just…never mind,” she blows out through her nose and shakes her head. “Hurry up, set me straight. Clock’s ticking.”


  “I want you to think about the relationships we’ve grown up around. Dad knew Mom was the one the minute he saw her and still acts like it’s the first time he’s ever laid eyes on her anytime she walks in a room. Uncle Sawyer?” I can’t not laugh at this one. “Notorious manwhore, until the second he met Aunt Emmy, then boom, changed in an instant, for life. For her. Aunt Whitley and Uncle Evan? I’m almost positive neither of them have ever been with anyone besides each other, ever. Judd? Loved Sky, and only Sky, since the day they were old enough to hand each other toys and babble their baby-talk that only the other understood.”


  “Yeah,” she agrees wistfully. “Our family is so romantic.”


  “In our family, when they know, they know. I haven’t met that “one” yet, not sure I even want to, but I’ll never get the answer to either if I quit at least glancing around for her once in a while. I don’t sleep with every woman I take out, Brynn, I swear. But I also don’t string things along, keep dating someone just to save her from what she thinks is heartache, if I know she’s not the one. And you need to hear me on this, loud and clear. I have never, not once, in any way, shape or form, disrespected a woman in my entire life. Do you understand me?”


  “I know that J, I do, and I shouldn’t have said it. I’m really sorry. Can you please forgive me?”


  “Of course I can.” I smile, but only half sincerely. Because while I do forgive her, she’s not off the hook yet. “But I’m not taking back the deal I laid out earlier. You hurt my feelings,” I feign a pout, “and you need to learn how it feels to be doubted by your family. We believe in and support each other, Brynn. You made it clear tonight, whether you’re sorry or not, that you need reminding of that. Did you know, at Skylar’s wedding, Ryder asked Dad’s permission to take you on a date?”


  “No,” she utters. “He did?”


  “Yep. And take a wild guess, who do you think Dad automatically asked if he should approve that request?”


  “You?”


  “That’d be correct. Here’s another brain teaser for ya. Who do you suppose immediately vouched for the guy, to ensure your happiness? Knowing that if you saw something in Ryder, there must be something there, because this anonymous person believes in you and trusts your judgement.”


  “You again,” her tone sharpens…not partial to the taste of crow.


  “Right again. Okay, last one. Whose friend was Ryder first?” I dramatically cup my ear.


  “Yours!” she barks.


  “Exactly,” I emphasize gently, satisfied she gets my point. I turn the car back on and head for home. “So, the arrangement stands. No Bellamy for me, no Ryder for you. Fair is fair, Brynny.”


  


  Three


  Bellamy


  NOT SURE EXACTLY what happened last night, but after a private, and what looked heated, sidebar with her brother, Brynn asked me to ride home with the guy she likes…without her.


  I know there’s no “trust” issues there—I’d die before I betrayed Brynn in any way, and Ryder feels exactly the same—I have no doubt, but the abrupt change in plans was odd. And Brynn didn’t seem happy about it, at all.


  And JT, who couldn’t take his eyes off me, which I know because I couldn’t seem to manage to take mine off him either, left without so much as a “nice to meet you” or small wave…chin nod…anything.


  Strange indeed.


  And it just so happens, tonight’s the party Brynn’s parents are throwing at their house in honor of her being voted “MVP” of the softball team this past season, (by the players, not her mom) to which she invited me.


  My first function with her whole family that I’ve heard so much about.


  I’m pretty confident “whole family” includes her brother, and I’d feel a lot better walking into the celebration if I knew what was up last night. So after I shower and have some breakfast, I text Brynn.


  


  Me: Morning, everything okay…with you? Us? You left kinda weird last night.


  


  After several minutes of no response, I decide to start straightening up my apartment. Because idle hands are nervous, is-she-pissed-at-me, paranoid hands.


  Cleaning doesn’t take long, considering my apartment’s small and has very few furnishings. My income from The Pit Stop barely covers the student-discounted rent and utility package, so my “style” is what I have proudly dubbed “miniscule chic.”


  But I refuse to ask my parents for another dime. They’ve already sacrificed so much for me to even attend college.


  I have what I need, I selfishly splurged on a cell phone, and I’m getting a chance at college, which I never dreamed would happen. Growing up in rural Mississippi, Dad a factory worker and Mom a waitress at night and school bus driver by day, I am one very blessed girl. And one day, with a degree and a great job, I’m gonna make sure my parents have a nice house and never have to look at another shut-off notice ever again.


  My phone, the flip kind, not one of those fancy, mini-computer types (I managed to hold onto some semblance of priorities) dings.


  


  Brynn: We’re great, I’ll see you tonight, right? My brother was just being overprotective, as usual. I knew Ryder would get you home safe.


  


  Me: Okay cool, just making sure. Yep, I’ll be there. Anything I can bring?


  


  Brynn: A bathing suit, and clothes if you wanna stay over.


  


  Me: K, see ya there.


  


  Brynn: You’ll see me at your door. Pick you up at 5.


  


  I might take her up on the offer to sleep over. Public transit works adequately, I’m stretching, for school and work but somehow I doubt it runs by Brynn’s house…at night. And I certainly don’t want her to miss any of her own party by having to tote me back home. It’s embarrassing enough she has to come get me.


  But a car, even a clunker held together by bread ties, pantyhose and gum, isn’t in the budget right now.


  I go to my bedroom to see if I own a decent bathing suit, acceptable for this event. Brynn never speaks of it, but…she comes from money. I am not about to stroll up into a well-to-do party wearing a threadbare circa 2000 bathing suit with all those tiny fabric balls—you know the ones—that collect on the ass over time and many washes.


  I’m screwed. I have one, one bathing suit, and it is everything I just listed and more. And the clasp thing in the back? Yep, it’s broken.


  Not a lot I can do about it though. It’s okay, I don’t have to swim.
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  I’M READY WELL before five. Partly because I’m a nervous wreck, deathly afraid I won’t fit in with the crowd, other part because I ran out of things to occupy my frantic mind a long time ago. My place is more than clean and my bag’s been packed for hours.


  I’ve got my hair down and straightened, minimal makeup on and I’ve decided to wear one of my nicest sundresses, with spaghetti straps and a hem above, but not too far above, the knee. And my favorite wedge sandals, found at a yard sale for three dollars!


  So I’m just sitting, pretending to read the words on my textbook page when really all I’m doing is playing out worst-case scenarios in my head, when a knock on my door rescues me.


  “Who is it?” I ask, checking the peephole.


  “Delivery for Miss Morgan,” the man, in uniform, I see on the other side answers.


  I open the door, leaving the chain latched and talk to him through the crack. “I’m not expecting anything, who’s it from?”


  He reads the box. “All it says is Bella’s Boutique.”


  “Can you just leave it there on the stoop? Thank you.” I smile and shut the door. I’ll wait until he’s long gone before fully opening my door to retrieve it.


  Has to be from Brynn, probably something to wear tonight because she knows I won’t have anything quite up to par. Very thoughtful of her, but I hate feeling like her “project” that she has to spend money on to ensure I fit in with her lifestyle.


  Shame on you, Bellamy! That’s a terrible way to look at it. She’s a kind, generous soul and I should be grateful.


  It’s been long enough, so I open the door and scoop up the package, beautifully wrapped, and smile—I can’t wait to see what’s inside. I’ll have to bake her some of my special triple fudge brownies as a thank you.


  I untie the ribbon and hold my breath as I lift the top off the box. I check for a card, but there isn’t one, so I start throwing tissue paper as fast as I can to get to the goodies.


  Oh my.


  It’s definitely gonna take more than one batch of brownies to repay this gift.


  First, I pull out a fire red bikini, which I can’t possibly wear in front of Brynn’s parents, not with the ample “D” girls I lug around everywhere I go. I’d look obscene. Next, I find a pair of glamorous sunglasses, the designer of which I have to Google…and still haven’t ever heard of him or her, but I see the ungodly prices. And last, I lift out a sundress in a beautiful light green and nicer than anything I own, with a much higher hem and much lower neckline than the one I’m currently wearing.


  What was Brynn thinking? She knows I’m pretty modest…which one would think it’d be a given that modesty will amplify, not disintegrate, when meeting her whole family! But as to not insult her, I pack it all in my bag. We’ll see what happens.


  At five o’clock sharp, there’s another knock on my door and I open it, knowing it’s Brynn.


  “Hey! You ready?” She’s all smiles.


  “Yep, lemme grab my stuff.”


  “So you decided to stay the night? Yay!”


  “Yeah, I didn’t want you to have to drive me all the way back. Plus, while I appreciate it so much, and you really are too good to me, I wasn’t sure how some of the things you sent would fit, so I packed it but brought back-ups. Either way, I will be paying you in baked goodies until I’ve evened the score.”


  “Things I sent?” Her face crinkles in confusion.


  “Don’t play coy,” I laugh. “I know it was you. Very thoughtful, thank you.” I shut and lock the door, then head for her car.


  She doesn’t, standing in the same spot I left her, looking…unhappy with a double side-order of angry.


  “Are you coming?”


  “Oh, sorry,” she shakes her head and moves her feet. “So, what all was in the stuff sent over? I…uh…just want to make sure they didn’t forget anything.”


  “These sunglasses for one.” I slide them down my nose and smirk at her before climbing in the car. “But they’re too much, Brynn. Really, no more gifts for a while or you’ll make me feel bad,” I add when she’s behind the wheel.


  “Uh huh,” she mumbles to herself, pulling out of the lot. “Go on, what else was there?”


  I laugh as I tell her, because she already knows, but is doing one helluva job acting like she doesn’t. Then, as gently as possible, I explain my concerns with the available material on the bikini and my doubts in its ability to cover all my assets.


  “You can try it on when we get there. After the adults go inside, you can put it on. It’ll just be The Squad and they don't mind. Presley’s pretty built herself and definitely not afraid to show it. If it even remotely fits, I’m gonna have to insist you wear it,” she says with a peculiar edge to her voice, a tiny, almost evil looking curl to her lip.


  “Oh, okay,” I agree, despite the weird inkling in my gut that I shouldn’t.


  “Here we are,” she announces, turning down a never-ending driveway lined with perfectly placed trees, alive with full, beautiful pink blooms, and up ahead…I see her house. Estate. Mansion.


  I’m unsure of the correct term exactly.


  I know she hears my gulp. “This is where you live?”


  “For the time being, but something tells me my chances of getting permission to move into an apartment with you just skyrocketed.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Because there’s influence in numbers and someone just bought themselves a ticket on my team,” she grits out.


  No idea what that means and not what I was asking.


  “No, I mean, why would you possibly want to move out of this to share an apartment with me?”


  “Oh,” she laughs. “Because it may look huge, but trust me, it doesn’t feel that way. You’d be surprised how much it seems like living under a microscope, while trapped in a shoebox. I’m long overdue for some freedom, independence. Anyway, come on, let’s go introduce ya to the fam. You’re gonna love them.”


  


  Four


  JT


  LET THE GAMES begin.


  Do I want to play? No. I’d much rather my sister believe in me and let me pursue Bellamy while she enjoys the company of Ryder—a great guy who I have no problem with her dating—but Brynn fired the first shot. And when I do play…I aim to win.


  Honestly, I feel like shit about our “arrangement” and I want my sister to be happy, but she can’t just go around issuing vetoes and unfair judgement and get away with it. So this is the way it has to be—until she surrenders.


  “Honey, help me carry these platters to the tables by the pool,” my mom says, pulling me from my unhappy thoughts.


  “Yes ma’am.” I immediately obey.


  “And maybe go change after you’re done?” she suggests hopefully, looking at my shirt and scrunching her nose. “There’s guests coming that aren’t family. Let’s not scare them, okay?”


  I act offended, holding back a grin. “Mom, I wear this shirt for you. See,” I point, “the Disney ‘D.’ Your favorite.”


  “Thank you son, now change the shirt.” She lays down the law and walks out.


  I can’t believe, of all people, my mom doesn’t appreciate my “She Wants The D” shirt. There’s just no pleasing some.


  I walk the platters out to the pool and quickly pivot toward the sound of sweet laughter. There she is—Bellamy—her and Brynn headed my way. She’s not wearing the sundress I sent her, but she is sporting the sunglasses on top of her head…so she got my delivery.


  Damn it all if she’s not even hotter in daylight. She’s a hard ten, all day, every day, but knowing I can’t have her shoots her straight to a fifteen. And as if to torture me—no bra under the sundress she has on. Probably one of those built-in numbers (yes, I have two sisters so I know weird shit like that), ‘cause while I can’t see the outline of a nipple, those big beauties are swaying in dick-throbbing rhythm with every step she takes.


  Fuck if I don’t want to bury my face in between them.


  “JT,” Brynn waltzes over, obvious mischief in her eyes. “You remember Bellamy?”


  “No, I was struck by amnesia in the last twenty-four hours and forgot,” good one, “to mention it. Of course I do.” I glare my sister down, then turn an easy smile on Bellamy. “Nice to see you again. Can I take that bag for you?”


  “Oh, um, sure. Thank you.” Her hands slightly tremble as she hands it to me.


  Yep, she wants me too.


  “You can put it in my room. Bellamy’s staying the night here,” Brynn smirks as she delivers the news she knows will drive me insane.


  “That right?” I attempt aloofness. “Well, welcome. I’ll just go put this away, then change. Mom doesn’t like my choice of shirt.”


  “Can’t imagine why not. So subtle,” Bellamy snickers, giving me a glimpse of her killer smile. Those plush, pink lips that I again admire, baring straight white teeth. And her vibrant green eyes twinkling with amusement, much more striking in the light of day. “I do love Disney, though.”


  “Oh, Lord,” I laugh. “Brynn, go introduce her to Mom. She’ll love her.”


  “She’s met Mom before,” Brynn rolls her eyes. “But come on,” she tugs on Bellamy’s hand, “let’s go meet everyone else. Bye, brother,” she gives me a wink and finger wave.


  Brat.


  I head upstairs to change, wound tight with frustration from the fucking thirst—Bellamy Morgan—that I can’t quench. I slam the door to my room. Yes, even though I have my own place, I keep a room here, as does Skylar, because we’re those weird kids who actually enjoy spending time with their parents, and my mom would never change our rooms anyway, and stomp to the bathroom to splash some cold water on my face.


  Didn’t work. I’m still so bound in knots I can barely think straight.


  Only one thing will even remotely help.


  I go back and lock my bedroom door, then do the same with the one to my bathroom…and close my eyes.


  There she is, all mine, no one telling me I can’t have her.


  “What if we get caught?”


  “We won’t, door’s locked.” I move closer, running my finger under the strap of her dress. “Take this off for me, Bellamy. Show me that gorgeous body.”


  I imagine her soft, sweet laugh of shyness, can practically smell her skin, and slowly move my hand down to take my hard, aching cock out of my trunks.


  “You don’t have to hide from me, baby. Let me see.”


  Eyes cast at the floor, and a pretty blush to her cheeks, she slides her dress off inch by inch, baring her huge, amazing tits to me.


  “Gorgeous,” I growl, palming them. “Are these for me?”


  She nods, pushing into my hands with the sexiest moan.


  My dick twitches in my grip and I squeeze, stroking myself as fast and hard as I’m breathing.


  “Jefferson,” my name is a breathy plea, “put your mouth on me.”


  I hoist her up on the counter and she lets out a little squeal just before I bend, taking one nipple in my mouth. She purrs, grabbing my hair. “More,” she begs. “Feels so good.”


  I move my hand up and down my dick even faster, her naughty begging filling my head until it falls back and I groan, long and loud, as I come.


  With a sigh of both relief and disappointment, I open my eyes, staring at myself in the mirror.


  “You’re pathetic. Jacking off to the fantasy of some girl you’ve seen twice?” I berate my reflection. “And tits only? If you’re gonna play with yourself like a horny teenager, at least get her panties off. Jesus!”


  I literally just chewed my own ass for coming before I got to the pretend pussy. Yeah, I think it’s safe to say I’ve hit an all-time low. No more of this bullshit. I clean myself up, change into clean trunks and a shirt my mom will approve of, then head downstairs with a new determination…and a new plan.


  Get through this party, call a buddy and hit some clubs. I need a twenty-one or older distraction, with touchable body parts, who doesn’t know my sister.


  “There you are! Care to join us?” My mom heads me off at the bottom of the staircase. “And thank you. That shirt’s much better. Although,” she winks, “I do love the D.”


  Well, that takes care of any lingering chub I was packing. Thank you, mother.


  “Go help your dad with the grilling,” she chokes out past her laughter…enjoying the look on my face I’m sure.


  “Yes Ma’am.” I kiss her cheek and start to go do as told, but she stops me.


  “What’s wrong with you?” She cups both my cheeks and gives me the “Mom look.”


  “Nothing, I’m great.” I smile unnaturally wide. Big mistake, she’s a bloodhound for overcompensation. Or lying. Or…anything really.


  “My boy,” she tsks. “Lying straight to his mama’s face. Try again.”


  “Just got a lot on my mind with school coming up and work. I’m fine Mom, I promise.”


  “School comes first, and you’re almost done. Do I need to tell your dad to lay off at work some? ‘Cause I will! He better not…”


  Oh shit, she’s getting all worked up. I better do damage control before she goes and jumps my dad’s ass over an off-the-cuff lie.


  “Mom,” I gently grab both her shoulders. “It’s nothing he did, so please, not a word to him. I’m just thinking out a project. It’s fine.”


  That right brow, her suspicious one, arches and she gives me a doubting scowl. “You covering for him?”


  “No,” I laugh. “Now please, stop worrying. Tonight’s about Brynny. Let’s go have a good time.”


  “Okay,” she drawls out, still deciding if she believes me or not, but heads outside and thankfully, doesn’t march straight for my dad.


  The party’s in full swing, but I don’t seek her out. Rather, I walk to one of the coolers and grab a beer, then go join my dad at the grill.


  “Son,” he doesn’t look up, “staying the night here, I see.”


  “Huh?”


  “Beer in your hand. You’re twenty-one, help yourself, but you’re not driving away from the house tonight.”


  “Yes sir,” I say. I’ve had one sip, but I understand his loving concern. We lost my Uncle Tate, his only sibling, in his second of two car wrecks. Neither of which involved him drinking, but it’s still a very serious matter to my father. Honestly, I think he’s a little afraid anytime we’re on the road and he certainly won’t tolerate other factors adding to the risk. “You need any help here?”


  “Got it under control. Go say hello to your family, and make sure your mom doesn’t need anything.”


  “Just came from her, she’s good.”


  “Alright, then like I said, go greet your family. And for God’s sake, check on Sawyer.”


  “Okay,” I laugh. “Anything else?”


  “Ryder. Watch his ass too, your sister’s in a bathing suit,” he grumbles, flipping a burger clean off the grill and into the yard.


  Little does he know, that won’t be a problem anymore, but I simply agree and turn to go play babysitter.


  I’m stopped by several of my father’s employees, shaking hands and thanking them for coming before I finally reach the table my Uncle Sawyer has chosen.


  “There’s the pretty boy! Sit down and have a beer with your favorite guy in the world!” He smiles and kicks out a chair for me. “Look at you, old enough to drink. I remember when you used to shit your pants and cry anytime your mom’s tit wasn’t in your mouth.”


  “Dear God,” my Aunt Emmett slaps a hand over his mouth. “Honey, drink slower and talk less. And quieter. The whole party doesn’t want to hear about Laney’s, um, mammary glands. Hi, JT, how are you, sweetie?”


  “Good.” I rise and lean over to hug her. “How are you?”


  “Just fine, angel. You about ready for school to start back up?”


  “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I shrug. “Where’s Presley?”


  I look around for her… and my eyes land on someone else instead. I must breathe too loud or stare too long, ‘cause Sawyer picks up on it, immediately whipping his head around to scope out what’s snagged my attention.


  “No shit,” he laughs. “Good eye boy, but trouble. Look elsewhere. Best advice I can give ya.”


  “What are you talking about?” I play dumb, staring at my beer rather than her, or him. He’s like my mother—absolute, AKC registered bloodhound.


  “I’m gonna go find the girls.” Emmett stands. “JT, keep an eye on him, please.”


  “Will do,” I assure her.


  “Zach!” Sawyer screams across the yard. “Cart your big ass over here!”


  I just love when we have parties. Everyone on their best behavior and all.


  My Uncle Zach comes over, already grinning…‘cause he knows whatever it is he’s been invited into will no doubt be entertaining. Even I have to admit—my Uncle Sawyer’s the shit.


  “Hey JT,” he claps my shoulder and takes a seat. “Beckett, you rang?”


  “Hell yeah I did. Our boy here has himself a dilemma.”


  I look to my sane uncle and shake my head. “No, I really don’t. No clue what he’s talking about.”


  “Bullshit!” Sawyer scoffs, slamming his beer on the table. “I can’t believe after all this time you’d underestimate my powers. Zach, tell him about my powers.”


  “He has powers,” Zach confirms in a patronizing tone, while shaking his head no. “Beckett, you’re drunk. What are you torturing the kid about?”


  “Want to tell him, or shall I?” Saw raises his brows and gives me that ‘I know everything’ smug ass smile of his. “And actually, I’m not drunk. Yet. Good thing too, or I may have missed all the signs.”


  “You’re gonna have to tell him because I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I take a long swig of my beer, dreading what’s coming…he knows. He always knows.


  “Seems you and JT here share a liking for redheads, Uncle Zach,” he laughs. “Young Mr. Kendrick’s eyes have roamed over the little ginger over there with Brynn at least a dozen times. I met her, nice girl. Bellamy is it?”


  This family…either we spend way too much time together, or some members just have some psychic, voodoo type tendencies in their blood. Or both.


  “So he has good taste,” Zach grins and fist bumps me. “Why you giving him shit about that?”


  “Zach, Zach, Zach,” Sawyer shakes his head. “You’re missing the big picture, as usual. Allow me to enlighten you on the real story, which it took me about ten minutes to piece together. I swear, fucking amateurs all around me. Wears me out keeping this family on the same damn page. Try to follow along.” He leans forward on his elbows, dropping his tone to what he thinks is his “espionage voice.”


  “Our first, huge clue, don’t know how you could miss it really, is that JT isn’t making a move on her. When is the last time you can remember my young protégé here not bee-lining for a girl he was eyeing?”


  Zach scratches his chin and goes wide-eyed. “Never,” he states.


  “Exactly!” Sawyer holds up a finger in triumph. “And yet, he’s sitting here trying to act like he’s not looking at her. And every time he does look at her, our lil’ Brynny baby gives him the evil eye.”


  “Why is that?” Zach glares at me and grumbles.


  Saw that shit coming. It’s no secret that Brynn is hands-down, no contest, Uncle Zach’s favorite Squad Kid. He tends to get very unreasonable when he even thinks someone is fucking with her.


  “We kinda had an argument last night, no big deal,” I answer him.


  “About what?” he asks, no less automatic anger in his voice.


  “Hey, no sidetracking, I wasn’t done,” Sawyer interrupts. I never thought I’d say this, but I’m actually grateful he does. “Next, we must consider that JT was late to the party and his bathroom light was on up there,” he points. “And…he seems to have forgotten the top snap on his trunks. Now, what do you suppose that means?” Sawyer’s grin is beyond smug and he’s got his fingers steepled, slowly tapping them together.


  I snap my trunks under the table and drop my head in defeat. I practically handed him this one. You’re a dumbass, JT.


  “That he took a piss?” Zach naively guesses, not near as concerned with everyone’s every fucking movement, nor as one-track minded as Sawyer.


  “Perhaps,” my detective uncle drawls, “but let’s test if my theory is right. See, I think Brynny forbid you to sniff on her friend and when you saw her, your frustration over forbidden fruit sent you running to your bathroom for a quick round of ‘Yank the Snake.’”


  “Jesus Christ, Beckett.” Zach looks around to see if anyone heard, which it doesn’t seem they did ‘cause no one's gasping or choking on their drinks. “Why do we let you talk? Don’t embarrass him like that.”


  “Would you prefer ‘Pull the Mule’? He’s one of us, so I assume Mule is fitting. JT?”


  Did he just ask me how big my dick is? Of course he did.


  “And I’m out. Your turn to watch him,” I say to Zach as I stand. “Uncle Saw, you’re wrong. And insane. It’s been torturous as always.”


  “Hey,” Zach stops me by the arm. “Crazy ass aside,” he nods toward Sawyer, “if there’s anything to his crude, inappropriate theory, nix it now. Plenty of girls for you to pursue. Only one Brynn. Think about that.”


  


  Five


  Bellamy


  BRYNN’S FAMILY IS beyond wonderful. Everyone, even the adults, are laid back, down to Earth and piss-your-pants hilarious. Especially her Uncle Sawyer. He might be my favorite. And all her aunts, mom, sister and cousins—not a snotty or catty thing about any of them—just the most welcoming, relatable women I’ve ever met. They don’t treat you like “a kid”.” In fact, they talk as candid and unfiltered as possible, sometimes to the point of blushingly unbelievable.


  I’ve learned, after tonight, Brynn is by far the reserved one of the group. Judd, her sister Skylar’s husband, and his father Evan are the only two that even come close to her personality type. It’s an interesting dynamic—one big group of “Yins” (the crazy ones) and “Yangs” (not so crazy) to balance them out.


  I’ve also figured out what makes Brynn the quietly competitive, ace pitcher and “MVP” of our school’s softball team. “Compete” is this family’s unspoken mantra—her mom Laney, who besides my own, is the coolest mother in existence at the helm.


  After the crowd thinned out—the grandparents, Pops and Nanabug, Mr. Kendrick’s business associates and the parents and players from the softball team all leaving—the pool volleyball game, suggested (or insisted upon really) by Brynn’s mom, commenced.


  The music went up and the gloves came off.


  I currently sit in a lounger, watching the “friendly” game unfold. Brynn has asked me to go change and play several times, but frankly, I’m scared.


  For instance, Laney just spiked the ball off Ryder’s face…and put up devil horns with a cackled “take that sucka!” I’m quite sure I want no part of the fun.


  Speaking of Ryder, poor guy looks miserable. Not because of the ball to the face either. No, he’s been sullen all night. Best guess—it’s because Brynn has avoided him the entire party. I can’t think of a reason why and haven’t had a chance to ask her, but first chance I get, you bet your ass I will.


  ‘Bad Boy For Life’ starts playing and Presley yells, “look out, this is my jam” while bouncing up and down in the water. Not a good idea for a girl almost as well-endowed as me. I may have caught a flash of nipple before she adjusted.


  “Hi, Bellamy, right?” Brynn’s Aunt Emmett, who I forgot to add on my list of the demure members of the group, comes and sits down beside me.


  “Yes, hi.”


  “Why aren’t you playing?”


  “Um, it has a little too much ‘blood sport’ feel to it for me,” I laugh.


  “I hear ya. You think this is bad, play a board game with them.” She shivers. “It’s brutal. So, are you having a good time?”


  “Very, everyone’s so friendly and fun. I wish I came from a big family like this. It’s just me and my parents.”


  “Well, any friend of Brynn’s is in the fold, so you have one now. But I’ll warn you, thick skin, a good sense of humor and learning how to not let anything shock you are vital requirements with this group,” she smiles. “But the benefits are endless. Unconditional love, a ton of people to listen and help with anything you need. I wouldn’t trade it for the world.”


  “Yeah,” my voice comes out feathery, envisioning what that’d be like. “I can see why you wouldn’t.”


  “Oh God,” she yelps, jumping to her feet. “My husband is trying to serve with his naked butt. Time for me to take him home. So nice to meet you tonight,” she calls out to me before yelling at her husband, indeed mooning everyone. “Beckett, butt covered and out of the pool! We’re leaving.”


  “Daddy, damn! Nobody wants to see that,” Presley chimes in, looking in the opposite direction of her father’s ass.


  Totally getting their abhorrence, but not exactly looking away either. His ass is…not that of ‘a dad.’ Nope, looks just fine from here.


  Probably not okay for me to be thinking that though, so I switch my gaze to the person I’ve struggled to keep it off of all night. Unsuccessfully.


  Jefferson Tate Kendrick.


  He does magical, unfamiliar things to my every sense and part of my body.


  His wet hair looks jet black and in the water, obviously shirtless, his glorious upper body is on glistening display. He’s well over six feet tall and I love when a man towers over me, making me feel dainty and feminine. His arms are tan and very well defined with muscles, but not too bulky.


  And don’t even get me started on his stomach. Flat and rippled with a faint, dark line of hair extending down from his belly button, along his six pack, hinting at something even better than the deeply grooved dents of his oblique muscles. The ‘V’ women always look for first.


  Found it.


  I see good looking guys every day, but never have I had such a visceral reaction to anyone like I do to JT. There’s just something about him, a silent confidence that speaks for itself and a virility oozing off him that makes my heartbeat spike, insides tingle and eyes worship hungrily.


  “Okay, all horny parentals, time to say goodnight.” It’s JT’s deep voice that clears my scandalous thoughts, pulling me back into the present.


  I see now why he felt the need for the announcement. It’s adorable really, how these men love their wives, demonstratively.


  I specifically watch Mr. Kendrick, because…I’m sure his son has some of those same characteristics and God, what would it possibly feel like to be wanted, adored, like that?


  The Allens leave hand in hand, Sawyer’s already been led to their vehicle, Bennett is riding piggy-back on her blond behemoth and Laney is thrown over her husband’s shoulder. None of them seeming the least bit disappointed that it’s time to go.


  Mr. Kendrick stops mid-stride and turns to address those remaining. “If you drank a single drop, I better find your ass asleep here in the morning. Keep the music down and nobody gets hurt. I could look out my window at any time, so behave accordingly. I love and trust you all, don’t abuse that. Understood?”


  A round of “yes sirs” goes out as he hitches Laney higher up on his shoulder and hurries toward the house.


  Which leaves The Squad, Ryder and me.


  “What now?” Presley asks.


  “Now,” Brynn swims to the edge right in front of me. “Bellamy finally puts on her bathing suit and gets in the pool with her best friend on her special night.”


  “Could you have loaded any more guilt into that?” I laugh.


  “I could try. Are you gonna do it?”


  Six sets of eyes bore into me, waiting on my answer. If I string it out into a long production, the bigger deal it will be, so I stand and nod. “Be right back.”


  What do I have to lose? Skylar and Presley’s suits don’t leave much to the imagination, I’ll fit right in. Not to mention, there’s only three guys here and one’s married, one’s with Brynn, despite her odd behavior tonight, and the last? I don’t much mind if he enjoys the view. If he enjoys the view. I’m not one of those stick-figure girls, my mama gave me curves.
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  BY THE TIME I return, wearing my new red bikini and hiding as much of myself as I can with my arms, a bottle of champagne left over from the party is being passed around.


  I’m pretty sure Brynn and I are the only ones not old enough to drink, and I thought I had already gathered that everyone is way too protective over her to allow her a taste… but apparently not.


  “Go ahead, Brynny.” Skylar hands her the bottle. “It’s your night and we’re all here to watch you. Nobody’s going anywhere.”


  She starts to take the bottle then stops to look at JT, who has a scowl on his face and just let out a low growl.


  “Oh stop,” Skylar gripes at him. “Like you never drank before you were twenty-one. I can remember picking you up from at least two parties just off the top of my head. She’s in her own backyard for God’s sake! Relax, hypocrite. Here Brynny, take it and ignore him. I’d rather you do it when we’re around and if JT doesn’t knock it off, I’ll have Judd kick his ass. Right, honey?”


  “Uh, wrong,” Judd laughs and kisses the top of her head. “You Kendrick siblings do just fine duking it out yourselves.”


  “Amen,” Ryder adds.


  “Bellamy, you in with me?” Brynn asks.


  “I…well…” have drank before and don't think it’s a big deal, but… “I just don’t want to get caught by your parents and have them think badly of me.”


  Presley and Skylar both die laughing, taking turns at a gulp from the bottle.


  “Bellamy, cool name by the way, lemme let ya in on a little secret.” Presley throws an arm over my shoulder and belches.


  “Very classy, P,” Jefferson grumbles.


  “Thanks, felt good too.” She flings a sarcastic smile his way. “Anyway, Bellamy, I can assure you, once Uncle Dane carries Aunt Laney to bed on his shoulder, they’re not coming out of their room until morning. They’ll screw themselves into comas.”


  “Um, eww. True, but eww,” Brynn’s face scrunches in disgust.


  “Oh my God, enough talking about it,” Skylar huffs. “Bottoms up, babies!”


  She shoves the bottle in my hands and with a playful shrug and smile at Brynn, I tip it back then pass it to her. Then she drinks and hands off to Judd, and so it goes with everyone in the circle ‘til the bubbly is gone and my head’s a tiny bit fuzzy.


  “Hell yeah!” Presley claps her hands. “What’s next, bitches? Marco Polo or Manhunt?”


  “Manhunt?” Judd chuckles. “Are we twelve again?”


  “Just for that, Manhunt it is! Sky, tell your man to pull the stick out of his ass,” Presley bosses. Definitely the ‘wild child’ of the bunch.


  “Honey, pull the stick outta your ass,” Skylar tells Judd with a quick kiss.


  “Okay, who’s hunting?” Presley asks.


  I hesitantly raise my hand.


  “Yes, Aunt Whitley 2.0, you want to hunt or do you have a question?” Skylar looks at me and laughs, joined by the others.


  Brynn leans over and explains. “Our Aunt Whitley has a habit of raising her hand in the middle of conversations.”


  “Oh,” I snicker. “Well, I do have a question, several actually. I don’t know how to play Manhunt.”


  Everyone looks at me as if I just said I skin puppies for fun.


  “What? I don’t have any siblings, or a Squad,” I defend myself. “Please divert your stares away from the one of these things that’s not like the others.”


  “Very quippy, nice.” Presley nods in approval and gives me a high five. “You’re gonna fit in just fine. Okay, so how you play, super difficult, is…somebody hunts and the rest of us hide. Got it?”


  Maybe it’s the champagne, or perhaps my rising comfort level, but I blurt out, “Why didn’t you just say ‘Hide and Seek’?”


  “Thank you!” Judd throws out his arms and shakes his head. “That’s what I’ve been saying since, again, we were twelve.”


  “Honey, stick, ass, remember?” Skylar elbow nudges him in the side.


  “People, focus!” Presley takes charge with another loud clap. “I did not update the lingo, it just is. So call it whatever the fuck you want, let’s play. The J’s are hunting, that’s Judd and JT for any of you too drunk or dumb to figure it out. The rest of us are hiding. Backyard only, nothing outside the fence. And no grouping up, everyone hides alone.”


  I do a quick evaluation in my head. It’s dark out and the Kendrick backyard is enormous. As in, probably at least a couple acres. If someone doesn’t find me, I may very well stay lost until sunrise—no shit.


  And why did I have to put on a damn bathing suit on for this?


  The Squad—disorganized, spontaneous…or just plain crazy?


  


  Six


  JT


  HELL YES I’LL be a hunter, focused on only one target—a hot ass redhead in a tiny bikini of the same color.


  I had no idea what an excellent choice I’d made when I called the store to order her gifts. Bellamy and her body do crazy good things for that bikini. Not the other way around. She turns a couple of pieces of material into the ultimate tease…intricately placed scraps hinting at the absolute perfection underneath. I’ve been hard since she walked back outside in it.


  And now, Presley, my new favorite person in the world, has unknowingly set the stage for me to sneak in some up close and personal time with Bellamy. Brynn will be hiding somewhere in the dark, concentrating only on staying quiet and still, while I go hunt down her forbidden friend.


  “Alright, we’ll give you five minutes. Go,” I set the timer on my phone and watch them all scatter, waiting until Bellamy’s bouncing, bubble ass is completely out of sight before turning my back.


  “If your sister and I don’t make it back in time for the next round, go ahead and start without us,” Judd says.


  “Same goes,” I laugh, “for me and not my sister.”


  “No disrespect, you know I’ve only got eyes for Sky, but I don’t blame ya a bit, brother.” He claps my shoulder. “I mean, dayummm. You sure she’s single?”


  “Yep.”


  “How is that possible?” His shock is understandable. Especially once you’ve seen Bellamy in a bathing suit.


  “She’s like Brynny,” I shrug, quite happily I might add. “And our moms, not to make it weird,” I chuckle. “She’s about school, goals, real shit. Doesn’t date much or worry about guys and parties from what I’ve been told. That’s five minutes, let’s go. Wish me luck.”


  “I would’ve,” he mumbles, dipping his head to rub the back of his neck, “until you told me all that about her.”


  “What the fuck?” I push his shoulder, hard. “I gave the toast at your wedding, to my sister, and you’re gonna come at me with that shit?”


  “J…wait…” he tries to stop me from walking away.


  “Fuck you and your ‘wait’. We gotta hunt, it’s been almost ten minutes now. We’ll talk later, when I haven’t been drinking and you’ve rethought your bullshit.”


  “Sorry man,” I hear him mutter behind me.


  “Yeah, you sure the fuck are, a sorry ass friend. I’m going left, I suggest you go far, far, right,” I reply without turning around.


  First thing in the morning, no, make that first thing tomorrow afternoon, I’m gonna talk to my Uncle Sawyer…the labeled “playboy” of his generation in our family. Find out what he did with all the doubt when he mentioned being interested in someone. Hope he’s got a helluva cure, ‘cause this shit is really starting to piss me off.


  In the meantime, I’m gonna use my anger as fuel. Fuel to decide for myself…what exactly it is I want from the temptress that is Bellamy Morgan.


  I creep down the left fence line and with no effort whatsoever, spot Presley hunkered down behind the ivy-covered lattice. For picking the game, she sure sucks at it, but no matter—I pass right by her. The bushes up ahead move, Ryder trying to get a closer view of Brynn, lying down on the ground behind one of the flower bed borders. I keep going, didn’t see a thing.


  Damn, for a newbie, sweet Bellamy has me stumped. I’m all the way to the back fence, making my way east, without finding her yet. Judd was only looking for Skylar, but would have called out loud had he found anyone else first…so Bellamy’s still out here somewhere, lying in wait…for me.


  And finally there it is, a quick flash of red, like a beacon in the dark, as she peeks around the tree to check where the hunters are.


  I’m right here, Gorgeous. And I’m coming for you.


  I sneak around to approach her from behind, one hand tightly gripping her full, feminine hip, the other covering her mouth. It muffles her scream as I slowly turn her to face me. “Sshh,” I calm her down. “Can you be quiet?”


  She nods, so I take my hand away from her mouth—just the one hand. The other’s busy rubbing her soft skin, learning her curves.


  “Found ya,” I whisper, backing her up against the tree.


  “Yes, you did,” she whispers back breathily. “Now what?”


  My chest rumbles, my fingers digging into her skin. “Now I’m supposed to yell that I found you.”


  “But you don’t want to?” Her innocent, wide-eyes are an act, the gradual glide of her tongue over that plump bottom lip telling me so.


  I don’t speak, slowly shaking my head to answer, then let my eyes run the length of her, soaking in every delectable inch.


  “W…why not?” she asks on a shaky wisp.


  I force my gaze back up to lock on hers and move forward, a slow, subtle inch, until our bodies touch. “Belle, I…”


  “Call me Bellamy,” she sweetly interrupts. “I’m named after my two aunts, Isabelle and Amy. If you shorten it, we leave one of them out and I feel bad. Silly, I know,” she rolls her eyes, “but I’m a sappy, sentimental kinda girl.”


  Sappy. Sentimental. In girl language, they both actually mean romantic, hearts and flowers, hold me while I cry through movies, a rainstorm means stop and kiss me. Those kind of things. Because I have so many in my family, I speak “female” fluently.


  The “why” of which I have yet to figure out myself, I think I really do want to get to know this girl, do more than just sleep with her, but I’m not sure I’m ready for all that. And this beauty, looking at me with the hope of a tender, meaningful kiss glazing over her big green eyes, deserves everything her heart desires.


  I know next to nothing about her, but I’m sure of it.


  So, for the right reasons and not because of the “sister stipulation”,” I remove my hand from her hip, back up and yell, “I found Bellamy.”


  She searches my stare for the answer to her question ‘what changed and why’ asked in her eyes, but I say nothing. Leaving her to unfairly have to wonder, I turn and walk away, forcing my shoulders not to droop with disappointment.


  I bow out of playing another round and go to bed, disgusted with myself to realize…they’re right. Brynn and Judd have me pegged. I’m not quite the man whore my sister thinks I am, but I’m not exactly chivalrous either. And Bellamy—like Brynn, Skylar, and every other woman in my family—is more than worthy of nothing less than the romantic fairytale I now know she wants.


  Girls don’t abstain from dating and frat parties for some half-ass effort made by punks such as myself in hopes of eventually getting them into bed. No, they hold out for the whole, sincere package.


  And that’s that.


  Or so I thought.


  Just as I roll over to try and fall asleep, not picturing Bellamy, my phone pings with a text.


  


  Brynn: You ass! I ignored poor Ryder all night for nothing. I almost cried from the sad, confused look on his face and why? I know it was you who bought her that bikini and stuff, and Lord only knows what you tried when you found her in the game…after walking right by me! Deal’s off cheater!


  


  Me: You’re right, I did buy her that stuff. So yes, I cheated. But for the record, I only touched her hip when I found her. Doesn’t matter though. I agree, deal’s off. You be happy with Ryder. He’s a great guy. And I’ll stay away from your friend. Night, I love you Brynny.


  


  Brynn: I love you too. And seriously, you’ll stay away from her AND let me date Ryder? What changed your mind?


  


  Me: Seriously. Go for it. Ryder adores you and I want you to be happy. As for changing my mind, I just came to my senses. She and I are too different, not my type.


  


  Brynn: Thank you.


  


  Me: No problem. It was shitty of me to suggest playing games with people’s emotions in the first place. Night.
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  THE NEXT MORNING, I trudge downstairs, planning to grab something quick for breakfast and head back to my own apartment. What I get, however, is a chorus of “good mornings” and a table obviously set for one big ole ‘everybody join in’ brunch.


  Just fucking awesome. I can hardly wait.


  I avoid direct eye contact with Bellamy, but my eyes can’t avoid the rest of her. I’m only human and she’s wearing “too tiny not to notice” shorts and a tank top that barely holds in her tits. Guess a damn snowsuit or one of those moo-moo dresses must be too much to ask for.


  I don’t look at my baby sister either. I’m ashamed that I actually issued an ultimatum on her innocent happiness to pursue my lecherous own.


  And I don’t have to be told to help carry the rest of the food to the table, a welcomed distraction, then thank Helen, my dad’s housekeeper since before he even met my mom, now our cook only. Mom refused to let another person, especially a woman, nanny her children or clean her house, but even she couldn’t resist keeping Helen’s cooking around.


  “Lunch and dinner are covered in the fridge, heating directions written on them.” Helen puts away her apron and grabs her purse. “See you tomorrow.”


  Everyone thanks her and takes a seat.


  My father speaks first from the head of the table. “Did you kids have fun last night? Brynny, were you pleased with your party?”


  “Yes, very. Thank you,” she smiles at him, “both,” she gives my mom a smile too.


  “You’re welcome, sweetheart. We’re so proud of you,” my mom beams. “Bellamy, what’d you think? I know we can be a little much, especially all at once, but I do hope you enjoyed yourself.”


  “I did, and everyone seemed wonderful. Thank you for having me,” she answers in an even sweeter voice than the last time I heard it.


  Platters start being passed around, some people talking, some digging right in, but I’m not too distracted by everything to miss the hushed war Skylar and Judd appear to be having across the table.


  And why I’m even surprised at what my older sister does next, I don’t know. Complete waste of energy.


  “JT,” she slams down her fork and glares at me, “why the hell are you mad at my husband?”


  “Ask him, later,” I lowly grate past a jaw clenched in aggravation.


  “I already did and he won’t tell me. So you better, like, now!” She speaks louder than acceptable for a ‘small traces of a hangover’ brunch, with our parents no less.


  “He may jump when you say ‘now,’ but I don’t. I’ll tell ya if he won’t, but when I said later, I meant it. So drop it and eat.” I give her a deadly stare that she knows means I’m done.


  My father clears his throat and calmly, pure deception, rests his elbows on the table and steeples his fingers under his chin. “Ryder, Bellamy, I’d like to apologize to you both for the juvenile behavior of my adult children. And if you’re done eating, I ask that my family be given some privacy. Again, I apologize.”


  “Don’t bother, we'll leave,” Skylar barks and starts to stand.


  “Sit. Down.” My dad warns in a chilling tone. “And change your attitude real quick, young lady.”


  Ryder jumps up. “Thank you for having me, letting me stay over and the delicious meal, but I need to head out. Bellamy, want a ride home?”


  “Yes, please.” She quickly rises. “Like Ryder said, thank you for everything. I’ll…uh…see you later, Brynn.” She starts for the stairs and tells Ryder to give her a second to grab her bag.


  “I am family,” Presley laughs as she too gets up, “but I don’t want to stay for this. Thanks Uncle Dane, Aunt Laney. See ya, Children of Wrath.”


  It’s eerily silent as we wait for them to all leave. The minute the door shuts behind them, my dad heaves out a loud, angry sigh and relaxes back in his chair. Again—deception—he’s keeping us off guard with conflicting voices and gestures.


  “Babe,” my mom’s drawl is filled with worry as she reaches for his arm.


  He looks at her, arching one brow, waiting for the argument or plea she has planned.


  She internally debates for a bit, fiddling with her napkin, then speaks. “Nope, you’re right. They acted like asses, have at ‘em.”


  


  Seven


  JT


  “DAD, LIKE YOU said, we’re adults. We’ll work it out between us. No need for a scolding from you,” I explain respectfully in between taking huge bites faster than a man fresh out of prison.


  I’m ready to get the hell out of here…and I’ll risk choking to make it happen.


  “Usually I’d agree with you, son. But not today. Because today, my meal was interrupted and three guests in my home ran out of it as if on fire due to the way you adults were working it out yourselves. So surely you understand why I now consider myself involved.”


  “Brynn and I can be excused then, right? ‘Cause we handled ours. Only one who showed their ass was Skylar,” I clip back…and realize my fatal mistake.


  “Brynn?” Dad’s voice drops way lower than any notes on a scale and his brows bend to meet in the middle. “What’s Brynn got to do with anything?”


  My father loves all his children, as does my mom, but it’s a well-known fact we just accept and don’t talk about—Brynny is his baby girl and besides his wife, she is the one you do not want to fuck with…if you know what’s good for you.


  “Good question,” Skylar snidely butts in, also a very dumb move. “How is Brynn involved? What the hell am I missing here, people? JT is stuffing food in his face trying to leave as fast as he can, he left the party early last night sulking, he’s mad at Judd and something happened with Brynn? That about cover all the mysteries?” She slams both hands on the table.


  “Laney,” Dad grunts, rubbing his forehead. “Would you like first crack at reeling in your children before I lose it on them?”


  Yes, excellent plan. Because the other unspoken ‘known’ in this family? I’m my mom’s favorite, mostly because my dad is by far the toughest on me. Skylar has Aunt Bennett and Aunt Whitley’s favor—but I don’t see either of them here. What a shame for the shit-stirrer.


  “Yeah, I’ll give it a shot,” Mom sighs and sets down her fork. “Sky honey, I love you, but two things. First, you need to time your outbursts better. We do not air private family matters in front of guests, making them feel uncomfortable. Understood?”


  “Yes Ma’am,” she utters quietly.


  “Good. And secondly, you really should let JT and Judd work things out on their own. They’re grown men and they’ve been friends, family, their whole lives. Judd, do you need Sky to fight your battles?”


  “No Ma’am. And I could’ve sworn I said those exact words to her.” Judd gives his wife a pointed look.


  “I know you were just trying to help,” Mom continues, smiling at Sky, ““but…don’t. Men lack the inherent need to talk everything out like women. Leave them to their ways. Now, JT, Brynn, why are you two having problems?”


  “We’re not,” my sister fields this one. “We didn’t see eye to eye on something, but we talked and worked it out. Everything is fine.”


  “You mean you’re fine.” Mom’s eyes narrow as she, like always, nails it right on the head. “Tell me if I get something wrong Brynn, but I know my son, and here’s what I think happened. JT gave in and let things go your way because you’re his little sister and he’d do anything to make you happy. But he’s miserable with the outcome, which is why he left the party early and looks like he lost his best friend now. How’d I do?”


  Mom really does rock. That smug, over-the-top smile on her face is priceless.


  “J,” Brynn turns to me, her voice wobbling under the weight of tears building in her sweet eyes. “Is she right? You said more than once you were sure.”


  Could I be surrounded by any more ‘dramatize everything’ women? Jesus.


  Judd clears his throat, the noise snaring my gaze, which was his intent. “I’m pretty sure I know what went down and I didn’t help any with what I said, did I? Made you doubt yourself and influenced your decision.”


  I don’t respond. Don’t need to. Don’t want to.


  “J, you gotta know, I just spouted off without thinking, had a buzz, whatever. You’re my brother man, I’d put your character up against anyone in the world. I didn’t mean anything by it and I’m damn sorry.”


  “‘Preciate that. We’re cool,” I tell him and nod my head once. “Last time we talk about it though.”


  “Of course,” he agrees.


  “Will someone please tell me what the fuck we’re actually talking about?” Skylar’s dam bursts and she shouts, unable to stand being left out of the loop for another second.


  “Laney, your daughter just said ‘fuck’ at my table,” Dad spaces his deceptively calm, clipped words evenly.


  “I’m aware, honey. I can hear.”


  “Just checking.”


  “Skylar, you and Judd go on home before your father has an aneurysm. Judd, please fill your wife in on things before she has an aneurysm. We love you both, you know that.” Mom stands and holds out her arms, them each hugging her and Judd shaking Dad’s hand.


  “Sorry, Daddy.” Skylar hugs him too. “Love you.”


  “I know, sweetie. I love you too. Just not your behavior.”


  They grab their stuff and leave…and then there were two.


  “I’ve gotta get going,” I announce and stand. “It’s been real, thanks for breakfast.”


  Mom steps in front of me, wrapping me in a hug. “You’re sad, baby. Wanna talk, just me and you?”


  I pull back and kiss her cheek. “I’m solid Mom, promise. But thank you.”


  “JT?” Brynn almost whispers and I turn to her.


  “We’re fine. Told you that, meant it. Love you.”
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  AFTER THE BREAKFASt from Hell, I drive to my apartment that I share with one of my buddies, Sutton Ellis. His motorcycle’s in the driveway, beside a two-door, blue number I don’t recognize, but would bet my dick belongs to a girl.


  Because, as seems to be the new trend, it’s got fancy script initials on the back windshield. The “monogram fad” girls are obsessed with these days. They put it on everything. I don’t quite get it. Are they afraid they won’t recognize which car, cup, coat, you name it…is theirs without it?


  I’m almost to the door when a hot brunette walks out with “just fucked” hair and smudged makeup. And I shit you not—she’s wearing a t-shirt with a monogrammed pocket. I simply shake my head, holding back my ridiculing laugh that’s dying to burst out.


  “Hi,” she chirps. “You must be JT, the roommate.”


  I so badly want to say “oh thank God, I’m at the right place. I wasn’t sure without my initials on the front door,” but I refrain. Sutton might want to have this one back over sometime, so I play nice.


  “That would be me.”


  “I’m Brandie. With an ‘ie’, not a ‘y’. I gotta get to work, but nice to meet you,” she waves and scampers to her car.


  Lucky for me she cleared up the ‘ie’ versus ‘y’ debacle, I would’ve been plagued with wonder the rest of the day.


  “You too,” I reply as though I actually mean it.


  “Yo,” Sutton looks up from his video game when I walk in. “How was the party?”


  “It was a party.” I flop down on the couch. “How was Brandie with an ‘ie’?”


  He laughs. “She actually told you that shit?”


  “That she did.”


  “She was decent. Sweet girl, very open to instruction, but not much upstairs. Tried to have a conversation with her this morning to be nice, since she made breakfast. And you know, because I’m a gentleman.”


  I snort at that.


  He either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care, and continues. “She couldn’t work the toaster, and when I said the silverware was in the drawer to her right, she opened the cabinet…to her left. Not sure which part scared me worse.”


  “She was cute,” I offer.


  “Not cute enough. Need some smarts too. I can find cute any day of the week. Speaking of which, bunch of us are going to the Rooster’s Nest tonight; that band Fahrenheit is playing. Need my wingman.”


  “Roosters don’t have fucking nests,” I deadpan.


  “Got it, just like I had it the last time you said it,” he laughs.


  “Well, if you’re looking for a smart girl, maybe you should try looking in a place named something smart. Just a thought.”


  Bugs me every damn time—Rooster’s Nest. What dumbass names their bar that? Oh, I know who…but wouldn’t ever comment aloud. I like my dick attached to my body far too much.


  But Fahrenheit is a great band, made up of five local college guys that I’ve seen a play a couple of times. Always a great show, so I agree to go with him.


  And tonight, I don’t care if they’re smart. I fully intend to make nice with the first co-ed I meet who takes my mind off Bellamy.


  “Hey,” Sutton hollers as I walk down the hall to my room. “Nine o’clock. You wanna do a cab?”


  “No, I’ll DD.” I want to stay sober so I don’t wake up with anyone I didn’t intend to.


  “Fuck that. I’m not taking a boring, sober, wingman. You’re drinking. I’ll call and set up the cab.”


  “Whatever,” I agree just to shut him up, still planning to stay sober and drive my own car. “I’m gonna grab a shower then sleep for a while. Wake me up by eight.”


  “Yep,” he agrees and I shut the bathroom door.


  I turn on the water and while I wait for it to really heat up, I like my showers hot, I send Brynn a text to check on her.


  


  Me: The parentals set you down and grill you?


  


  If they did question her, they must be done because she answers right away.


  


  Brynn: They didn’t mention it again. Shocked. Think Mom pretty much put everything she wanted to say out there. I know you said we’re good, but are we really? What Mom said…is she right? Please tell me, JT.


  


  Me: Yes, about some of it. I would do anything for you, but I’m not miserable. That's a stretch. I met her twice. Think I’ll recover.


  


  Brynn: Okay, as long as you say so. But I’m starting to feel really guilty. I was being unfair. I’m really sorry about that.


  


  Me: Yeah, you were, but you realize it and have now apologized. You’re forgiven, forget the whole thing. My decision was all my own, swear. I could’ve fought you on it, I am choosing not to. Now stop worrying, I gotta go. Big plans tonight, which will have her well forgotten.


  


  Brynn: Have fun, be safe. Love you…very much.


  


  Me: Love you too.


  


  I strip and hop in the shower, praying that was the last conversation I ever have to have on the subject. I took my dog out of the fight, it’s done, over. And it’ll be a helluva lot easier to live with that decision if everyone will kindly shut the hell up about it.


  


  Eight


  Bellamy


  “I DON’T THINK we should go in,” I second-guess as we stand outside the bar.


  “Why not?” Marshall, a classmate from last year and self-elected study partner this upcoming semester, asks.


  “Because the intellectual level of our future generations is already declining rapidly. By walking into a place called “Rooster’s Nest,” which is neither an actual thing nor an overly clever play on words, we’re encouraging that everyone just accept stupidity.”


  “Bellamy, we’re here for a Sociology assignment, not Political Science. Save all that fancy thinking for your paper.”


  My point exactly. Nothing I said was political. We’re all so screwed—go ahead and wave goodbye to Social Security now, ‘cause it’s not looking good, people.


  There—that was political.


  “Let’s go,” Marshall grabs my hand and pulls me forward so the bouncer can check my I.D. and stamp my hand ‘under 21.’ And with that, we enter the supposed nest of a rooster.


  I’m in a seedy bar, under aged, on a weekend night. But in my defense, it’s for school. I’d protest the curriculum when classes start, but it didn’t technically say “must visit a bar.” The assignment is to dissect, examine and compare the similarities and differences of social interaction between men and women, ages 21-35, in five different settings: Formal, Structural, Free Social, Planned Social and Private.


  I’d seen the course syllabus when I went to pick up my packet and decided to get a jump start on it while I still had some free time in my schedule to explore such settings. Now I’m rethinking the whole class.


  I don’t know how I’m going to accomplish the “private” portion—again, words mean something—shout out the answer if you know what private means…but tonight, we’re covering Free Social.


  That’s a bar, no brainer. And Marshall likes the band playing tonight. So when he invited me, I accepted.


  “You want a drink?” he shouts over the house music after we’ve gotten ourselves a table.


  I hold up my stamped hand and smile cheekily.


  “That might as well say ‘drink up,’” he laughs. “I’ll go to the bar and order it, then bring it back. Simple,” he shrugs.


  In my defense, again, the assignment did advise to adopt the mindset and social exceptions of your subject matter, so I’ll have one. To lower my inhibitions…which is precisely why it’s easy to approach the opposite sex in a bar—lowered inhibitions.


  Honestly, I could write this portion of the paper without ever leaving my couch, but observation is a part of the grade and a cheater I am not.


  “Okay, I’ll have one drink,” I raise a single finger in case he didn’t hear me.


  “Hell yeah! What do you want?”


  I hitch a shoulder. “Surprise me.”


  I get asked to dance twice while I wait for Marshall to return, politely declining both, but taking notes on their approach, exact verbiage and my best guess on their level of intoxication.


  At this rate of research, I’ll be home in no time.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, if there’s any of those in here,” an older man, covered in tattoos and having forgotten the shirt under his black leather vest, speaks into the microphone on stage. “I wanna thank ya’ll for coming out tonight. As you know, we’ve got the hottest new band in the area here,” he pauses while the crowd goes wild with whistles and ear-piercing screams. “And they tell me they’re ready to come out and rock the panties off every lady in the house! So watch your wives men, ‘cause I give you…Fahrenheit!”


  All the lights go out and soon the slow beat of a drum starts to thump through the darkness. Then there’s a sudden flash and the stage comes alive in multi-color. Five guys, maybe a couple years older than me I’d guess, are in place and break into their first song.


  “They’re kick ass, right?” Marshall yells, back with our drinks.


  “Seem to be so far,” I also have to yell my reply before taking a sip of whatever it is he brought me. I cough, my eyes watering instantly, and yell again. “What is this?” I point at the glass of poison.


  “Jack and Coke.”


  Funny, I didn’t think I looked like a “whiskey girl.” Pina Colada maybe, when I’m at my friskiest…but Jack?


  In an attempt to fit in, I bob my head a little to the beat and rest the straw in my mouth, not actually consuming a drop. I have research to do, so I sit back and people watch—I’m not here just for the hell of it. However, my study partner seems to be, which is becoming very apparent as he tosses back two shots and leans over to tell me he’s going into the crowd.


  In hindsight, I realize I probably should’ve insisted on the “buddy system.” Too late now, there are so many bodies packed in front of the stage I’ve already lost sight of him.


  The band is good, playing mostly originals, and the members…not exactly painful to look at, not one bit. But when the bassist, who could be Brandon Flower’s muscled-up twin, switches to a double-neck electric guitar and starts the opening bars of ‘Love Song’ by Tesla, I sit up pin straight from the crazy tingle zinging up my spine.


  This song has always been one of my absolute favorites, and if that sexy guy who can play multiple instruments starts singing it, I may lose all decorum.


  Oh shit, after he fingers his way through the long intro flawlessly, he does sing it, in an all-man, raspy voice of the gods. Forget people watching, right now my eyes see only him.


  “Got ya another,” Marshall stumbles into the table, splashing the drink on it.


  “Sshh,” I hiss, shooing him away.


  “Well, excuse me,” he laughs then downs two more shots, if I’m counting correctly from my periphery, and disappears again.


  I sway to the rest of the song, closing my eyes a few times to focus solely on the way his voice massages the lyrics, then open them and jump out of my seat to applaud wildly when he’s finished.


  “Like that, did ya?” he smirks and asks into the mic.


  Everyone screams their yes…but he asks again. And I think…he asks me.


  No, couldn’t be. I jerk my head left, right, then do a full spin to see who he’s talking to, but it’s just me tucked in this corner.


  “Yes, you.” His sexy, baritone laugh resonates through the air and vibrates me to my core. “Cutie in the corner. Did you like that?”


  My cheeks flame and my mouth goes dry, yet somehow, I manage to nod.


  “I’m glad,” he winks at me. “Pick a song, Cutie.”


  Everyone in the entire bar is staring at me, I can feel it, but I keep my gaze trained solely on him. “Um…” I search my mental Rolodex for another favorite that might possibly fall in what I perceive as their “genre,” and finally come up with one. “Never Tear Us Apart?” I more ask than answer.


  “Oh yeah,” he growls in an octave of pure sin and gives me a cocky grin. “Some INXS, excellent choice. Come up here where I can really sing it to you,” he slowly curls his finger at me, turning up the seduction in the crooked curl to his mouth.


  Marshall must’ve spiked my drink and that first sip I took is taking effect, because there’s no way this is actually happening. Things like this don’t even happen to special people, let alone humdrums like me.


  So I have to be imagining my tentative steps toward the stage. Hallucinating the gorgeous guy squatting down, hand out, waiting for me. Hearing voices rather than the lead singer really saying, “Well folks, guess I’ll pick up the bass since Zeke here sees something he likes and is taking over.”


  “What’s your name, beautiful?” He leans into me, his silky baritone caressing my ear, his thumb rubbing my wrist.


  “B…Bellamy,” I stammer quietly.


  “Of course it is,” he chuckles softly. “Not an ordinary thing about you. I’m going to sing your song, beautiful Bellamy, and you’re gonna wait for me after the show. Deal?”


  Once more, all I can manage is a nod, and he laughs at that. “So damn sweet,” he grunts, biting his bottom lip as he runs his eyes the length of me. “See you soon.”


  He kisses my knuckles then stands, counting off the song I chose to his bandmates.


  It’s a full body experience—his serenade. He should be the lead singer all the time, his voice a deep, gritty phenomenon. His dark eyes, locked on me, hold an intensity that demands your full attention. I’m mouthing the words along with him, lost in a once-in-a-lifetime haze, when I’m almost knocked off my feet, literally.


  “Look at you,” a very drunk, bobbling Marshall screams in my ear. “I didn’t know I was coming with the chosen one. Can you hook me up to meet the band?”


  My guess is gonna be no, if judging by the scathing glare Zeke is giving him. Marshall bumps me again and I turn to grab both his arms and steady him. “Easy there, Grace. How much have you had to drink?” I ask.


  “Dunno,” he makes some sloppy movement I think is meant to be a shrug and laughs. “Guess I should’ve eaten. Why’s it matter?”


  I let go of him, kinda hoping he does fall now. “You were my ride home, remember? Just,” I push him away, “lemme enjoy the rest of the song.”


  I look back up and get a crooked smile and nod from Zeke—I think he approves of the shove I gave Marshall.


  After they finish my choice, Zeke goes back to the bass and I point to my table, mouthing that I’m gonna sit back down. This up-close mosh pit isn’t for me.


  Back in my chair, I rack my brain on how I’m gonna get home, when an eerie sense of scrutiny raises every hair on the back of my neck.


  “You ‘bout ready to go?” A husky, almost angry sounding voice behind me causes me to shriek and jolt in my seat. Then just as suddenly, I take a calming breath and sigh in relief. May have taken me by surprise for a second—but I know that voice.


  I peek over my shoulder and sure enough, there he stands, leaned casually up against the wall with his arms crossed.


  “Hey Jefferson, what are you doing here? You wanna sit down?” I motion to the empty stool.


  “Why do you call me Jefferson?” he asks, declining my invite to sit.


  “Because it’s your name?”


  “Everyone calls me JT and you know it,” he steps toward me. “I’m not saying I don’t like it, but why do you do it? The real reason.”


  I exhale weightily and decide to go with the truth. Might as well. This has already been the craziest night I’ve ever experienced. “Because no one else does.”


  “And you wanted to be different with me, just like that?” He advances a couple more steps, now standing right in front of me, blocking my view of the stage.


  “I guess so, I’m not sure.”


  “Yes you are,” the corner of his mouth slowly curls up and a certain delight shines in his eyes.


  “Awful weird conversation we’re having here. Are you drunk too?” I don’t smell alcohol on him, only male potency and crisp cologne.


  “Awful weird night. I’m told you’re a shy recluse, not a party girl, yet I find you in a bar, letting band boy croon to you while he eye fucks ya. I haven’t drunk at all, dead sober and confused as hell why you’re here. And who’s that drunk douchebag you’re here with?”


  “Just a guy that’s gonna be in my Sociology class. I’m actually here doing required observation for an upcoming assignment. And I have no idea what happened with Zeke. Nothing like that ever happens to me.”


  “Zeke? You know is name?” He sneers with severe mockery and condescension.


  “Well yeah, now. His bandmate said it.” I dip my head, embarrassed of the impression he must have of me—some star-struck groupie, which I’m anything but.


  He slides his finger under my chin and lifts my face to look at him. His dark brown eyes edged with something I can’t quite name, yet makes me feel ashamed on collision. “What did he say to you?”


  And as usual, what seems to be all I can ever say to him, the truth pops out. “He said I was so damn sweet and asked me to wait for him after the show.”


  “No fucking way in hell is that happening,” he snaps with palpable ferocity. “How were you planning on getting home?”


  “I was supposed to ride with Marshall. The…um…drunk douchebag.”


  “That’s not fucking happening either. He’s sloshed and not worth a shit at looking out for you. I’ll give you a ride home, let’s go.” He reaches for my hand, but I balk.


  “Hold up just a damn minute, bossy. Who says I’m ready to leave? And you can’t tell me I’m not allowed to wait around for Zeke. I said I would.” I tilt my chin up and cross my arms in blatant defiance.


  He bends, his lips grazing my ear. “Guess who owns fifty-one percent of this bar, Bellamy?”


  When I remain silent, except for my audible, heavy breathing that can only be blamed on his very close proximity, he answers himself with a trace of subdued amusement. “My Uncle Sawyer. You’re gonna leave with me so I know you got home safe or one call and I’ll have this whole motherfucker closed in thirty minutes. What’s it gonna be?”


  “Fine,” I surrender with a cool bitterness, ready to go home but not a fan of being told what to do, and head for the door. “But only because my DD is soused.”


  I stop at the door and turn, waiting for him to raise his eyes from my ass to my face. When he does, I put some extra sass in my grin. “By the way, anyone who owns half this bar and has the good sense God gave a goose would know…roosters don’t have nests!”


  Take that Bossy Pants.


  


  Nine


  JT


  I GO TO a bar to get my mind off the strictly prohibited, innocent girl of my every fantasy as of late, and lo and behold—there she is. With a drunk for a fucking designated driver and being publicly seduced by a musician with a God complex no less.


  My blood is boiling, but lucky for her she agreed to leave with me, and as I manage to gently help her into the front seat of my car, I immediately start to feel less homicidal. And shout-out to “my gut”…I knew there was a reason I waved to Sutton as the cab pulled off and insisted on driving myself tonight.


  So much is going on in my head right now, I can’t decide what I want to discuss with her first. I get behind the wheel and just sit there, taking deep breaths, causing me to inhale her sweet scent…which is doing anything but helping me organize my thoughts.


  If I’m too much of a “playboy” for her, then she damn sure has no business waiting around for a wanna-be rock star. What the hell was she thinking?


  “Jefferson,” she shakily whispers. “I really appreciate the ride home, but I think you might have to start the car to accomplish that.”


  “Dammit!” I slam both hands on the wheel, as frustrated as I can ever remember being.


  Bellamy flinches, no doubt scared by my lunatic behavior. “What, what’s wrong?” she asks in clear panic.


  “Where should I start?” I scoff, then gentle my voice to admit and release some of what’s bothering me. “I like the way you say my name, my real name. Your subtle sarcasm is adorable and funny. And I’m not even gonna pretend that I don’t love your smokin’ fucking hot body. Or your beauty. Mesmerizing, really.”


  “Oh,” her response is barely audible as she shifts in her seat. “Um…thank you. I had no idea.”


  “Yes you did. I know you felt something too, at least a slight attraction or curiosity. What, she forbid you too?”


  “Huh? Who? From what?”


  Shit. I didn’t mean to say that last part, I really didn’t. I never narc on my little sister…and yet, I just did.


  “Nothing, never mind. Where do you live?” I start the car, turning on the radio.


  She reaches over and turns it right back off again. “Appleton Apartments, on the corner of Broad and Maple. Now answer my questions.”


  I exhale a labored breath, heavy with guilt and dread of the upcoming war I know I just started. “Bellamy, I can’t. Please just forget what I said. Forget all of it. It’s what’s best. Let me get you home safe, then we can both pretend this night never happened.” I put the car in gear and pull out.


  “Is that what you want?” God, she’s so calm. And sincere, sexy and off-limits…a man only has so much willpower.


  “What do you want? Rocker guy?” I should probably squash the jealousy in my voice if I’m serious about forgetting everything.


  Why can’t I move on from this girl, like every single one before her? It’d be nothing but trouble and a fight with my family to pursue her. And I barely know her. But despite my best efforts, I just can’t seem to get any of that to matter most.


  It’s gotta be the classic ‘I want what I can’t have’ allure. Brynn should give me the green light and this would all go away. Right?


  “No,” she snickers. “It was a cool experience and yeah, he was attractive. Plus, the rock star vibe is like, I don’t know, universally hot, but I’m pretty level-headed. It would take more than some showy flirting to get me to change, well, everything about myself. And the lead singer said “something” he likes and Zeke didn’t correct him. I’m not a thing.”


  “But you were gonna wait for him after the show?” Again, not exactly supporting my ‘forget it all’ campaign.


  “Honestly?” She pauses, tilting her head in deep consideration. “No, I wouldn’t have. Not to pigeonhole anyone, but I’m not willing to find out personally, alone, if the groupie sex, drugs and after-party stereotypes are true or exaggerated. I probably would’ve chatted with him off to the side, said “thanks for the song,” but I wouldn’t have gone backstage or anywhere private with him.”


  “I believe you. Good thing too, since you’re best friends with my sister,” I grumble just as we pull up in front of her apartment complex and I park, then open my door.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Walking you up to your apartment.” I quickstep around to help her out.


  “You don’t have to do that. Nobody else ever has and I’ve always been fine.”


  “Bellamy, give me your hand.” I hold mine out and wait to see if she’ll “come to me,” smiling when she does with no hesitation. I shut her door and don’t let go of her tiny hand as we walk toward the building. “I wasn’t raised to let ladies out at the curb or walk alone in the dark. And you should expect nothing less from a real man.”


  “A man, real or otherwise, has never been here,” she mutters…making me all kinds of happy.


  “Well, one has now, so the bar’s been set. It’s not a high bar, it’s common courtesy. So, if they can’t hang with the basics, dump their ass immediately,” I laugh.


  “Will do,” she giggles. “This is me.” She stops in front of 104A. Ground level—not liking that a damn bit.


  “All right, good night Bellamy.” I release my hold on her and start to turn.


  “Wait. You got us all sidetracked and never answered my questions from earlier. What did you mean about being forbid? And by who?”


  “Not gonna tell ya,” I shake my head. “Just can’t. And I’m begging you, please, let it go.”


  “You have to tell me,” she playfully pushes at my chest. “I know me, I won’t be able to let it go. It’ll drive me crazy wondering. Don’t worry, I can keep a secret.”


  “Can you?”


  “Yes, of course,” she nods, earnest eyes honed in on mine.


  “No, I’m serious, Bellamy.” I move in close, stopping when my face is less than an inch from hers and lift my hand to cup her cheek. “Can you really? Keep a secret, from everyone, even your best friend?”


  “Yes,” her lids fall lazily and her answer is a breathy promise.


  “Good, remember you said that,” I growl my impatient warning and push her up against the wall, using only the force of my body plastered to hers. My other hand comes up, her face now cradled in both, and crash my lips to hers. Finally taking my taste of Eden’s apple. May God forgive me.


  And fuck me if it isn’t everything I imagined and more. Soft, warm lips that I trace with my tongue as she lets out the sexiest little mewl I’ve ever heard. I use the opening to slide my tongue inside, surprised when I hear myself grunt deeply in her mouth.


  Nails graze up my neck and she tugs on my hair, so I give her what she wants, pressing my body harder against hers and devouring her mouth even rougher. Our tongues tangle in perfectly matched depravity, and I swear, I think she starts to climb me.


  Her hands grip my shoulders and she keeps hitching her leg around my hip, trying to clamp it around me, so I help. My fingers dig into the backs of her thighs and I hoist her off the ground, groaning as she curls both legs around my waist and grinds herself against my hard-on.


  I thrust forward, making damn sure she really feels exactly what she does to me, and snap…losing all remaining semblance of control. Her ear, neck, collarbone, mouth…I can’t get enough, licking, kissing and sucking over her soft skin while she dry humps the shit out of me, moaning my name.


  I want to fuck her so badly, slide deep inside what I know will be tight, untouched heat; right here, right now. I want to yank down her shirt, rip her bra open and suck on her huge tits until she screams for me to take her. I want to watch her drop to her knees and bury my cock in between those lush lips, inch by inch.


  And, holy shit, I can’t believe I just had the fleeting thought…but, I want to carry her to bed and hold her against my chest all night long.


  “Bellamy, we have to-”


  “Stop. I know,” she whimpers, dropping her legs and arms from around me.


  I was gonna say “take this inside,” but she squashed that dream real quick. Probably for the best. Probably.


  Both our chests are heaving, her nipples, as hard as my dick, poking out to taunt me as we stand in silence. Her cheeks are flushed, lips swollen and those eyes…wide and wild, a bright, hungry emerald. Stunning.


  I don’t want to think about where we go from here because I know the answer—nowhere. Unless…she was the one to convince Brynny I’m what she wants and am good to her. But how would she even know that when I’m not allowed to convince her? We don’t get the chance to see if we mesh well, or if I really do want to be more with her, or her with me, because of Brynn.


  What a fucked up, ass backwards mess.


  I should tell my sister to butt the fuck out. Easy, right?


  Wrong. So very, very wrong. Not even close to how it works in my large, extended family. We’re all loyal to a fault. Nothing or no one comes before family—no questions asked.


  So I say, “I should go.”


  “Yeah,” she replies, her voice somewhere between disappointed and…angry? “Thanks again for the ride home. And Jefferson?” she practically purrs, sliding a hand up my chest and patting over my heart. “You be sure and let me know, when you know.”


  With that, she gives me a sad smile and turns, going inside and shutting the door in my face.


  I might not do relationships, but neither am I a moron. I completely understand what she just said to me.


  I walk back to my car, running down the list in my head of who would be my best choice to talk to about my current, huge fucking predicament.


  By the time I’ve settled behind the wheel, I’ve narrowed it down to three choices:


  Uncle Sawyer—who was already my first thought and will be real with me, holding nothing back and is familiar with being “relationship challenged” in his day. But he can’t keep a secret worth a shit.


  Aunt Bennett—who can keep a secret and gives objective input, but I’d have to get her away from Uncle Zach, not an easy feat, because he’ll automatically side with Brynn on any matter.


  Or my older sister Skylar—female perspective, 50/50 chance she’ll keep a secret and gets as frustrated as me with the whole “Brynn’s the baby” bullshit. But after what happened between me and Judd, who may have apologized but obviously thought about it, she might already be biased.


  And suddenly, the best choice pops in my head and I literally laugh out loud in shock. Dumbfounded. About to choose the absolute last person I ever thought I would. Must be due to the loss of blood to my brain from the hard-on Bellamy left me packing.


  I’m gonna talk to my dad.


  Dane “Daughters Are Different Than Sons So I Must Demand The Most From JT” Kendrick.


  This oughta be fun.


  


  Ten


  Bellamy


  I’M ABSOLUTELY LIVID, and I don’t get livid—I’m pretty even keeled.


  I’m also enthralled. I’ve never felt anything even close to this all-consuming fascination and I find myself wondering what more I’m missing.


  But most importantly, I’m disappointed. Saddened to realize there’s some manipulation with other people’s fates going on, with no thought or regard for their feelings.


  No offense to Mr. and Mrs. Kendrick, who I have no doubt are clueless to the games being played, but their children’s behavior is severely lacking the values and morals I know they pride their family on and work endlessly to instill.


  My head and body are still reeling from that kiss Jefferson put on me. The way his warm lips grazed over my skin. His fingers digging into the flesh of my thighs as he held me up as if I weighed nothing and crushed his body to mine. He definitely has a right to his always confident smirk. The confident swagger in his walk. The twinkle of primality ever-present in those dark brown eyes. I now know, first-hand, it’s not an act. The man can make your body do and feel things you didn’t know it capable of…and I want more.


  But I want more of the man who just took control and demanded my surrender, made me abandon all sense of reason and submit to him willingly. Deliriously.


  Made me feel like a woman. A wanted woman, who needn’t think or worry about a thing while in his arms.


  I have no desire to pussyfoot around and keep the secrets of a coward.


  And the little time I’ve spent around his father was more than enough to know, he doesn’t come from cowardice stock. The man, so crazed with pure, masculine desire and dominance, ready to make me his, right outside my door? Unconcerned with who may see or what they’d think? That was the real Jefferson Kendrick. And I won’t settle for anything less.


  So when, if ever, he’s ready to man up to everyone else…he knows where to find me.


  In the meantime, I’m gonna teach a couple people a lesson. Serve them up healthy, heaping doses of their own medicine. You never forget the taste of cod liver oil, my grandma’s horrific remedy every time I coughed or sneezed.


  Open wide, Kendrick kids—I’m about to show you exactly how it feels to have your life, choices and emotions fucked with behind your back.


  Or am I? Just when I get all geared up to plan my counter-attack, a huge wave of guilt washes over me.


  I hate games—when people callously play them—and I certainly wouldn’t ever engage in them myself without serious provocation. But if I simply call them out on what I know is going on…then I’ll never be certain if Jefferson would’ve fought for me and Brynn would’ve done the right thing on her own. So, the second route isn’t an option…or I might as well just stop speaking to them both for good right now, because I can’t pretend for the rest of my life to have faith in your character if I don’t.


  What to do?


  Call Emma, my best friend from back home. Yes, good plan.


  “Hey,” she answers on the third ring. “Kinda late, you okay?”


  “Physically, yes. Emotionally, not so much. I need some advice.” I sigh in her ear.


  “What are we talkin’ here? Like, I can keep lying down with my eyes closed and insert a “yep” once in a while or do I need to sit up and be cognitive?”


  I laugh, already feeling lighter. Good ol’, dry as toast humor Emma. I love and miss her. “Sitting up and cognitive please.”


  “Oh shit,” she mumbles and I hear the sheets ruffle as she maneuvers herself upright. “I’m up, shoot.”


  “Okay, but you have to keep in mind, I’m working strictly off assumptions and the piecing together of a few clues, but…I’d bet a tit I’m right.”


  “Which tit?”


  “What? Why does that matter?” I ask, now questioning whether or not she actually knows what “cognitive” means.


  “Hello, your tits are like your hands, one is dominant. My left tit? Eh, she’s cool, but kinda dull. My right one? She’s my girl! Super sensitive and my orgasm trigger.”


  I just…nope, I’ve got nothing. “I have no idea what the hell you’re even saying, or why, so moving on. Emma? You still there?”


  Silence.


  I look at my screen—the call’s still connected, didn’t accidentally push mute with my cheek. Oh my God…“Emma! Quit rubbing your right tit and listen!”


  “My bad,” she clears her throat. “Done, promise. Go on.”


  “So you know my friend Brynn, right?”


  “Pitcher, the wall to your flower, got it.”


  “Yeah, her. Well, she has an older brother, Jefferson, and there’s something there.”


  “Dude, that’s disgusting. Find her a man not related to her, stat.”


  “What? Oh. Emma, no. Jesus! What’s gotten into you, weirdo? Not something there between them,” I rub my forehead, questioning if my friend hit hers…like, really hard. “Between him and I.”


  “Okay, yeah, that makes more sense,” she laughs.


  “You know what, never mind. You’re too out of it to consult on a serious matter. I’ll think of something myself.”


  “No, I’m listening. I’ll help you. It’s just, I went to this party tonight and I’m starting to suspect those cookies they were pimping had an extra dash of cannabis in them, but I’m good. Promise. Tell me about the brother.”


  I fill her in on the instant attraction, every detail of his sexy allure and strikingly good looks, how he appeared out of nowhere at the bar and gave me a ride home, and finally, the kiss. Every sordid detail. And I can’t help but use more breathless adjectives than most probably do when talking about sex.


  “So, what’s the problem exactly? ‘Cause I’m not hearing one.”


  “That brings us to the suspicions and assumptions part of my story. I got a package delivered, no card, with a bikini, sunglasses, and a skimpy dress. Brynn didn’t say she sent it, but she didn’t say otherwise either, and she was awfully interested in what was in it. The she said something about it earning the help of someone, like blackmail.”


  I go on, replaying the fight at the breakfast table, the whole “can I keep a secret insistence” from JT, the “forbid” comment he let slip and wouldn’t explain and Brynn all of a sudden ignoring Ryder.


  “So, Sherlock, what’s your theory?” Emma asks.


  “I think Brynn forbid, the exact word he used, JT from me and he agreed! Just like that! Then tonight, he couldn’t resist anymore and once I agreed to keep it a secret, he attacked. And the worst part? I think he told her if he couldn’t date me, that she couldn’t date Ryder, and she agreed too! Ignored the poor guy all night. They never considered our feelings, bartering and trading behind our backs like we’re inconsequential pawns they just move around the board according to their mood!”


  “Shitty, very shitty indeed. Why are you friends with these people again?” She asks the valid question with disgust in her voice.


  “Because,” my tone drops in shame for having painted them in perhaps too harsh a light, “they are good people. Brynn thinks she’s protecting me because Jefferson is a known player, and he’s just trying not to hurt his baby sister over something that may turn out to be nothing. Their hearts are in the right place, they’re just not in all the right places.”


  “So talk to them.” She thinks she has it solved that quick—until I explain my hesitation there.


  “Then what is your plan?”


  In a hushed, doubting voice, I explain my cod liver oil revenge plan.


  She cuts me off with a loud snort. “Easy, Cruella. That’s not you, and it’s totally not cool. Slap yourself on the hand.”


  “Are you serious, or is that the cookies talking again?” I ask.


  “Dead serious, do it. Hard, I wanna hear it.”


  So, I slap the shit out of my hand, then pick the phone up again. “That hurt, bitch.”


  “You’re the bitch, and a fucking hypocrite. Are you done with the crazy plan, ‘cause I have a better one. Still kinda revenge, but the playful kind.”


  “I’m listening.”
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  THE NEXT DAY is Sunday; a beautiful, sunny one. And the day of the week Brynn and I have always agreed to take off from schoolwork, practice, whatever, to spend girl time together.


  I call her around eleven.


  “Hey!” She answers cheerfully; confirming that my new train of thought and plan are the right ones. Brynn cares about me and our friendship, I’m positive, but she has to learn she doesn’t have a right to dictate the destiny of others.


  “Hey yourself, whatcha doing today?”


  “Nothing special. It’s Sunday, you wanna do something?”


  “I was thinking we could lounge around in your pool, beat this heat and work on our tans. I’ll bring snacks.”


  “Sounds good, you need me to come get you?”


  “No, I’ve got it covered but thanks.”


  “Alright then, just head over whenever you’re ready. And don’t worry with snacks, we have plenty.”


  “Okay, see ya soon.” I hang up, a clever smile breaking out, and push call again.


  “Lo?” Ryder answers.


  “Ryder, hey, it’s Bellamy. You busy?”


  “Uh…hey Bellamy. No, not really.”


  “Good! I just hung up with Brynn and we’re gonna hang out in her pool today. You know she’s too shy to call and ask you, so I’m intervening. Why don’t you join us, in, say an hour?”


  “Sure, if she wants me there,” his voice perks right up.


  “Pshhh, don’t play coy, you know she does. See ya in an hour!”


  Harmless…and helpful, to everyone. This approach I can live with, guilt free.


  I gather my stuff and run outside as the cab honks the horn. Yep—I even swung for a cab on my piddly income. A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.


  The meddling Kendrick duo may have support in numbers, money and fairly good intentions, but they made a grave mistake. They underestimated the force that is Bellamy Morgan on a mission.


  Especially after a kiss she can still feel every time she touches her fingers to her lips.


  


  Eleven


  JT


  “HEY MOM,” I walk in my parents’ house on Sunday, hell-bent on having a talk with the mastermind himself. “Dad around?”


  “He’s in the den, why?” Not surprisingly, she has a little pout on her face.


  “I just need to talk to him.”


  “You can’t talk to me?” The little pout grows into full-on, make me feel guilty, sorrow.


  “Sorry, I need him on this one. But you know I love you most,” I wink.


  “Don’t say that…out loud. You love us equal.”


  “I do,” I laugh, “but your sad face is killin’ me. Make up your mind.”


  “Just gimme a hug and go talk to your dad. He’ll tell me what you say anyway.”


  I hug her and kiss her forehead, then go find my father, lounged back on the couch—watching the Asian stock market report or some such shit. Actually watching it; with interest…on purpose.


  “Hey Dad,” I flop down on the couch beside him. “How goes the exhilarating world of overseas commerce?”


  “Well, I couldn’t find any channel reporting on Beyoncé and what’s his name’s latest fiasco, so I was stuck with this. There’s no words to describe my disappointment.” He gives me a smug side glance.


  “Good one,” I slap his leg. “Proud of you.”


  “Thank God, I was afraid I’d lose points for not knowing her husband’s name. So, what can I do for you, son?”


  “I…uh…need to talk to you about some personal stuff.”


  His eyes double in size. “Is your mother on the phone?”


  “No.”


  “In the bathroom?”


  “No.”


  “Missing? Kidnapped? Mad at you?” He grins.


  “No.”


  “And you’re coming to me?”


  “Yes,” I snarl. “Can you stop with the big production? I seriously need your advice.”


  “Well okay,” he rises, trying to hide his pleased smile. “Let me get a cigar and pour a Scotch. I have a feeling I’ll need both.”


  “Mom will kill you if you light a cigar in the house,” I chuckle.


  “Gazebo it is then, meet you there in ten.”


  Great idea, since it’s not hot as fuck outside or anything. I get up and head out the front door and to the side of the house, taking a seat in the gazebo, my dad not far behind, already walking toward me.


  “Now,” he sits down and lights his cigar, blowing out a huge cloud of smoke. “How can I help?”


  I’m glad I chose him. Even though he’s doing his best to act all nonchalant about it, I can tell he’s happy I’ve come to him—something I seldom do. I usually connect better with my mom because my father is so critical of me.


  “I need your advice. As a man, not a dad. Can you do that?”


  “Probably not, no. I’m your father first, always, but I’ll try.” He takes a long drink of his Scotch, prepping.


  “Suppose when you first met Mom, didn’t know her but wanted the chance to get to know her, and,” I gulp, “Uncle Tate banned you from doing so because she was his best friend. Would you have listened?”


  “Shit,” he groans. “I’m gonna need more Scotch, aren’t I?”


  “Dad, enough joking around, tell me. Would you have listened?”


  He drains his glass, crosses one leg over the other knee, and relaxes his posture… stewing in silence. Finally, he opens his mouth to answer.


  “We’re talking about her, aren’t we?” He motions past my shoulder with his head and I turn around to see Bellamy climbing out of a cab in our driveway.


  I snap my head back, before she sees me looking, and run a frustrated hand through my hair. “Yeah, we’re talking about her. Brynn doesn’t want me anywhere near Bellamy. Thinks I’m a shallow playboy who’ll only hurt her, thus ruining their friendship.”


  “And?” My dad’s tone is even and simple.


  “And I agreed. Well, I started off by saying Brynn couldn’t date Ryder either since he was my friend first, but I ended up quickly amending my bullshit and telling her to forget that because it’s unfair and stupid. I still agreed to stay away from Bellamy though.” I pause and look him straight in the eyes. “And then, I kissed her.”


  My dad’s head falls back as he laughs, loud and from the gut. “I knew I’d need a refill,” he shakes his head and mutters when he’s done cracking up at my expense. He pulls out his phone and types something then returns his attention to me.


  “One thing at a time,” he speaks intently now. “No, I wouldn’t have listened to any ultimatums from Tate,” he blows out a heavy breath; just saying his deceased brother’s name causing him pain, “because that’s a completely different dynamic than two girl- friends. Plus, I had enough to worry about with your Uncle Evan trying to cockblock me. And lastly,” his voice carries a whole new weight, “my brother wouldn’t have done that to me. He was always in my corner, and I his.”


  My mom comes walking up, concern etched across her face. “Here’s the drink you asked for,” she hands my dad a full tumbler. (Now I know who he texted). “JT, the girls are swimming in the back, oh and look,” she points, “Ryder’s here too. Why don’t you join them?”


  “I’m good here,” I grunt, not evening turning to wave to the swimmers.


  “Laney, your children are acting like selfish, callous asshats. Please, have a seat,” my dad pats the cushion beside him and my mom literally leaps at the invite to be involved in the secret discussion I know has been eating at her since I got here.


  “Dad, damn!” I protest.


  “Son, to hell with your damn. Hurt your mom’s feelings and see what happens,” he raises a single brow, the right one—his death signal. “Baby,” his hand, like always, audience be damned, finds my mother’s upper thigh. “Your youngest daughter is out of line, calling shots willy-nilly with other people’s lives. And your son broke a promise to her. Albeit a dumb promise he didn’t owe her, he made it, and broke it. Your children are out of control.”


  “My children, huh?” She laughs. “That’s fine, I’ll claim them all day…asshat.” She gives my dad a snarky grin. “JT honey, tell Mama what’s going on. I’ll fix it.”


  “Oh, I didn’t say I wouldn’t fix it,” my dad grumbles, “but I’m not going to. And neither are you. They’re gonna work this out themselves. I just wanted you informed so you could share in my disappointment of your children.”


  “Hey Dad,” I toss out casually, “did I mention I secured the meeting with the head of Investment Acquisitions at Maxwell Trucking?”


  “That’s my boy!” He raises his glass, grinning from ear to ear.


  My mom and I smile at each other, shaking our heads. I go from her child to his boy in one sentence. It’s actually quite comical, especially because I truly believe he doesn’t even realize how often he does it.


  I can hear the squealing and laughing from the backyard, loud enough to be heard over T-Shirt by Thomas Rhett, my current favorite song, playing on the stereo. Which only wriggles under my skin worse.


  “I’m waiting,” my mom’s insistence interrupts the vision of Bellamy, in my t-shirt, dancing in my head.


  I take a deep breath, huff it out slowly through my nose, and tell her everything I just told my dad. He makes a few deep, growling noises at certain parts while she gasps, and when I’m done, we all just stare at each other for a few minutes.


  Tears start to well up in my mom’s eyes and her bottom lip trembles, which of course causes a vein to pop out on my dad’s forehead. “Baby,” he pulls her into his arms, “who am I grounding? Spanking? Taking their car? Tell me and it’s done. These kids do not get to make you cry, dammit!”


  “It just hurts my heart that Brynn would think that, and say that, to her brother. I thought our kids were each other’s best friends,” she sniffles.


  “Mom, we are, and she apologized. She really did feel terrible about it, but let’s face it, she wasn’t that far off the mark. I’m not known for long-term relationships. Don’t be mad at Brynn, that’s not why I talked to you guys. I just need to know, should I see if there’s something with Bellamy or honor Brynn’s wishes?”


  “Both,” my parents say at the same time, then share a laugh.


  “How the hell do I accomplish both?” I ask. “They’re completely opposite things. Not seeing how that’s possible.”


  “Oh son,” my father shakes his head. “You’re a Kendrick man. You don’t do the pushing, therefore keeping Brynn happy, and just be yourself. Turn on that natural charm you have in your DNA and Bellamy will come to you. If she’s meant to. Let her be the one to tell your sister to mind her own business.”


  “I agree,” my mom nods. “Play to win, honey. Brynn needs a wake-up call, and if Bellamy is interested enough, or deserving of you, she’ll give it to her.”


  “But shouldn’t I be the man, take a stand to prove to Bellamy I’m worth it and will fight our battles?”


  “Usually, yes. But not when your baby sister is your opponent,” Mom advises. “Trust me. Has to be done this way, this time. Now go put your trunks on and get your handsome ass back there!”
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  SHE’S WEARING THE bikini I got her, dancing around the edge of the pool, to Hypnotize by Biggie.


  It’s working—I’m hypnotized alright.


  Even Ryder is watching, which is about to cost him his fucking eyesight when I punch both his eyes swollen shut.


  “Jefferson, hey!” Bellamy waves as if she just realized I was here, watching…which she didn’t. She knew the second I walked out here.


  “Hey bro, where ya been?” Ryder tears his eyes away from what’s mine and grins.


  “Around,” I shrug. “Brynn,” I nod to my sister who has yet to greet me, simply scowling like a petulant three-year-old.


  “JT,” she grits out. “Didn’t know you were coming over today.”


  “And I didn’t know you were having a get together or that I needed permission to visit my parents,” I quip right back.


  “We have four now,” Bellamy chirps. Bellamy has never that I’ve witnessed, and doesn’t if I’m betting, chirp. She’s up to something. “We can play some games!”


  Oh, I think it’s safe to say that at least three people in this yard are all playing their own games.


  I am my mama’s son…I will play to win, if pushed.


  “What do you suggest?” I give her an improved, upgraded just for her, version of my cocky smirk. A tad lopsided, with a flash of teeth, and an intrigued tilt of my head.


  “I’m not the one with a pool,” she sasses, a mischievous spark that I’ve seen before in her eyes, more jade than emerald today. “Brynn, anything particular sound fun to you?”


  “Not really,” my sis frumps. “I thought you said you wanted to lounge around, just us? Now we’ve got two rowdy guys here and we’re gonna play games.”


  “Damn Brynn,” Ryder says. “If you want me to leave, I can make that happen.”


  “No,” she gives him an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, that came out wrong. I’m glad you’re here. In fact, you pick the game.”


  “I pick ‘pairs,’” he answers without thought, waggling his eyebrows at her.


  “Of course you do,” she rolls her eyes and giggles. “Pairs it is. I’ll be JT’s partner.”


  


  Twelve


  Bellamy


  THE HELL SHE will.


  I don’t even know what “pairs” is or how you play, but the hell she will!


  “The hell you will,” Jefferson puts the kibosh on her plan forcefully, pleasing me to no end. “You get your boy, Brynny, quit being a lil’ shit. Your friend and I are about to kick your ass. Bell,” he coughs. “Sorry, I meant Bellamy,” he smiles at me, proud he remembered what I told him about that and I give him my flirtiest grin right back, touched that he in fact listened when I spoke. “Come ‘ere,” he husks, and there’s that sexy finger crook that I can’t resist. “I’ll tell ya how to play and our strategy.”


  “Time out!” Brynn yells from Camp Cockblock headquarters across the pool. “JT, how did you know not to shorten her name? This is Georgia, we shorten every word possible.”


  I got this one, and tell him so by laying a hand on his arm. “I told him the other day.” Not a lie, just not saying which day…or when. “Like I do with everyone, Brynn. Why are you acting so weird about everything?”


  I just served it up to her—chance number one to come clean.


  Sadly, she doesn’t take it, sloughing it off and forcing a smile. “I don’t know, ignore me. Come on, let’s play.”


  “Hold up a damn minute. I need to tell my partner how to play. Ryder, entertain your girl,” Jefferson says as he gently moves me off to the side for some top-secret strategizing.


  And part of my disappointed heart starts bursting with vibrant flashes of hopes—because that’s the second time Jefferson has made an encouraging comment about Brynn and Ryder’s relationship. Meaning, if he did issue any counter-ultimatum in return for Brynn’s interference in our “whatever,” he withdrew it. Knowing it was wrong.


  I knew it! I knew he had good character. Now, all I have left to do is to seduce, torture and tease him into standing up to his sister like a man!


  My perfect, harmless Plan C.


  “Okay,” he leans in close to whisper to me…and groans. “God, Bellamy, you smell like…” he shakes his head, “never mind. Pairs is a race, down and back, with us swimming as one person. And we have to pick, one of us can only use our feet, the other just our arms.”


  I subtly move in closer, making sure my breasts graze his arm, and whisper back as raspy as my voice will get, “You just tell me what to do, Jefferson, and I will. I trust you.”


  His eyes close for a moment while he takes a long breath in and out of his nose, then he opens them again, dark pupils dilated to the size of quarters. “You’re killing me, woman.”


  “How so?” I feign innocence, tugging on the corner of my lip with my teeth and batting my eyelashes. “You’ve played before, and you’re such a good swimmer. I just thought you should make our plan.”


  “Uh huh,” his mouth slowly curls upward and he tries, failing, to sneak a glance down my top. “Which are stronger, your arms or legs?”


  “You tell me,” I purr silkily, running a fingertip down his arm. “You’ve had them both wrapped around you.”


  A low rumble builds from deep in his chest as he stares at me, searching the depths of my eyes. “Legs,” he answers with an undercurrent of tortured sensuality.


  Oh yeah, my plan is working. His chestnut eyes are positively glowing with an inner fire.


  “Today!” Brynn yells, breaking our trance. I love her, dearly, but she’s quickly nearing downright obnoxious territory.


  “All right, I’ll lay flat on my back, you on my chest.” His breath catches. I love it. “I’ll use my arms to backstroke, and you kick your legs as hard as you can. Just hold onto me. If you fall off, we lose. Sound good?”


  “Mhm hmm,” I hum, licking my bottom lip. “Hopefully your huge hard-on,” I glance at it, “doesn’t slow us down.”


  “What’s going on with you?” He narrows his eyes in suspicion to match his voice. “You’re acting very different. Not at all like my shy violet.”


  “Your shy violet?” I quirk a brow and feel my cheeks blush.


  “Sorry, slip up,” he looks away.


  “Oh, I don’t think it was a slip up at all. I think that’s exactly how you see me. As yours.” Now I move against his back and whisper in his ear. “In secret, of course. You’ll learn,” I pat his shoulder. “Come on, let’s go win this.”
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  WE SPEND THE afternoon playing every pool game ever invented, Ryder cooperating beautifully by suggesting games with maximum physical contact. I think he may have caught on to my wavelength.


  Jefferson has adjusted his erection at least once an hour all day, and Brynn hasn’t been able to control her scowls and blatant comments for longer than fifteen minutes at a time.


  Ryder and I are having a blast though—my perhaps not at all unaware co-conspirator doing an excellent job.


  As the sun starts thinking about descending, Mrs. Kendrick steps outside. “Dinner’s ready. You all get dried off and come eat.”


  “Mom, I’m sure Ryder and Bellamy need to get going,” Brynn calls to her.


  “Do you?” Laney asks us both.


  “I don’t,” Ryder smiles in antagonistic amusement.


  “Me either,” I stifle my snicker. “Thank you, Mrs. Kendrick. I’d love to stay.”


  “See?” Her mother looks at Brynn in a peculiar way…one I can’t quite decipher. “You shouldn’t speak for others, Brynn Alivia Kendrick. It’s rude, and more often than not, you’ll find that you’re wrong. Now get your butts in here. I ordered plenty, and I have Pictionary ready for afterwards!” She claps and sing-songs the last part.


  “Oh God,” Jefferson and Brynn both grouse in unison while Ryder laughs.


  “What am I missing?” I ask, five seconds before I remember Emmett’s warning about playing board games with this bunch.


  “Nothing, ignore them. Now come on,” their mom skips back in the house.


  “Mom takes games…um…a little serious,” Jefferson explains, handing me a towel.


  “Yeah, I recalled a warning I got right after I asked,” I say, tickled.


  “Just don’t show any fear,” Brynn grimaces. “She feeds off of it. Come on up to my room, I’ll get you some dry clothes to wear.”


  “That’s okay, but thank you. I have some in my bag. I’ll just run and change in the bathroom.”


  I do my best to detangle my hair and put it up in a ponytail, then pull out the sundress I now know Jefferson bought me. I finagle the girls, pushing them up and together, slip on my sandals and go join everyone in the dining room.


  I instantly smell Italian—my favorite. My stomach growls from the aroma alone and Mr. Kendrick chuckles. “Are you hungry there, Bellamy?”


  “Starving, sir. Thank you for having me.”


  “It’s our pleasure. Any friend of Brynn’s is family and we treat them as such. Right, Brynny?”


  “Yep,” she clips and nods.


  We all make our plates and drinks at the kitchen island then go have a seat at the table. I sit next to Brynn and directly across from Jefferson, giving him a bird’s eye view.


  “Your dress is adorable, Bellamy.” Mrs. Kendrick compliments me. “Where’d you get it?”


  Her son fidgets in his chair while her daughter “accidently” drops her fork, clanging loudly against her plate.


  “This will sound crazy, but it just showed up in a package at my door one day,” I answer with a straight face.


  “Is that so?” She smiles, glancing over to her husband, who’s wearing a knowing grin. “Well, it’s lovely. And how thoughtful of someone. A secret admirer, how exciting. You know, back in the day, Dane did all sorts of special little things for me.” She leans over and kisses his cheek. “Swept me right off my feet.”


  “I still do special things for you,” he frowns. “Just last night, I…”


  “Honey,” Laney rushes to interrupt, “no. Just no.”


  “If you don’t mind me asking, I’d love to hear some of the stories you are willing to share,” I say sincerely. I love romantic gestures. I love how in love they still are after all these years. And I’d love a glimpse into what I may be able to look forward to if things work out the way I’m hoping.


  “Well, let’s see,” she lights up. “There was the surprise birthday party where he played the piano and sang to me, then whisked me away on a trip to Disney World,” she sighs dreamily. “We have to go again soon, it’s been too long.”


  “It’s been since last Christmas,” Mr. Kendrick mumbles. “I don’t think they let adults in, without children with them, more than nine times, Baby.”


  “Oh hush,” she waves him off. “Of course they do. We’re going. Anyway, as I was saying, to Bellamy…there was my Christmas present, when he found my mother I hadn’t seen in years. What else, honey?” She looks at him the exact way I want to look at my husband years from now.


  “You spoiled me too,” he studies every nuance of her face in admiration, as though seeing her for the first time. “What about the CD of all our songs you made me, right before we…”


  “And we’re done with story time,” Jefferson loudly interjects. “Dad, TMI in front of company much?”


  “Sorry,” he laughs, making him look many years younger. “Forgot where I was for a minute. Your mom just…”


  “Daddy,” Brynn cuts him off this time. “We know.”


  “Did you know I’m going to Disney World for Christmas this year?” Mrs. Kendrick snickers.


  “Yep. Minute you said it,” Brynn titters and the two women look at Mr. Kendrick, already shaking his head in defeat.


  All of a sudden, Just a Lil’ Bit by 50 Cent, a song I used to like, starts blaring from Jefferson’s phone.


  Brynn muffles her snort with her hand while her brother fumbles frantically to get it to stop.


  Laney, uh Mrs. Kendrick, (still teetering back and forth on what to call her) simply drops her head.


  “Laney, your son brought his phone to our dinner table, and has a ringtone clearly objectifying women,” Mr. Kendrick points out the obvious in gruff disapproval.


  “Again honey, I can hear,” she replies.


  “Girl Sunday calling?” Brynn sneers at her brother. “Anyone I know? And are you really only giving each other just a lil’ bit?”


  “That’s it!” Mr. Kendrick rattles the windows with his scary as hell roar as he throws down his napkin and stands. “If your last name is Kendrick, haul your ass into my office, now!”


  When they all march out, I look at Ryder. “Um.”


  “Yes, I’ll give you a ride home. Let’s go before they get back.”


  We grab our stuff and rush for the door, closing it very quietly, then jump in his car and peel out of the driveway.


  After an awkward silence, I think both our shock starts to dissipate some. Enough so that Ryder finally speaks. “Any idea what’s gotten into them? Brynn has never been a snide smart-ass, ever. She adores her brother and my favorite thing about her has always been how calm she is, staying out of any drama. I just…” he bangs a fist on the steering wheel, “feel like she’s not my Brynn at all anymore.”


  Should I tell him? I don’t really know him that well, but as I look over at him and see the sheer misery on his face, the textbook expression of a heart breaking…I decide I have to.


  So, I do, tell him, everything. Leaving nothing of my own responsibility out.


  We pull up in front of my complex and he puts the car in park, shifting in his seat to face me. “Bellamy, you have to know Brynn’s an amazing person. Heart of gold. She just doesn’t want to lose the best friend she’s ever had. JT has messed around with a few of her buddies before. Do you see them anywhere now? Her approach may not have been very well thought out, and a little selfish, but her fear is legitimate. And her intention isn’t malicious, I’d swear for her on that. Please, just talk to her. I want my girl back.”


  “Listen carefully, Ryder, I mean it. You say nothing to her, nothing. If she comes clean to me first, I will immediately forgive her and straighten this whole thing out. But she has to realize and own her shit first, without you telling her to. If her character is of the fiber you and I both have the utmost faith it is, shouldn’t be long before she does so, right? So let her prove it. Deal?”


  “I don’t know, I feel like I should tell her,” he mumbles, head drooping.


  “Then go ahead, I can’t stop you. And I’ll listen, be cordial and go about my business. But the friendship won’t be the same. My trust and faith in her won’t be restored,” I fight back tears, “and I can’t pretend it will be. Jefferson and I might find after one date we are better off as friends, but I’ll know Brynn and I can’t be ever again. Not good ones anyway. Up to you.”


  He exhales long and grievingly, then nods. “No, you’re right. I’d be hurt if a friend did it to me too, and it’s no different than Brynn keeping her concerns from me, just flipping from hot to cold like I should be able to read her mind. Okay, I won’t say anything. But Bellamy, be careful. JT’s one of my best friends and I’d have his back anytime he asked, but he is who he is. I’ve never seen him date a girl, or bring the same one around more than twice. That’s not me badmouthing my boy, it’s a fact. You’re a nice girl, I don’t want to see you get hurt. Brynn doesn’t either.”


  “I appreciate it, I do. But I’m also a big girl, and can handle it, I promise. Thanks for the ride and the advice. See ya later.”


  


  Thirteen


  JT


  “JUST TO BE clear here, am I being sequestered because I forgot to turn off my phone at the table, because of the song or both?” I ask once the door to my father’s office is shut.


  “None of the above,” Dad answers. “Minor slip-up, no big deal, and I’m certainly not going to censor your music. Although if it’s a lady’s ringtone, some respect would be nice.”


  “Got it. Then why am I here?”


  “Because, I am done with this moronic, show your ass and treat each other like shit war between you and your sister! This is not how your mother and I raised you to treat people, especially each other!” he booms, his face red and fists clenched.


  “You told them?” Brynn snarls at me. “You and I talked, I apologized, you swore you were okay with it, then you ran and tattled? What are you, a lying toddler?”


  “Brynn!” Mom draws in a sharp breath. “Since when do you talk to your brother so cruelly? He asked for advice, and as far as I’ve heard, hasn’t said anything even close to as nasty to you as you have to him. You gave yourself away with all your evil comments today. No matter what he said he was okay with, forgave you, whatever…it doesn’t mean you treat him worse for being kind to you! Not to mention, he’s not interfering with you and Ryder, while he sits back and sacrifices what might be his happiness. What’s happened to you, baby girl?”


  Her head drops to her chest and she whimpers softly, “I don’t know.”


  “Well, we certainly don’t either, but it’s unacceptable. Go to your room and stay there until you figure it out,” Dad snaps at her harshly. “If you need to see a shrink, let me know. I’ll take you to Whitley’s.”


  “Whitley doesn’t go to a shrink,” my mom leans into him and whispers out the side of her mouth.


  “I know, but damn if I don’t think it’s funny every time I say it,” Dad grins.


  It kills me to watch her slink away, never having been talked to like that in her life. She’s the good kid; kind, quiet, considerate. What’s up with my little sister? I gave her what she wanted, folded like a cheap lawn chair, and yet…she’s getting worse.


  “Can I go?” I ask. “I have work tomorrow.”


  “Sure son, see you there. And JT? If you’re sure, go for it. With everything you’ve got,” he winks.


  “Yeah, okay.” I hug my mom and leave, knowing Bellamy and Ryder will be long gone. Which is good, I can’t deal with anyone or anything else right now.


  When I walk into my apartment, my mood goes from drab to dangerous. Sutton’s big ass is sitting on the couch, a blonde on either side of him, playing that Craft Mine War, whatever, bullshit. Beer cans, chip bags and a pizza box clutter the table and floor.


  “Welcome home, roomie. See Shannon, told ya you’d have company soon. JT, meet Shannon,” Sutton doesn’t look away from his game, but the blonde to his left pops right up, prancing toward me.


  “Hi, JT. I’m Shannon,” she coos, twirling a strand of her badly dyed hair around her finger.


  “Yeah, caught that, both times. Nice to meet you. Sutton, can I see you in my room for a minute?” I don’t wait for his answer, already stomping that way.


  A few minutes later, he walks in. “Sweet, right? You’re welcome.”


  “Dude, I have to work tomorrow, the place is fucking trashed and I’m not in the mood to entertain,” I gripe at him, grabbing clothes for my shower and slamming the drawers.


  “I work tomorrow too, bro. What the fuck is your problem? That girl’s been waiting for you all night. She’s a sure thing,” he laughs.


  “You work at noon, Sutton, delivering pizzas. I work at eight, for my father! And I don’t want a sure thing.”


  And there it is—the real root of my foul mood. I’ve worked on less sleep, Sutton will clean in the morning like he always does and I’m turning down blonde, curvy company. For one reason. Bellamy.


  Well, two. Bellamy…and her bodyguard, Brynny.


  “I’m sorry, man,” I rub my jaw. “Kinda had a fight with my family, you understand. I just want to shower and go to bed. Cool?”


  “Yeah, whatever,” he shrugs. “I’ll take ‘em both.”


  “You do that,” I laugh. “Maybe try to keep it down though, okay?”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” he waggles his eyebrows. “Seriously though, your family thing, you gonna be all right?”


  “Yeah, we always are. This one’s just a lil’ more complicated than usual. I’m not used to fighting with Brynny.” My shoulders slump at the thought. From the minute they brought her home from the hospital, I’ve loved and protected my little sister. Vehemently. I can’t stand being at odds with her.


  “I think I can help with that,” Sutton snaps his fingers. “Don’t move,” he says and runs out of the room.


  A few minutes later, he runs back in. “Think these would help you guys make up?” He smiles proudly, fanning out five tickets. “They’re pretty sweet seats to that Sam Hunt concert next weekend. I won ‘em in a pool at work and I’m not gonna use them.”


  “Brynn loves him,” I say excitedly, a spark of hope igniting…for two reasons. She’ll be thrilled…and there’s five, count ‘em five, tickets. Wonder who she’ll take? “You sure, man? Can I pay you for them?”


  “Nah, only cost me twenty bucks to get in the pool. I just hope it helps. Here ya go,” he hands them to me. “Night, and we’ll be quiet.”


  “Sutton.” I look from the tickets to him, grinning like a cat with a tummy full of canary. “Make all the noise you want.”
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  THE NEXT DAY goes by quickly. Dad doesn’t have much for me to do, plus I need to run by campus and pick up my schedule and review it with my advisor before school starts up again.


  Then I gotta go make nice with my sister, tickets in hand. I know she’ll invite me. We’re blood and we always make up. Also, doesn’t hurt that there’s no way in hell our father will let her go without me in tow, watching her. And I know she’ll invite Bellamy. It’s the fifth wheel that concerns me. Brynn better not get any bright ideas and invite another guy with any ideas of his own—I don’t give a fuck who he is—Bellamy is off limits.


  I hand in my last report to Dad’s secretary since he’s in a meeting, agree my way through the consultation with my advisor, then call Brynny on Bluetooth when I’m in my car.


  “What?” That’s how she answers, “what?” Looks like this is gonna be harder than I thought.


  “Hello to you too, Sunshine. Where are you at?”


  “Home. Why?”


  “Because I’m on my way over, I have something for you. A surprise.”


  “Is it my best friend, because I seem to have lost her?” She starts out sarcastically but I hear a sniffle at the end.


  “No, what are you talking about? Bellamy’s missing?” I yell, pressing harder on the gas.


  “I don’t know, maybe. Chances are, no, she’s just ignoring all my calls and texts. Because of you, JT. I told you. Matter of fact, I begged you not to mess with her because I knew this would happen.” She’s openly crying now.


  “Brynny, listen. I haven’t seen or talked to her since yesterday when we were both at the house with her. Whatever’s going on, it has nothing to do with me.” I’m not lying…I don’t think. Last time I interacted with Bellamy, she and Brynn were fine.


  “You promise?” she sniffs again and asks.


  “Yes, I do. Did you text her, ask her to call you?”


  “Well,” she hem-haws.


  “Well what?”


  “I texted, but I asked why she was ignoring me. Because I called twice and she didn’t answer or call me back.”


  “Brynn,” I sigh, “listen, I’m almost to the house. We’ll talk, okay? And whatever you do, don’t send her anymore texts ‘til I get there.”


  “Okay. See ya in a sec.”


  She hangs up and I drive just a little too fast to get to her.


  When I pull sideways in the driveway, jumping out, she’s sitting on the front porch steps sobbing into her hands. “Brynny,” I rush to sit by her side and pull her in my arms. “You gotta calm down, everything will be fine. Nothing’s the end of the world.”


  “R…, Ryder,” she hiccups, “sent me straight to voicemail too. What’s happening? Did you tell him?”


  “No, of course not. Brynn, look at me.” And when she finally does, I use the heavy voice she needs to hear. “You’re being paranoid...out of, could it be, guilt?”


  She inhales a huge breath of realization and her eyes fly wide open. “Oh my God, what have I done? I meddled in Bellamy’s life behind her back. She would never, ever do that to me. I wouldn’t be friends with someone who would. Ryder? I was willing to just drop him, no explanation, to get my own, stubborn way. And I hurt you, wasterribleto you, my hero, always in my corner.”


  I don’t speak, unable to argue, as she lets that all soak in.


  After long minutes, she whispers, “Alright, I’m a terrible person, good to know. How do I fix it?”


  “Stop,” I tug her closer and kiss her head. “You’re a great person, one of my favorites. You’re just a sheltered nineteen-year-old who acted off fear and inexperience with anything like this. You’ve never had a lot of friends before,” I laugh, then groan when she slugs me in the side. “You’ve also never had a boyfriend. Ryder will understand.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah, pretty sure,” I grin. “Guys tend to forgive a helluva lot when they’re crazy about a girl. Trust me.”


  “I love you so much,” she throws her arms around me and kisses my cheek. “Bellamy would be lucky to have you and I promise to never doubt you again. Now, seriously, tell me how to fix it.” She sits up and brushes the dampness off her cheeks, a focus and determination I recognize well written all over her face.


  “First, I makeabsolutely positivethat we really have fixed us. You’re my baby sister, gotta be back to perfect. And since you already promised to never doubt me again and professed your undying love for the greatest brother in the world” I grin, “now, you can have the back-up present I brought as insurance. Thanks Brynny, for reminding me we don’t ever reallyneed insurance.”


  I pull the concert tickets out of my back pocket and hand them to her, bracing myself for the tackle hug I know is coming.


  “You got me Sam Hunt tickets?” She squeals and jumps me, squeezing me to the point of oxygen deprivation. “Oh my God, thank you, thank you!”


  “You’re welcome,” I wheeze. “Butlet go. Can’t breathe.” Shit, she’s a strong lil’ thing; all that softball has made her a beast.


  “There’s five,” she smiles conspiratorially. “Who should we take as our fifth?”


  “Up to you,” I pop a shoulder, looking away as if unconcerned. “I don’t even know who you’re taking for the other three.”


  “Yes you do,” she giggles and pokes my chest. “Presley can be the fifth.She’ll love it. This'll be great. Very clever, brother.”


  “I do what I can. Now, pull out your phone. We’ll text them both together, me helping since you seem to suck at it,” I chuckle. “You only need to fixyouand Bellamy, notmeand Bellamy. I’ll take care of that, understand?”


  “No,” she shakes her head. “Not at all.”


  “Oh, Brynny. Something tells me Miss Bellamy has figured out our little game and is not happy about it. Ryder too. They’re both waiting for us to come to them, full force. Prove ourselves. And we’re fucking Kendricks. They want our all, they’re gonna get it. Won’t know what fucking hit ‘em.” The mere thought of my plan makes me grin bigger, a fire in my belly.


  Here I come, sweet Bellamy.


  “Just don’t maul her in front of me please.” Brynn shivers and laughs.


  “Just don’t watch,” I cock a brow and counter.


  “Jesus,” she huffs and pulls out her phone. “Okay, tell me what to say.”


  I talk while she types, pausing a few times to ask me if I’m serious—which I am—until she’s sent them both the perfect, apologetic message.


  “Now we wait.”


  


  Fourteen


  Bellamy


  MY SHIFT AT The Pit Stop over, I grab a seat at the bus stop and pull out my phone. My, Brynn’s certainly been a busy girl today, blowing me up with texts and voicemails.


  I start at the bottom. You should always start on the last text— ‘cause it’s usually the one they not only gave the most thought to, once they had time to vent, think and rephrase, but more often than not sums up all the others…that you know you don’t have to spend an hour reading.


  


  Brynn: I told my brother he absolutely could NOT pursue you. No excuses, but I didn’t realize how invasive, disrespectful and selfish this was of me. I only thought of myself and how I would be devastated if things didn’t work out between you two and it cost me my friendship with you. I was wrong and I am very sorry. It will never happen again and I hope you can forgive me. And if you can forgive me, I have Sam Hunt concert tickets for this Friday. I’d love for you to go with me!


  


  See? Only read the last one of the many texts and heard everything I needed to. From her, that is. She failed to mention whether or not she had lifted the ban with Jefferson…but I don’t want to know. That part falls solely on him.


  While I’m proud of her and it only reinforces what I knew, she’s a great person who came to her senses and did the right thing—the “girl” in me would rather a scenario where Jefferson stormed the castle door, sword drawn, and threatened to burn down the village (without hurting any villagers of course, he’d have warned them to go on a trip out of town first) if he didn’t get his woman!


  I suspect her apology had a bit to do with both of them, a compromise on both of their parts. But “compromise” isn’t a real sexy word—so the longer I’m allowed to believe in my fairy tale version—the better. Or worse. He needs to hurry the hell up and show me something.


  


  Me: I absolutely forgive you and do have faith in the innocence of your motives. Brynn, we’re good, and thank you. Also, just for the record, I forgave you before I read about the tickets, but I AM SO IN! xoxo


  


  With a smile, I stand as I see the bus approaching, happier than one should be about the venture, because it’s starting to sprinkle. I’m about to climb aboard when I hear my name being called.


  I peer around the line and behind the bus, spotting a familiar silver Lincoln Navigator, and a familiar Kendrick standing with his door open. Wet, black hair, light blue, button-up dress shirt soaked and clinging to his skin, and a lopsided grin that could stop time.


  Seems Jefferson Kendrick doesn’t allow for a long pause between forbidden and come a’ calling.


  I like it.


  I like it a lot.


  When our eyes meet, his grin spreads into a devastatingly sexy lure and he crooks his finger, mouthing ‘come here.’


  “Are you stalking me, Jefferson?” I taunt with a very flirty smile of my own, sauntering over slowly, unconcerned with the rain.


  He quickly comes around and opens the passenger door for me, lifting a hand to brush my wet hair off my forehead.


  “Are you scared, or thinking of filing a restraining order?” he asks on a slight laugh.


  “No.”


  “Then it’s not stalking. I think the words you’re looking for are “pleasantly surprising you in pursuit of your undying affection.” Now get in, you’re soaked. And while I more than appreciate your white uniform top and excellent selection of a pink bra today,” his eyes smolder as he runs them over me, then back up to mine, “I’d rather not share the view with anyone else.”


  “But I’ll get your fancy seats all wet.”


  A low rumble emanates from his broad chest and he grabs my hips, physically placing me in his car. “I don’t care. Seatbelt,” he bosses, shutting my door and hurrying to his side.


  He starts the car and heater, turning on my seat warmer. “How long is your bus ride?” he asks, pulling out into traffic. “I don’t know the exact route, but I know where you live, so I’m guessing at least thirty minutes.”


  “Yeah, depending on the stops needed on any given day, usually about thirty to forty-five minutes. Lots of time to do homework when school’s going.”


  He tries to smother his growl and fails. “What’s your major?”


  “Undeclared. Just taking general cores and a few classes of possible areas of interest, like Sociology. I really have no idea what I want to do yet, though. You?”


  “Business Management. For the family companies.”


  “Makes sense,” I nod. In the silent gap, I turn to him. “Thank you for picking me up. Very thoughtful. Oh, and you may be interested to know, I got an unusual yet very informative text from your sister today.”


  “I know, I was sitting beside her when she wrote it. She just needed a little help putting into words what she was feeling. Brynn’s new to best friends, drama, that kind of thing. She was ashamed, crying, so I helped her out. Are the two of you gonna be okay?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m glad.”


  “That it?” I prompt.


  “Pretty much. Helped her write one to Ryder too.”


  Don’t. Ask. The answer might ruin it, Bellamy. Do not ask.


  I of course ask, holding my breath while I wait for his response. “So, she’s fine with you and me…doing whatever it is we’re doing?”


  “Think so, hope so, but it doesn’t matter. Brynn is crystal clear on the fact that she no longer gets a say, grumble, scowl or tantrum over anything related to you and me.”


  Oh yeah, I feel my delighted smile overtake my whole face…perfect answer. Sexy as hell. There’s the Kendrick man I was waiting on to show up.


  “So you stood up to her?” I ask.


  “Well,” he laughs, “I’ve got about six, seven inches on her, so I don’t know about all that. But I’m here, so are you, and if you wanna take one of those selfies of us together and send it to her, I’ll pull over. That answer your question?”


  “Indeed it does,” I whisper, almost to myself.


  We pull up to my apartment complex and I start to open the door, thanking him again, when he stops me with a firm grip on my thigh.


  “Whatcha doing there, my soaking wet beauty?” he asks in a cool, but sure tone.


  “Um, getting out, going in my house? I don’t understand the question,” I tilt my head.


  “I’ll come open your door and go up with you while you change,” he says matter-of-factly, reaching for his door handle.


  This time, I stop him with not quite as firm a grip on his, beyond firm, bicep. “Why?”


  “Because I’m taking you to dinner,” he says intently, looking at me like he’s the one who should be confused.


  I cover my mouth and snicker, not at all offended, more so enjoying his painful attempt at chivalry. “You really haven’t ever done this before, have you?” I can’t keep the teasing lilt from my voice.


  “I think this is a trap and any time a woman asks you about other women in their past, you’re supposed to say “no, never, you’re the first,” but yes, I have opened a car door before. However,” he holds up a finger and his voice climbs excitedly, “I have never waited in a woman’s house while she changed into something, to, uh, go out.”


  “Thank you for the honesty,” I giggle, patting his hand with a bit of patronization in my reply. “But I meant, you’ve never dated, or whatever this is we’re doing, before.”


  “Not really, no. I guess in high school, dances and what not, I sort of did for that night. But beyond that? Nope. Why, am I screwing it up?”


  “Eh, no, but maybe try incorporating the words “can” and “will” into what you say. For instance, “Bellamy, can I come up and wait while you change? I would love to take you to dinner, if you’re free” might be better.” I smile encouragingly, not wanting to deter him or hurt his feelings.


  “Have you eaten?” That’s his response.


  “No.”


  “Are you hungry?”


  “Yes, but…”


  He gently lays a finger over my lips, his eyes holding mine hostage with a fierce, downright primitive, authority. “Will you eat if I take you to dinner?” he asks in a rough baritone, barely fringed with control.


  “Of course, but…” I mumble past his fingers, this time being stopped by his “sshh.”


  “Can you stop being so damn stubborn and just let me take you out for a nice dinner?” He smirks.


  I nod…it’s that damn smirk. I’d rather stare at it than attempt to make a point. A point that honestly, would be an attempt to conform him into being like every other guy. And I don’t want every other guy. I want uncensored, all he’s got, Jefferson Kendrick.


  “Good, I’m hungry.” He hops out and comes to open my door, offering me his hand, which I take.


  We walk to my apartment and he again makes that grumbly sound that I don’t yet know precisely what it means, so I pretend not to hear it and open the door.


  “This is it,” I hold out my arms. “Not much, but it’s mine. Go ahead and make yourself comfortable and I’ll go change. Any particular dress code?”


  He stops looking around my place and at me. “Whatever you want to wear is more than fine, Bellamy. You’d look gorgeous in a gunny sack.”


  “Okay,” I blush. “Be right back.”


  I dash to my room, throwing clothes around like a madwoman. I don’t have much in the way of fancy…and the Kendricks are pretty fancy, despite never boasting it.


  To relax, I turn my clock radio on low, and laugh quietly to myself. Unsteady by Chase Holfelder is playing…quite appropriately. I feel unsteady to say the least, wading into new, exciting waters in which I want to swim, float and bask…not drown.


  Jefferson Kendrick, with his suave, charming demeanor and off-the-charts, sexy good looks, has drowning warnings practically flashing off him.


  And yet, I’ve never been more willing to take such a huge risk in my life.


  I can’t explain, even to myself, the inexplicable pull I feel toward him. It’s brand new to me. But I’m dying to explore it.


  So I pull out my one, bargain find, “just in case” staple that I can only hope captures his attention half as much as he captivates mine.


  The little black dress in the very back of my closet.


  


  Fifteen


  JT


  I’M TAKING BELLAMY to dinner tonight to spend time with her. Time during which we’re clothed. To talk.


  It recently occurred to me, in one of my rare, sporadic “deep thoughts” moments, that every married couple in my life, even after all these years, still make each other laugh. Still hold hands and whisper in each other’s ears.


  And fuck.


  A lot.


  I want it all too.


  I want to date Bellamy, make sure there’s more here than just a challenge. See if I can picture us, after we fuck one day soon of course, holding hands and making each other laugh.


  Already pretty sure of the answer though, which is why, while she’s in the bedroom getting ready…I’m making a few calls. Calls that remind me so much of my dad and Uncle Saw, it’s disturbing. But, it was my father, after all, who told me to go after her with everything I’ve got—so it’s only fitting that he’s the one I’m calling.


  “Hello?”


  “Dad, I can’t talk very loud,” I whisper into the phone.


  “Why not?” he bellows in my ear. “Are you okay? Put them on the phone, I’ll pay whatever they want.”


  Dear God…my mom and her crime shows that she makes him watch.


  “Dad, I haven’t been abducted for ransom. I just don’t want Bellamy to hear me. Simmer down, Superman.”


  “Oh, hold on then.” He covers the phone, but I can still hear him calming my mom down. Which is immediately followed by the distinct smack that I know is her hitting him for scaring the shit out of her. “Alright son, I’m back.”


  “Where’d she get ya?” I quietly laugh.


  “Arm. Twisted her ring palm-in first too. Evil. Anyway, what can I do for you?”


  “Don’t we own a part of the Appleton Apartments?” I don’t know why I bother asking, someone in my family owns part of just about everything in this area. How they manage it all, I’m still learning.


  My dad chuckles deeply in my ear. “I knew there was some of me in you somewhere. Yes, we do. Wait, don’t tell me. This’ll be fun. Lemme see if I can guess. She…has a creepy neighbor you want removed?”


  “No. Well shit, I don’t know. I’ll check that out too.”


  “She has a bunch of stuff that doesn’t work? Her locks aren’t safe? Air conditioning is out? Your Uncle Sawyer dealt with that once, went ape shit,” he laughs harder.


  “No, none of the above. I don’t have much time, so can I just tell you the problem?”


  “Yes, of course. I’ve been waiting.”


  Not even gonna argue.


  “She’s on the bottom floor,” I state simply, the implication obvious.


  “Oh,” he grumbles. “Say no more, I’ll take care of it.” I know my father, knew it’d be obvious.


  “And Dad, could we furnish it? She uh, works very hard for what little she does have, but…”


  “Diving right in, then?” He chuckles, yet I hear the undertone of skepticism.


  “Almost positive. But even if not, she’s Brynn’s best friend. Want her safe, with things half as nice as she is, ya know?”


  “Yes, I do know. Do you?” His voice tilts at the end, to the pitch of a lesson being taught.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” I didn’t catch the actual lesson, just the fact there was one there.


  “I’ll get her moved, but the furnishings? Coming out of your weekly paycheck. Worth doing for her, worth doing it for her yourself. Make sense?”


  “Yes, sir, perfect sense. Wouldn’t have it any other way. And Dad? Thank you.”


  I hang up, satisfied with the good start. I’ll worry about her lack of car after a few dates.


  Or tomorrow. We’ll see.


  “I’m ready,” she says shyly and I turn, taking her in slowly, twice. Little black dress that snugly outlines the perfection that hides underneath. Her long, auburn locks hanging over her shoulders in soft curls. And the sweet pink tint of uncertainty on her cheeks.


  Breathtaking.


  Definitely gonna worry about the car tomorrow.


  “Come here,” I crook my finger at her and she smiles, walking over to me. “Bellamy, you’re absolutely beautiful.”


  “Thank you,” she casts her eyes down to my shirt. “What about you, though? Are you dry yet?”


  “Dry enough. Just wanna feed you, Gorgeous. You ready?”


  She bobs her head eagerly and I take her hand in mine, leading us out. She gives mine a squeeze and I glance at her out of the corner of my eye. Her smile, so full and sweet…she’s excited, I imagine going through the gamut of all those “girl” feelings— dressed up nice, fancy date, those things. And maybe, happy it’s with me.


  And another totally unfamiliar, baffling thought hits me out of nowhere.


  This is why men suddenly change, shocking everyone who knows them, and one certain woman is instantly more than enough. Able to make them, unasked, do the frilly, special stuff for only her…


  She smiled like that.


  


  [image: ]


  


  DINNER IS UNLIKE any meal I’ve ever had.


  Oh, I’ve eaten at this restaurant many times. Had their steak. May have even sat at this exact table before.


  But never have I been completely engrossed in a conversation the way I am tonight. I don’t even want to think about how closely I resemble a woman right now, but…I resemble a woman right now.


  Not to stereotype the entire gender. Maybe some of them don’t feel this way, but it’s the only thing I can think to equate it to, because I know what I interpret being “a man” to feel like…and that’s not what’s going on with me right now.


  Her every move, word, expression—I am wholly attuned to, oblivious to all else. For instance, she’s a little chilly. There are tiny goosebumps on her arms and she’s hunching her shoulders to trap her body heat close to her. I really wish I had a jacket for her.


  Another fact…she didn’t like the appetizer, forcing a smile through the one bite she took, subtly pushing the plate aside after.


  And she loves the house band, providing subdued, romantic music in the background. I know this because she’s closed her eyes and sighed at the start of four different songs.


  I like her.


  Not just her startling beauty and killer body. More than her innocent essence.


  Her.


  It almost feels beyond my control, a preordained connection, as though I couldn’t not like her even if I was determined to convince myself of such.


  Good Lord, JT. Need a tampon?


  I must laugh because she asks, “What were you just thinking, that tickled you?”


  “Trust me, you don’t want to know. And I definitely don’t want to tell you.”


  “Okay then, tell me something else, something you do want me to know,” she smiles, adding in that soft, feminine sigh of happiness that gets prettier every time I hear it.


  “What do you want to know? Ask me anything.” I flip the script, wandering blindly into unfamiliar territory.


  “Hmmm,” she taps her chin with one dainty finger. “Cats or dogs?”


  I let out a laugh too loud for the upscale restaurant, but I can’t help it. “That’s your burning question?”


  “Not to worry, I have more. Answer so we can move on. They get better as we go,” she bounces her eyebrows.


  I nod to our server to refill our wine glasses—no checking Bellamy’s I.D. here because he and every other waiter, hostess and the owner know my family—and take a drink.


  “Neither,” I answer. “I’ve never had either one, so I really have no idea, but I feel sure I’m a neither. Had a turtle once. Did something wrong though ‘cause it died almost immediately after being placed in my care.”


  “How sad,” her bottom lip pooches out and I fight like hell not to lean across the table and pull it between my teeth. “What was his name?”


  “Whose?” I’m still staring at that sexy mouth of hers.


  “Your turtle,” she snickers. Then, catching on to where my line of vision has zeroed in, she slowly runs the tip of her tongue across her lips. “Jefferson,” she says low and raspy, “did I lose you?”


  “No, sorry,” I shake my head and meet her eyes. “What about you, animal lover?”


  Her lids droop sexily and a saucy grin curls her mouth. “I, too, am a neither. I’m a no to turtles as well.”


  “Are you now?” I rest my chin on my hand, matching her grin with a pleased one of my own. Very pleased; I was sure she was gonna think me an ass if forced to admit…I have no idea what the turtle’s name was.


  “I am. One checkmark in our “things in common” column. Okay, next question. Favorite part of the female body?”


  “I’m supposed to say her mind or some shit like that here, right?” I ask on an accidental chuckle.


  “No,” she waves a dismissive hand. “You’re supposed to tell me the truth, and if you are going to lie, try not to make it the cheesiest thing you could possibly say.”


  “That, I can do. As long as you don’t get offended.”


  “I wouldn’t have asked just to trap you into a Woman’s Lib rant. I want to know.”


  This is actually a hard one…so many delicious parts to choose from. My answer really isn’t pussy. Other things have to catch my attention first before I want to venture there. Honestly. Well-kept secret among men? Pussy varies a little, tightness and muscle control, scent (that’s a big one), hair or bare…but the real deciding factors are many.


  Smiles—fake and toothy, or beautiful?


  Laughs—also fake and obnoxious, or adorable, sexy?


  Hair—long and red…or not?


  Humor, wit—quick, sassy and intelligent, or just give up?


  And of course, because despite my behavior tonight, I do have a dick…Tits—full, spectacular and responsive, with proportional nipples that tighten into pretty buds, or saggy, flat bags beyond redemption with big ass saucer nipples?


  “Jefferson?” Her voice once again regains my focus.


  “Sorry. I was debating, and I can’t decide. I think it’s a three-way tie between smile, tits and hair,” I shrug. Damn, I forgot ass.


  She sets down her wine, licking a drop off her lips. Shit, I forgot lips too. “Okay, now tell me your answer, considering me as your only subject,” she murmurs with a wickedly saucy glint in her eyes.


  “I gotta get you to drink wine more often,” I wink. “Bold Bellamy is fun. And sexy as hell. For only you, I’m gonna say, in order,” I stall, seriously considering my answer, “smile slash lips in general, eyes, tits, hair and ass.”


  “Why thank you, kind sir,” she blushes and giggles. “For you, I say, in order, charisma, wink slash eyes in general, abs slash delicious V, face, smile and smirk, then chest. Oh, and your back. And the finger crook thing you do.”


  “You didn’t say we could pick everything but length of pinky toenail, cheater,” I laugh.


  “My game, my rules,” she blows me a cheeky kiss. “Next. Sleeping. Snuggled up, an even room temp of like seventy-two, or foot sticking out of the covers, minimal clothing and a freezing sixty-eight or lower?”


  “Well I know your answer,” I grin. “Not because of your very loaded wording or anything. I’d be a meet in the middle of all that I guess. I’d concede to seventy-two degrees and light covers, if there was a ceiling fan on low and you agreed to minimal clothing.”


  She nods. “I could agree to those terms, if you throw in snuggling. Okay, movies. Horror, comedy, rom-com, action or psychological thriller?”


  I motion to have our glasses topped off, bottle now empty, which is probably a good thing. I refuse to end this date, actual date, with sex. I don’t hate my dick…I just like Bellamy, loose and comfortable with very telling conversation, more.


  “I don’t like horror at all, and rom-com? I’d bear my way through one for you. But personally, I’d go psychological thriller, action then comedy.”


  “Well you’re in luck, Jefferson,” she purrs, finding my foot under the table with her own. “Because I’ll pick psychological thrills first every time. And I loathe stupid, predictable horror movies. So, I’ll give up rom-coms, you scratch actions, and our third choice will now be comedies. Deal?”


  “Yeah, um, deal,” I tug at my collar. First date and she just decided our movie choices plan—for the future.


  Don’t get me wrong, I’m feeling her. We get along great and have a ton in common. I’m just a tiny bit apprehensive of the speed at which we’re moving.


  But, I did want to get to know her, and one must factor in the wine, so I won’t panic…yet.


  “You about ready to get out of here?” I ask. “I’ll call for a car since I drank.”


  “Anytime you are. And Jefferson, thank you. I had a really nice time.”


  “Me too, Bellamy. Me too.”


  


  Sixteen


  Bellamy


  I WAKE UP with only a small trace of a hangover—nothing a few Tylenol and some food won’t fix. Thankfully, I don’t have to be at work until eleven.


  While I’m buttering my toast between sips of much needed coffee, there’s a knock at the door. Who the hell would be here this early? Or…at all. I have very few visitors as it is, let alone unexpected ones.


  I check the peephole and accidently shriek in horror. Jefferson, looking gorgeous, is on the other side of my door, while I’m in ratty pajamas, with even rattier hair no doubt. At least I took a second to brush my teeth!


  “I heard you, Bellamy. Why aren’t you opening the door?” he asks.


  “Because I look like death warmed over. How are you already up, functioning and here? Looking great?”


  “I’m a man, over six feet tall and two hundred pounds. Half a bottle of wine doesn’t faze me like it does your tiny self. I don’t care how you think you look, I’m sure you’re gorgeous as ever. Let me in, I’ve got great news for ya.”


  “One word about my appearance and I’m kicking you out,” I grumble my threat as I undo the three locks and slowly open the door.


  “Morning,” he eyes me from top to bottom. “You look precious, as predicted. Can I come in?”


  I move aside, giving him room, then shut the door and turn to find him already on the couch. Arms across the back, stretched legs out and a confident grin on his face. His right leg is bouncing rather fast though, and his eyes twinkle with agenda. Clearly, he’s barely able to contain this news he has for me.


  I go grab my coffee and join him on the couch. After a few more sips, the caffeine finally starts to hit my brain and I feel ready to attempt comprehensive conversation. “So, what’s the big, early bird announcement?” I bravely ask.


  “Apartment 301C just opened up, and shut right back down again,” insert theatrical pause during which his mouth twitches, “because it’s yours. We can move you in as soon as you’re ready. It’s a lot bigger, same rent and it’s on the third floor, not ground level,” he gushes without taking a breath. “And it’s fully furnished.”


  Need more caffeine. I gulp it down this time, only a slight singeing of my tongue and throat.


  I narrow my eyes at him. “How did you know there was an opening?”


  “Kendrick Enterprises is part owner of this and two other complexes on the block. Do you want to go up and see it?”


  “Not yet,” I drawl. “Lemme’ see if I’m following correctly first. Because your family just happens to own the complex in which I live and I didn’t ask or hint in any way I was apartment shopping, since I’m not, you somehow took that as your invitation to uproot me? To a bigger place, fully furnished, yet miraculously has the same rent? I cover everything?”


  I’m expecting an argument or a stuttering attempt at what he thinks is a valid explanation.


  Not even close to what I get.


  He quickly slides across the couch, taking my coffee out of my hand and setting it on the table. Then he tilts my head by a single finger under my chin, forcing my gaze to his enflamed one. His dark, chocolate brown eyes brew with an irritating hint of male confidence and a certain smolder, almost as if my biting tone, clearly unhappy with his presumptuousness, turned him on?


  “Not everything, Bellamy.” My name’s spoken in deep, sultry seduction. “You’ll need to tell me what you’re taking from here so I can move it up and what you want to do with the rest.”


  I have to blink a few times in order to break the trance his voice, the smell of his cologne and the air of authority have put me under. “Excusé moi? That’s French for “you’re being high-handed and I don’t like it. I’m not some…”


  He presses two fingers over my lips. “Sshh. You’re not some anything, you’re Bellamy Morgan, and I’m more than a little interested in her. I will win, so just stop with the fight you think you want to put up and let me do this for you. Ground floor units aren’t safe. I demand you be safe. And you go to school, work and support yourself all alone. I admire that immensely. But it’s at my fingertips to give you more room to move around, decorate how you want and all the furnishings you could ever need. Why wouldn’t I do that for you?”


  He moves his fingers, brows arched as he awaits my reply.


  “Um, because you hardly know me? Or perhaps because I’m not your project or some pity case. I have my pride, Jefferson, and everything I need.” I cross my arms over my chest and scowl as meanly as I can.


  “You’re right, you’re neither of those things. But you are the woman I’m seeing, so You. Will. Be. Safe. And I Will. Do. Nice. Things. For. You. Because I want to. Because I can. And newly discovered, because you’re sexy as fuck when you get all defensive. And P.S., I know you better than you think I do.”


  “Nope,” I shake my head. “Not happening. This would set a scary precedent and next thing I know, you’ll be picking out my clothes and leading me around by a collar.”


  He busts out laughing, holding his side. “Are you,” he struggles for breath, “trying to say I’d treat you like a dog or make you my BDSM slave?”


  “The latter,” I hiss. “Yes, I read! I know all about it. This is reminding me of how chapter two started out in a dozen books I couldn’t finish!”


  For some reason, this makes him laugh even harder. In turn, making me talk even louder. “What is so damn funny? It’s a thing, and not an unreasonable assumption of how your bossiness will progress if I let this slide!”


  “So you know all about the BDSM world because you read books about it? I’m not an expert, or even a novice, but I’m pretty sure you can’t claim a vast knowledge based on what you’ve read. It’s one of those things I’m betting is a whole lot different when you actually experience it for yourself. Which, I have no interest to do. Unless you do?” He waggles his eyebrows.


  “Yes,” I roll my eyes as I slather on the dry sarcasm. “I think that’d be perfect. Stroll my almost twenty-year-old virgin self right up in the middle of a dark, members only club. You think I’d fit in?”


  He fakes a cough and diverts his eyes, tugging at his collar while beads of sweat dot his forehead.


  “Oh, please! Like you didn’t know I was a virgin. Don’t guys of your experience level have some sort of radar for that? And besides, I’m not a bit ashamed of it. Still wanna be my “Knight in Moving Man Armor” now?”


  He stands, grabs my mug and walks to the kitchen. When he returns, he hands me the freshly refilled coffee.


  “Drink up, you obviously need it. You’re a lil’ grumpy this morning,” he smiles. “Love sass, wit and an argument when you’re all sleepy sexy, but you’re teetering on scary now. While you drink, I’ll recap.” He sits back down. “Yes, I figured you were a virgin, not at all a deterrent. No, I have no predilection for BDSM. Or dogs, we established that last night. And finally, you are moving upstairs. Tell me what day works for you, and again, what I need to do with anything you’re not taking.”


  “Jefferson, I appreciate the thoughtfulness. Not so much your delivery, but thoughtful all the same. I’m still not moving.”


  He blows out a weighted breath and runs a hand through his hair, then looks me dead in the eyes. “You have to.”


  “Have to? Why is that?”


  “Because I’m evicting you from this one.”


  “You’re what?” I screech. “You can’t do that. You have to give me a notice and have a valid reason.”


  “We strongly suspect there’s mold in this apartment. By law, and every health code, we have to take immediate action. I’ll have an official notice to you by late afternoon.” He spews out the complete bullshit with a straight face and the finality of a man who’s used to getting his way.


  He speaks again, this time with friendly flirtation. “Bellamy, I can’t not want to take care of you. It’s in my DNA. But it does have its perks. A man who will do anything to ensure your safety, happiness and total satisfaction. You’ll see,” he winks, accentuating his unsubtle innuendo.


  “I’ll think about it,” I grouse. “The great part? Your family will think I’m leeching off you, a gold-digger. This was your idea. You better make that overly clear.”


  “You’ve met them,” he chuckles. “This is tame compared to the other men in my family. My mom actually refers to my father as “caveman,” often. None of them will even bat an eyelash. I promise.”


  “Fine, like I said, I’ll think about it.”


  “Let me see your phone,” he looks around for it.


  “Why?”


  “So you can call or text me when you decide what day works best for you. Just don’t forget, Friday’s out because we have the concert.”


  “You’re going with us?” No clue why I’m a bit surprised.


  “Yeah, I am. Who do you think gave her the tickets?”


  “So you bribed Brynn to be okay with,” I motion a finger between us, “this?”


  “Damn, you’re cynical in the morning. No. I didn’t know she was crying, stewing in her own guilt, when I pulled up, planning to give them to her. After we had a long talk and she had already realized for herself the error of her ways, then I handed them over. And she told me, with just a look, who was being invited. Us. Both.”


  “Okay, I believe you and that does make me feel better.” I rise and go grab my phone. “Here,” I hold it out to him when I return.


  He taps away on the screen then grins, handing it back. “There ya go. I’ve got your number and you’ve got mine. I gotta get to work,” he stands too, “but lemme know. You torture me, holding out and making me wait too long,” he steps into me and says huskily, “I will return the favor one day soon.”


  “Don’t get too cocky, Kendrick. One man’s soon may be another woman’s never.” I toss on my sassiest smile.


  “Shy to the world, brazen lil’ vixen for me. I like it. Now, I really do have to go. Come ‘ere,” he grabs me around the waist and crushes me to him, claiming my mouth with a hungry growl.


  I go to my tiptoes and weave my fingers through his thick hair, pressing myself harder against his chest. His kisses are more intoxicating and influential than I like to admit, and I’m definitely scared to acknowledge how my feelings for him grow stronger every time we kiss, touch…or breathe the same air.


  But why? Why be scared, hold back, deny myself the pleasure of this overwhelming man?


  Because I’m absolutely terrified that if I allow myself to fully become the woman I am when I’m with him, once he’s gone, I won’t be able to find my way back. And even worse, I’ll be searching alone.


  He pulls back from our kiss, searching my face with concern on his. “Where’d ya go?”


  “Wh, what do you mean?” I stammer softly. I’m a very bad liar.


  “I lost you in the middle of that kiss. I could practically hear your wheels turning. What were you thinking about?” He skims his nose down my cheek, then throat. “Tell me, Bellamy.”


  “Self-preservation,” I answer in blunt honesty.


  “Hey,” he dips his head to catch my eyes. “I get it, believe me, I do. Think of it this way. Not only are we in it together, anxious, apprehensive about new territory for both of us, but we must be feeling the same intensity to have the same concerns. Right?”


  “Yeah,” I nod shakily. “Well put, and reassuring. Thank you.”


  “Thank you,” he grins, “for confirming I’m not imagining this. Now gimme one more,” he taps his lips.


  And I do. Ensuring he’ll be thinking of me the rest of the day.


  


  Seventeen


  JT


  I’M IN A meeting with a client I procured, my father on lead…when my phone vibrates in my pocket.


  Could it be one of my buddies with some non-important bullshit? Yes.


  Could it be my intriguing, obstinate in the most wonderful of ways, redhead? Yes, yes it could…which is why my father is about to be a seriously unhappy man.


  I clear my throat, trying to rise from my chair with as much decorum as possible. “Gentlemen, I apologize for the interruption, but I have an important call coming in I must take. Please, continue on without me.” I rip my phone out of my pocket and walk briskly from the room, feeling my dad’s eyes burning a hole in my back.


  As to not chance him storming out in the hall to inspect the phone call himself, I head straight for the men’s room, shutting myself in the far back stall.


  And I finally look at my phone.


  Totally worth my charade.


  


  Bellamy: Not ready to pick a day to actually move, but if you’re free tonight after I get off work, we can go up and look at it so I have a better idea of what to keep IF I agree to this.


  


  Me: What time do you get off work?


  


  Bellamy: 7, so I can meet you at my place around 7:35. Does that work?


  


  Me: Not even a little bit. I’ll pick you up. At work. At 7.


  


  Bellamy: *sigh* You don’t have to do that, Jefferson. No sense in you making an extra trip. I’ve ridden the bus for a long time, it’s not a problem.


  


  Me: See you at 7. Gotta go, meeting. Have a good day, and try not to argue with the customers. That pleasure’s all mine.


  


  I shoot off a text to the apartment complex manager, telling him to have the key waiting for me at the front desk, then hurry back into the meeting.


  “Everything all right?” My father asks in stern annoyance when I retake my seat.


  “Very good,” I try for a blank expression ‘cause it’s creepy as hell how well he can read it if you show one. “Sorry again for the disturbance.”


  He grins, actually grins, at me knowingly. “I’m glad to hear it. No apology necessary. Some things should always take precedence.”


  He knows who it was and sounds as if he not only understands, but dare I say seems happy for me? After all, I’m emulating, or trying to anyway, everything I learned watching him my whole life. He’d answer his phone while still in the room, mid-sentence, and kick everyone out if my mom needed him.
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  I PULL UP outside The Pit Stop at seven p.m. sharp, ready to show Lil’ Miss Sassy Britches her new apartment.


  But when twenty minutes tick by and she still hasn’t emerged, I decide to go in and hunt her down. Swear to God, if she snuck out the back and took the bus to prove some point…I’m gonna enjoy showing her how ornery I can be too.


  I see her right when I step through the doors, waiting on a table of rowdy guys. I can feel her frustration from here—her smile is tight and forced and she’s rolled her eyes twice in the mere thirty seconds I’ve been watching.


  I start to approach, and as if sensing me, she turns her head my way. Her eyes bulge as she hurries over to me and starts babbling so fast, it’s almost incoherent.


  “I’m sorry, how long have you been waiting? This is why I told you I could take the bus, sometimes my shift runs over. I can’t clock out until they’re done. It’s my table, so I have to close out the ticket and they won’t leave. They’re done eating.” She uses both hands to push her hair back and finally takes a deep breath. “Bunch of jerks, probably won’t even tip.”


  “Where’s your manager?” I ask her, eyeing the table.


  “Ha!” She sneers. “Probably in the kitchen baking them a damn cake. I told him, but they’re as good as famous in his eyes. It’s-”


  “Oh Gingersnap, I need a refill,” one of them, back to me, yells at Bellamy.


  “One second,” she answers stiffly and blows out a heavy exhale. “I’ll be right back. And I’ll remind them of their ticket. I don’t want you wasting your whole night here.”


  I watch as she does her best to be friendly and patient, bringing the guy a refill and nudging the ticket on the table closer to him.


  And then…we cross over into very problematic territory. Way beyond the “thinking about snapping his fucking ‘oh gingersnap’ neck” zone he’d already entered. Yeah—caught it—didn’t like it. Dude grabs her upper thigh and pulls her to him, so rough she almost falls in his lap. She struggles to escape his clutches and turns her pale, scared face to me…already right at her side.


  “There’s a problem here,” I state.


  “No, everything’s cool, man. Mind your business,” one of the handsy dude’s friends replies. He looks familiar, but I can’t quite place him.


  “I didn’t ask if there was a problem.” I clarify, low and menacingly. “I said there was a problem. And I wasn’t talking to you. Talking to this one,” I slap and clamp down on the shoulder attached to the arm that’s attached to Bellamy. “Wanna let go of my girl, pay your tab and get the fuck out?” I ask him as calmly as I’m able…which isn’t too damn calm.


  That’s when he turns, finally giving me a shot of his face, explaining why the other guy looked familiar too. It’s the dude from Fahrenheit that serenaded Bellamy.


  “Your girl, huh?” He smiles snidely and gets out of his seat, releasing Bellamy in doing so. “This why you bailed on me that night?” he asks her, nudging his head toward me.


  “I…” she starts to offer this douche an explanation he’s neither owed nor deserves, but I nip that shit real quick.


  “Bellamy baby, go clock out and get your purse. I’ll pay these losers’ tab and meet you in the car,” I direct her, eyes never leaving douche and his merry band of bags.


  “I don’t need you to pay my tab, fucker. I make more money on one gig that you do in a year,” he laughs, his buddies joining chorus.


  “Maybe,” I shrug, knowing he doesn’t even come close. I don’t need to measure dicks with him—I’m packing…Bellamy. Out of here. With me. “If so, why not pay it then and quit giving her a hard time? And touching her,” I fume, stepping up nose to nose with him. “That your M.O.? Wooing them from the stage all romantic and shit then stalking and groping them like a prick if they don’t come backstage?”


  “Like I have to stalk pussy,” he jeers. “Just happened to walk in here, there she was, figured she deserved a little shit for giving me the slip the other night.”


  “Well she doesn’t, neither does any woman. Here’s how this is gonna go. If you’re really able to pay your own tab, rock star, do it now or else I’m going to. Leave a big tip. Then get the fuck gone and know that you can’t ever come back in here again. As of tonight, you’re banned from the premises. Your second option is, I kick the shit out of you and you’re still banned. Choice is yours.”


  “You think you can get me, a member of Fahrenheit, banned from anywhere?” He cackles.


  “I know I can. Tell ya what, go to the counter and pay. By the time you’re done, I will be too.” I turn and head straight through the double doors leading to the kitchen and locate the manager.


  He and I have ourselves a short, but nice, little chat. Actually, I think it takes two active participants to “chat,” and I’m the only one who talks. He listens. Then we walk back out front together.


  Music man’s waiting with his arms crossed and a hotshot grin, that’ll be short-lived, on his face. “Well?” he says with a bravado he’s about to lose right along with that grin.


  “Um, Zeke. Excuse me, I mean Mr. Stryker…”


  I bark out a laugh…Stryker? Yeah, that’s the last name he was no way in hell born with, but he boasts it, so I get to hoot at his dumbass.


  “I’m Tony Salazar, Manager here at The Pit Stop. I’m going to have to ask you to not only leave immediately, but permanently prohibit you from returning to our establishment due to your behavior this evening.”


  Zeke Stryker. I have to chuckle again. With his disbelieving eyes about to pop out of socket, you’d think he just got told his real name is Frank Smith…or something equally as shocking. His jaw is literally hanging open, yet he doesn’t seem to have anything to say. He simply stands frozen in place, not near as cocksure now.


  “All right,” I clap Mr. Salazar on the shoulder while leering at Zeke, “we all copacetic here, or do I still need to beat some ass?”


  “No, no, we’re good,” Mr. Manager starts to panic.


  He’s cut short when Songbird’s mouth finally moves, and I don’t think he realizes the awe with which he speaks. “Who the hell are you?”


  I can’t not…


  “Monster, Monster Slong,” I reply with a straight face. “Pleasure doing business with you, Zeke Stryker. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve left my woman waiting long enough. You know, the gorgeous gingersnap, that if you ever come near again, I’ll break both your arms and legs? Have a good night, and thank you Mr. Salazar.”


  Walking out, I should feel great. I don’t. Bellamy knows it too the minute she sees me, because her chin drops to her chest. I get in the car, start it and turn on some music without either of us saying a word.


  You have to be fucking kidding me. “The Place Where You Belong” by Shai? The one time it’s been played on the radio in the last twenty years is now?


  The only reason I even know the song is because of the Beverly Hills Cop movie. I wasn’t even born yet when it released, but have watched it…and alas, am revisiting its archaic soundtrack at the most inopportune moment possible.


  I reach up to turn the station, but Bellamy lays a hand on arm to stop me. “I like this song,” she says in a sweet, hushed tone. That delicate, tender sound only a woman can make, that even if she’s wrong and you’re spitting-mad at her…you kind of instantly forget exactly why. Or at least stop brooding and speak to her—if not for any other reason than to hear the sound again.


  What? No really, what in the hell is happening to me? I need a beer and a ball game, like yesterfuckingday.


  “I’m pissed as hell right now,” I gruffly inform her.


  “I know.” She makes the sound…again. “I’m just not sure exactly why, or for what the most, or…whatever I mean to say. So why don’t you tell me?”


  The song she insisted on is over so I turn off the radio and take a minute to choose my next words wisely. I can talk like Uncle Zach, blunt yet rational, or I can go the route I feel—Uncle Sawyer Avenue—totally screwing it up and undoubtedly making things worse.


  Dragging in two lungfuls and letting them out in a long, loud exhale, I chose the Zach Reece route. “Rather than me letting loose with angry assumptions, I’m gonna ask you a few questions.”


  “Okayy,” she drawls out cynically.


  “Did he touch you more than the one time I saw?”


  “Yes. And like I said, I told my manager, who did nothing about it.”


  “That’s been fixed. Your sorry excuse for a manager has been advised exactly where he went wrong and told the band they couldn’t ever come back.”


  Her head snaps my direction. “How’d you finagle that?”


  “Doesn’t matter how, I did, so you don’t have to worry about it happening again. Next question, why didn’t you call me? If you were being groped and harassed, you should’ve called. I’d have been there in minutes.”


  We’ve reached her apartment and parked, so we both shift in our seats to look at each other. She sighs, but holds her eyes on mine as she answers. “Couple reasons. One, I wasn’t sure if we were at that place, you know, where I had an actual boyfriend I could call to just at least come sit and make sure things went okay. I mean, Marshall is only a friend, and I’d never call him with that expectation.”


  “The guy, your ride home, from the bar? The one tossing back shots and left you sitting alone? In a bar? That guy?” I can’t contain my sarcasm, or resentment…being compared to him in any way is below the damn belt.


  “Yeah,” her head lowers, as does her voice.


  “Well thank God you wouldn’t call him! And whatever we are, we’re sure the fuck not that! What are the other reasons? I hope they’re better than the last one.” I shake my head, rubbing my throbbing temples.


  “I wasn’t sure I had the leeway to ask you to come. And if I did, I knew you wouldn’t just sit and keep an eye on things,” she laughs quietly. “You’d have gotten in a fight, and not only do I really need that job, I definitely don’t feel like I have the right to lure you into fights. Not that I’d ever want to use that right, if I did have it.”


  “So, you’re not sure where we stand, if we’re at “the place” where you can call me, but you’re positive that I’d get in a fight for someone messing with you? That make sense to you? Because it sure as hell doesn’t to me.”


  “No,” she mumbles. “Saying it out loud, I feel stupid.”


  “You’re not stupid, at all, which is why I’m gonna ask you one last question and I need you to be honest with me.” My voice is solemn; a lot I didn’t think would ever possibly matter to me hinging on her answer.


  “I won’t ever lie to you, Jefferson. What is it?”


  I know I shouldn’t ask, crossing over into “Sawyer Says” land, but I have to be sure. I’ll be damned if I’m gonna try to become a new and improved, gallant even, version of myself—putting my own dick in detention—if she says what I really hope she doesn’t.


  Deep breath. Huge. Well past lung capacity. “Is any part of the reason you didn’t call me because it was him? I saw the way you reacted to his “Ballad to Bellamy” that night. You liked every minute of it and were mesmerized, the lone girl picked out of a crowd by the sexy rock star. Did you get excited when he came in, hoping he’d be as suave and totally into you like before?”


  I’m braced for her blowback. Screeching. Maybe some name calling. Possibly insulted tears.


  The stinging, hard-ass slap across my face? Never saw it coming.


  She grabs her purse and nearly falls, scrambling out of the car as fast as she can. “Fuck you, Jefferson Kendrick! I left with, and kissed you that night, you prick! I’m not a groupie or some willy-nilly, star-struck little slut, and fuck you again for thinking I could be!”


  And with that, she slams the door and storms off.


  Well, I got the screeching and name calling part right.


  But I knew I shouldn’t have asked. Thanks Uncle Sawyer for your awesome tutelage.


  


  Eighteen


  Bellamy


  THE NERVE OF him!


  I’ve never slapped another person in my life, or screamed at someone to “fuck off.” Can’t recall ever calling someone a prick either. Not out loud, anyway.


  But damn! Here I am putting my faith in a chance at something real with a proclaimed, anti-relationship ladies’ man, while he’s doubting me? Am I imagining it, or did he and I not already discuss the night at the bar? If memory does in fact serve, I think I made it amply clear that while the attention and song were a cool experience, I wasn’t fooled by flashy gimmicks and had no interest in anything beyond listening to the song and perhaps thanking Zeke after the show. In front of the stage.


  What, does Jefferson really think that coming in and being boisterous, obnoxious, chauvinistic and crudely touchy-feely would change my mind? I’d suddenly want the guy, at his worst, when I didn’t want him at his best?


  Or was he just asking to be cruel?


  You have to be careful with jealousy, for it is a two-headed beast. A beast you must either train or set free. If demonstrated exactly right, a little jealousy can be sexy and flattering. If executed incorrectly, it’s nothing but hurtful and disrespectful.


  Jefferson’s beast got the best of him tonight, and now I’m left wondering—has he no confidence in my character, or does he simply not listen and/or believe me when I talk?


  I’m furious, hurt and confused, unsure what to do with myself, pacing my apartment in futile effort to expel this ball of adrenaline rolling around inside me.


  I need air. Yes, air is good.


  Shooting for two birds with one stone, I gather up the trash to take out with me and walk over to do a quick peek out the window. I like to make sure, especially at night, that the coast is clear, no one milling about, before I walk outside by myself. Not to mention, it’d be hard to get any air if some lunatic attacked me and shoved a bag over my head.


  I pull the curtain aside and gasp…at the very same time my eyes mist with undefinable emotion. There, in the exact same spot I angrily jumped out of it, sits a silver Lincoln Navigator.


  It’s not as if I know a plethora of people who drive Navigators, so call me presumptuous, but I’m pretty positive who it is—waiting patiently—for what?


  And how could he have been sure I’d even look outside?


  He couldn’t have been. Which means, he’s camped out for his own reasons, absent of expectation.


  I grab my phone, not yet ready to face him. The one I slapped.


  


  Me: Why are you still sitting out there?


  


  Jefferson: Where else would I be sitting?


  


  Me: Um… at home? Your parents? Cuba? Anywhere but in front of my apartment.


  


  Jefferson: Now you’re just talking crazy. I’m in a car, not a boat. How the hell would I get to Cuba?


  


  Me: Swim. And you know the point I was making.


  


  Jefferson: Not really. We have plans tonight, remember? I’m getting kinda hungry too, so if you could speed up your aftermath, that’d be great. I’ve got the key to go look at the apartment and we’ll go grab something to eat after.


  


  Me: Stop doing that. Ignoring a problem doesn’t make it go away. We no longer have plans, JT! We’re fighting!


  


  Jefferson: I said something stupid, you slapped me across the face. I learned not to say shit like that again and you got me for it. Does that not conclude the fight? And don’t call me JT.


  


  Me: I’m sorry I slapped you. It was completely uncalled for and very out of character for me. It won’t ever happen again. But that doesn’t mean we’re done fighting. I’m very unhappy about what you said and we need to discuss it, after I’ve had some time to think. And aren’t you mad I slapped you? BTW- your name is JT, why is that a problem?


  


  I know the answer; I just want to hear him say it. Who’s playing games now? This girl, that’s who. Long overdue.


  


  Jefferson: We’re done texting. Either get your pretty self out here or I’m coming to you. How sturdy do you think your front door is? The answer? Not near sturdy enough. Motherfucker’s getting kicked the fuck in if I’m not laying eyes on you in the next five minutes.


  


  B&E threats probably shouldn’t induce full-body, not the scared kind, shivers. Too late. I felt that sexy ass warning everywhere.


  And, I do have to take my trash out anyway…might as well save my door and hear what he has to say. Since, again, I was already going outside. Totally of my own accord.


  I’ve taken approximately four steps out of my apartment, carrying one bag of trash and dragging the other behind me, when he’s suddenly right in front of me.


  “Give me those,” he grates, ripping both bags out of my hands. “Where’s it go?”


  “In the dumpster.” I point across the parking lot and he looks, then jerks his head back to me, his eyes bulging with an angry brittleness.


  “Please tell me,” he finds an impossibly lower octave, as tense as his jawline, “that you usually do this in the daytime, and this is a random, fluke occurrence.”


  “Sometimes,” I hitch a shoulder. “But if not, I do always look outside for any lurkers first.”


  “Jesus,” he groans, dropping his head and slowly shaking it back and forth. “Bellamy,” he glances back up, scowling, “lurking literally means hiding! Waiting, hidden, to strike. So, when you look outside, you’re not gonna see them, if they’re fucking doing it right!”


  I’m betting the vein in his forehead pops before the one in his neck…we shall see.


  “Well, what do you expect me to do?” I scowl right back, propping my hands on my hips. So they aren’t tempted to get slap-happy.


  “Take your trash out during the day! Every time!” Yep…forehead vein’s about to blow.


  I make an exaggerated scoffing noise. “Good thinkin’, genius. Why didn’t that occur to me? Hmm,” I tap my temple and pretend to ponder. “Oh, I remember now! Because during school, I already have to haul butt, lugging my backpack and breakfast, to the bus stop at the ass crack of dawn! And this morning, the start of my shift versus the bus schedule had me scrambling earlier than ass crack, so I wasn’t thinking about the freakin’ trash. Unfortunately, I have no say in the timing of public transportation. My bad.”


  “Fuck me, relationships are high maintenance as hell. I’m losing track of all the issues we have just from tonight. Hold on, lemme go dump your trash and we’ll start crossing things off the list. Don’t move.”


  Before I can blink, let alone move, he’s headed back from the dumpster, closing the space between us with quick, deliberate steps. I put both hands up in front of me and start backing away. I’m not ready for him to touch me yet, for reasons other than the one I blurt out. “Come on, you can wash your hands in my apartment. Thank you for doing that for me.”


  “You’re welcome. Question though. Is that the dumpster you’ll have to use when you move to the third floor?” he asks as we walk to my place.


  “Yeah,” I laugh. “How would a trash truck get to a dumpster up two flights of stairs?”


  “All right, okay,” he nods repeatedly, maniacally, unhappy with whatever he’s deliberating in his head. “So now you’ll be dragging your trash, at night of course, down two flights of stairs and even farther across the poorly lit parking lot. Then, going all the way back, nocturnal prey the entire time. Great, fucking fabulous news! Lemme guess, next you’re gonna tell me that I should be happy because of something even more spectacular, like…there’s only five sex offenders that live in this complex?”


  “You tell me,” I poke the bear. “Your family’s part owners, you guys run thorough background checks or not? Soap’s by the kitchen sink,” I tell him after opening the door to my apartment.


  He doesn’t answer my question, stomping past me to go wash his hands, grumbling under his breath the whole way. It takes him a while, and when the water’s stopped running, yet he hasn’t stepped back into the living room, I sneak up behind him to find out what’s taking him so long.


  Texting in turbo-speed on his phone.


  “Let me guess,” I snicker and startle him, laughing harder as he spins around with guilt smeared all over his face. “You’re texting your father to sic him on the background check standards and to check if anyone’s slipped through the cracks and already lives here.”


  “Don’t forget more, and brighter, lights in the parking lot and a better trash disposal system for tenants on upper floors,” he winks.


  “You’re ridiculous,” I roll my eyes. “You can’t possibly think you can just go around fixing everything you don’t like in the world?”


  He takes his time stalking toward me, the blaze in his eyes forcing me still, his grin growing more irresistible and predatory with every step. “Maybe not,” he says deep and gravelly, cupping the side of my face. “But I can fix all of it in your world. Bellamy, I want you safe. I want you happy. Blame my dad and uncles, but it’s all I know. When it comes to my woman, it’s my job to eliminate anything that makes her unhappy or could possibly put her in danger. It’s not my project,” he leans in closer until our noses brush, “it’s my pleasure. You are my pleasure. Gotta protect and pleasure you right back.”


  And then he’s covering my mouth with the frenzied strength of his own, the kiss rough and possessive. His tongue directing mine, his lips demanding. Ravenous. Authoritative. Wonderful.


  He leaves my mouth wanting more and sucks a searing path up my jaw until he’s groaning, rich and raspy in my ear. “Are we done fighting yet?”


  I want to moan my “yes,” forget it all and beg him to continue his delicious torture, but fortunately, I’m able to resist pretending that off-the-charts physical chemistry solves everything. So instead, I do my best to keep as much desire as possible absent from my voice when I answer.


  “I don’t know, are we? You said you knew what you insinuated earlier was stupid and you won’t say anything like it again, but is that because I got mad, or because you know it wasn’t true?”


  “Both,” his laugh is a hot, breathy gust on my sensitive skin. “I damn sure don’t want to make you mad again,” he sucks my earlobe into his mouth and murmurs, “and yes, I know it wasn’t true. You could’ve had him the other night when he was on his game if you wanted him. I was angry. Watching him touch you, wishing you would’ve called me to put a stop to it sooner. But I shouldn’t have said it. I’m sorry.”


  “Then yes,” I pant, since he’s now running his tongue across the magical dip where my neck and shoulder meet. “We’re done fighting.”


  “Good,” he says matter-of-factly, stepping back and eliminating all contact between any parts of his body and any throbbing, aching parts of mine. Making me grumpy and disappointed enough to consider starting another fight if I must. “Now can we finally go check out the other apartment?”


  “I suppose,” I frown, rethinking everything I thought I knew about the opposite sex. He’s putting a stop to our make-up session?


  “Let’s go, before we get sidetracked again.” He laces his fingers through mine and pulls me toward the door. “I know you’re gonna love it. And your neighbors. To your right is a couple in their sixties, both retired. He was a cop, bonus, and she was a schoolteacher. To your left, a married couple with one nine-year-old son. And directly across from you is a single woman, no kids, early forties. Perfect group,” he explains as we climb the stairs. “And probably tomorrow, next day at the latest, they’ll all get a notice to start putting their trash outside their doors by nine p.m. on Thursday nights so maintenance can collect it and take it to the dumpster.”


  “What? You got all that researched and accomplished with one text to your dad?” I ask in awe.


  “No. It was about four texts, and his back to me of course,” he laughs. “But yes, that’ll be how it works from now on.”


  “Must be nice to have money. Buys power,” I mutter, not far enough under my breath.


  “Not gonna lie, it is nice. But the real perk is using that power to help other people. Seriously. It’ll be a huge burden lifted for all tenants on the second through fourth floors. Imagine how many elderly folks, and single moms, women in general, we’ll be helping avoid the long trek. Especially in the dark.”


  “That’s true,” I smile. “You and your dad are kinda rock stars.”


  Now stopped at the door of 301C, he turns to give me a very unhappy glower. “Let’s not ever talk about, or use the words rock star again. Or JT. You call me Jefferson. Even when you’re mad. Hear me?”


  “I hear ya, Jefferson,” I blow him a playful air kiss. “Now show me this apartment you’re so determined on me moving into.”


  It may have taken all evening to get to this point—between the “turned out to be an asshole” Zeke fiasco, Jefferson and I fighting, then having a text battle, only to fight some more and the “how I put out my trash” debacle—but as soon as he opens the door to the apartment, I know there won’t be a fight over this.


  I may feel uneasy, and kind of pitied, about this whole situation…but I’ll just have to find a way to pay him back, even the score, ‘cause there’s not a chance in hell I’m turning this place down.


  


  Nineteen


  JT


  BELLAMY DOESN’T WANT to like the place, but she can’t fool me—she loves it.


  I can almost hear her thoughts. She doesn’t think accepting would be “right,” too proud for what somehow got into her head as “pity” or “charity.” Despite that, she’s well on her way to losing the battle with herself, and mark my words…no way she’ll turn this place down. Her inner struggle though, crinkled little brow and lip gnawing—adorable.


  And her biggest issue, I’m sure of that answer too. Bellamy can’t wrap her brain around why I’m doing these things for her, especially so soon. Even though I’ve tried to explain many times…it really is all I know.


  Maybe I should ask Aunt Emmett to give her a call, tell her how Uncle Sawyer came busting in and rearranged her life in a blaze of raging testosterone, far exceeding what I’m doing. He had Emmett moved into a duplex right by him and driving a car he arranged in the blink of an eye.


  Speaking of cars…gotta figure out something there because the thought of Bellamy running to the bus every day, lugging a heavy backpack and wolfing down breakfast on the fly doesn’t sit well with me. At. All.


  Okay, maybe I won’t have Emmett call.


  I silently follow behind her as she looks around, slowly running her fingertips across the marble countertop, walking inside the shower to secretly marvel at its spaciousness and hesitantly sitting on the bed, bouncing a little to test it out.


  “So, what do you think?” I finally ask, already sure of the answer by the sweet look of wonderment on her face.


  “You know what I think,” she says in a pitiful pout. “How could I not love it? It’s beautiful. Huge. And furnished with nicer things than I’ll ever own. But,” she smiles, loaded with equal gratefulness and obstinacy, “I can’t accept. I’m fine where I am. More than fine, because I earned it.”


  I lean over her, hands braced on either side of her hips, mattress is pretty soft, and mouth temptingly close to hers. So close, the tiny puffs of her nervous breathing warm my lips. “You’re precious, and I respect the hell out of you trying to refuse. But you’re moving into this apartment, Bellamy. You have to. I evicted you from the other one, remember?” I wink.


  “You weren’t serious about that.”


  “Oh, but I was. You’re moving. Period. End of sentence. And discussion.” I brush my lips along hers, loving the slight tremble my touch elicits. “Tomorrow work for you? I just so happen to know a Squad of helpers who’ll have your old place cleared out in no time. All you have to do is decide what’s going where.”


  “Jefferson, I don’t want Brynn or your family to think I used her, was only friends with her, to get rich people favors,” her voice cracks.


  I stand up straight and laugh heartily. “My sweet, beautiful Bellamy. What am I gonna do with you? Trust me, every single person in my family will know exactly who was the hunter and who was the prey in our arrangement. I told ya, it’s an inherited trait. My mom, older sister and every aunt has been in your same situation. So, don’t worry about that shit for another second.”


  She sighs, silently gathering her thoughts. And with a final huff, concedes. “Obviously, I want to keep all my personal stuff. Pictures, clothes, books, toiletries and dishes. And my own bed sheets. The rest can go to Goodwill.”


  I pull her up by the hand, tugging her against my body. “That’s my girl,” I hum on her lips and slide my hands in her thick mane of hair, devouring the sexy fucking mouth I can’t go too long without.


  I kiss her rougher than I mean to, a feeling of possession that I never thought would happen to me making it impossible to be gentle. When she whimpers, soft and sweet, and wraps her arms around my neck, I feel it even stronger. Unfathomably so. Damn.


  I’ve kissed more girls than I can count, and rarely, maybe never, did I stop there, satisfied. But Bellamy? I’ll take just her mouth, all night, if she’ll let me and be a very happy man.


  She won’t though…pulling back no sooner than I finish the thought. “We better go,” she breathlessly tortures me. “It’s not my apartment yet.”


  “Actually, it is,” I grunt, going for her mouth again.


  She laughs, pushing on my chest to stop me. “I thought you were hungry? It’s getting late. If we’re gonna eat, we need to do it soon.”


  “True,” I regretfully agree. “How about I run and grab us something while you pack up your private stuff? You know, anything I don’t want Judd or Ryder seeing when they help move ya. Lingerie, your vibrator or any other toys and all panties and bras.”


  This time she snickers, her face flaming crimson. “Um, you better pick up something real close by then, ‘cause it won’t take very long to dump my one drawer of panties and bras in a bag.”


  I know my eyes are bulging with unchecked shock. “Are you trying to tell me you don’t own a single piece of lingerie or toy?”


  “That’s what I’m telling ya.”


  “How is that possible?”


  “Quite easily,” she shrugs. “Why buy lingerie I can’t afford that no one’s ever gonna see? And why spend money on “toys” I’d never use?”


  “But what about getting off? You what, always use your fingers?” Just flies outta my mouth itself.


  “Oh my God, stop talking! This conversation has taken a painfully personal turn.” She spins on her heel and dashes toward the front door, calling over her shoulder, “Let’s go. Think food, back on track.”


  But I catch her before she escapes, my front pressed to her back, trapping her against the still-closed door. I move her hair aside and taste my way up her neck ‘til my mouth is at her ear. “Bellamy,” I rasp deeply and purposefully, “tell me why you’re so embarrassed. Everybody does it.”


  “Not everybody,” she whispers.


  I can’t hold in my groan. Knew she was a virgin, which turns me on more than I can even describe. But she’s just informed me that I’ll be the man to give her the first orgasm she’s ever had. I might throw her down on the floor and give it to her right fucking now.


  “Baby girl,” I lick the shell of her ear, “are you telling me you’ve never snuck your hand down to your sweet lil’ pussy and given yourself pleasure?” I’m a masochist, asking because…I want to see how she responds to dirty talk, praying she’ll push her ass back against my dick to feel me, knowing she won’t.


  She shakes her head.


  “Why not?” I continue my self-torture, enjoying every damn second.


  “I just haven’t. I guess you don’t crave it until you’ve had it that first time, and I never got around to that. If it helps you view me as normal,” she inhales a deep breath, “I did have a certain kind of dream.”


  “A wet one?” I stifle any reaction, not sure what would come out at this point. Her innocence is baffling and agonizingly fucking sexy at the same time.


  She nods.


  “How long ago was this dream of yours?” I start kissing her neck again, spurring her to answer.


  Which she does, on a puff of air, all but inaudible yet I hear her loud and clear. “Couple nights ago.”


  “You don’t say?” I grind my hard-on against her ass, adding a small bite on her skin. “The timing has me curious. Was it about anyone I know?”


  “You know the answer,” she moans, tilting her head to give me full access.


  “I damn well better, hate to have to kill someone. But I want to hear you say it,” I growl, sucking harder along her flesh. “Say it, Bellamy. Who were you dreaming about when you woke up with a soaking wet pussy?”


  “Y, you,” she quivers with her reply. “I was dreaming about you, Jefferson. Happy now?”


  “As fucking happy as I can ever remember being. Make me a promise.”


  “What?”


  “Stick with the not touching yourself thing. Not with anything, your fingers or toys. Don’t go rogue on me now, after telling me that I’m gonna be the one to make you come for the first time. Promise.”


  “I, I don’t remember telling you that.”


  “Don’t you?” I slide my hand to her hip and around the front, one fingertip teasing its way down. “Want it now, Bellamy? Hmmm?” I lick and nip at her ear, jaw, neck. “Want me to make you come, baby?”


  If she says yes…I’m coming with her. Don’t fucking care if it’s my goddamn jeans…I’m coming with her.


  She drops her forehead to the door with a thud and shifts away from me. “No,” she whines like she hates herself, “no, not yet.”


  And…I hear my dick start weeping. Right there with ya, poor motherfucker.


  “But,” she turns around slowly, shyly, and jabs me straight in the dick again with a beautiful smile and sexy whisper. “I will promise. To, um, wait. For you.”


  I take what I can get, storing away her exact expression, words and tone for later, and cup her face. “Good girl,” I wink before slamming my mouth to hers, dominating every move of our tongues against each other’s…just like I’ll soon have complete control of her body, pleasure and release.


  God, grant me a patience with which I was not born.
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  AFTER WE SCARF down the Chinese food I bring back and watch bits and pieces of some movie in between kissing like horny teenagers at a drive-in, and the one, more than a handful of covered tit she lets me have for all of ten seconds, she announces it’s time for her to go to bed.


  I’m slow to rise off the couch and grab my keys, once again foolishly praying she’ll ask me if I want to stay over. She doesn’t. As I already knew she wouldn’t.


  Bellamy isn’t like any girl I’ve ever met. Well, maybe I’ve met some similar and just wasn’t instantly compelled to take the time to get to know them. Either way, her willpower is infuriatingly mind-blowing and yet, sadistically, I appreciate it. I want to be sure before I take anything precious and preserved from her that I might not deserve.


  So, I give her a long, soft kiss goodnight and head to my car. Then fire off a group text to the Squad before I forget.


  


  Me: Hey there people who were obligated at birth to help me out when I ask. And Ryder, now trapped by choice. Tomorrow after work, 6ish, we’re moving Bellamy into a new apartment. See all you fuckers at 104A, Appleton Apartments tomorrow.


  


  I get a few responses of “okay” or a thumbs-up emoji…and then Judd’s reply.


  


  Judd: Since Skylar and I are married, you really can just include HER in these group texts and I promise ya, I’ll get told what I’m doing.


  


  Me: We get it, you shot out of your dad’s ass and like to whine about the same shit he does- EVERY DAMN TIME. Flip the record bitch, and see you tomm night.


  


  Judd: Say that shit to my dad, asshole.


  


  Me: I’ll text him now, pussbag.


  


  Presley: Jesus ladies, you’re BOTH pretty! Now STFU, I’m watching Dance Moms. And they’re better at the petty bitch thing than either of you.


  


  Me: You shouldn’t volunteer the very pathetic info that you watch that shit.


  


  Brynn: We’re moving MY best friend and I’m just now hearing about it, from YOU?


  


  Me: Just forced her into it tonight Brynny. I’m sure she’ll tell you tomm.


  


  Brynn: FORCED? Elaborate please, before I have to kick your butt.


  


  Presley: Brynn, if you’re gonna keep this going, at least say ASS.


  


  Sky: I agree. And I’m leaving convo before my husband starts crying.


  


  Presley: Which would be different than any other night how?


  


  Judd: Still here Pres.


  


  Presley: Then leave. Go wash your chach. (That means your vagina, FYI)


  


  Me: ANYWAY. Brynny, are you new? Think Dad and Mom. Uncle Saw and Emmett. Every couple you know. I used tactical persuasion to make her see that my way was best.


  


  Brynn: Silly me, don’t know why I was concerned. Should’ve saved my worry for after you answered!


  


  I laugh out loud and put my phone up, driving away. I love my family—always there when you need them, never without bringing along the biting sarcasm.


  And tomorrow, not only will we get Bellamy moved, but I’ve got the perfect housewarming gift for her in mind.


  That I’ll give her after everyone else leaves.


  Also, due to the fact that the words “housewarming gift” actually entered my mind, I reach down and do a quick dick check. Still there.


  Now, one last call I have to make.


  “Are you in jail?” he answers groggily but loud.


  “Dad, don’t think they let you call from your own cell phone in jail,” I laugh. “So no, I’m not. And no, not being held for ransom this time either. I just wanted to give you a heads-up that I need to leave work around four tomorrow.”


  “Why sure Son, that shouldn’t be a problem. Thank you for asking in acceptable advance,” he bites out, sarcasm not to be hindered by sleepiness. “Why do you need to leave?”


  “Squad’s moving Bellamy into the new apartment. I need to grab food for everyone and a gift for her ahead of time.”


  “A gift?” He laughs. “Never dreamed I’d see the day. You really like her, huh?”


  Without thought needed, I immediately reply. “Yeah, I really do. She’s…something else.”


  “Well, I’m happy for you. Those “something else’s” are hard to find. Four o’clock is fine.”


  “Thanks, Dad.”


  “None needed. Get your girl.”


  


  Twenty


  Bellamy


  I STRUGGLE THROUGH the day, wound in nervous knots—unable to concentrate, sit still or take an effortless deep breath.


  I’m moving, or rather being moved, today. Into a large, fancy place I could never afford and know I don’t deserve. By a man so sexy and kind, but even more so bossy, that I don’t think refusing was ever really an option.


  I called Brynn on my break to make sure she wasn’t angry with me, relieved to find she wasn’t. In fact, she couldn’t seem to decide between laughing and apologizing for her brother’s inherited, alpha assertion.


  So at least I don’t have to worry about our friendship, it’s fine. But I am still concerned about what the rest of Jefferson’s family will think of me and my possible motives—of which I have none.


  My biggest question, however? The one causing riotous commotion in my head, heart and stomach? Jefferson Tate Kendrick…and his possible motives.


  What if he’s quick to lose interest in me? Do I have to move back? All the furniture I owned will be gone. And the critical, potential loss, the one I care about most and won’t be able to fix with some packing tape and a trip back to Goodwill…what if this is merely the first step in wholly giving in to him and I lose my heart?


  I’m beyond scared and confused, both my literal and emotional independence being stripped away bit by bit, and yet, I’m not sure I want to stop either from happening. Simultaneously petrified and exhilarated by the possibility of being able to depend on someone else for anything, especially to take care of my feelings. Feelings I’ve never even come close to entrusting to anyone else. Besides my parents, which is so not the same thing.


  My shift finally ends and I rush out, ready to sprint for the bus and get home to oversee my move, but I’m stopped dead in my tracks.


  “Seriously, you didn’t think I’d be here?” he asks in a flirty growl, standing at the curb with his passenger door already open for me.


  “You, um, didn’t say you would be,” I bobble my flattered words, walking his way. “So I-”


  “Bellamy,” he grabs my hips and tugs me to him, resting his forehead on mine. “I’ll be here every night to pick you up from work. We clear now?” I nod and he gives me a quick kiss. “Good. Now in your fine ass goes,” he chuckles, giving me a boost into his car.


  As soon as he climbs in behind the wheel I ask, “What smells so good?”


  “Dinner,” he motions to the backseat with his head. “Gotta feed the help. Grabbed Thai. You like?”


  “I love,” my purr escapes as I lick my lips. “They’re helping me though, so I’d like to pay for it.”


  His responding laugh is heavier with a feral growl than humor. “And I’d like for them to all be done and gone, leaving us alone, by the time we get there. Think that’s gonna happen?”


  “No.”


  “And there’s your answer about paying for dinner.” He reaches for my hand and brushes his lips across my knuckles. “You excited?”


  “Yes,” I whisper amidst my gulp.


  “But?” He picks up on my vibe, as usual.


  “But I told you,” I sigh, “I don’t want your family to think I coerced you into favors like some gold digger or whatever. And us, I don’t know-”


  “Sshh,” he hushes me, abruptly pulling over to a stop and shifting in his seat. “Look at me, Bellamy.” I must hesitate too long for his liking, ‘cause he reaches up to tilt my chin. “There they are, those big, green eyes that tell me everything.” He smirks, squeezing my hand he’s still holding with the one not under my chin. “I already told you, no one will think that. You have my word. Do you believe me at my word, Bellamy?”


  “Yes,” I mutter, now feeling petulant for bringing it up again.


  “Then this time, when I tell you to stop worrying about it and you promise you will, mean it. Okay?”


  “Yeah, okay,” I exhale, roll my neck to relax some and work up a smile. “Promise.”


  “That’s my girl,” he kisses my hand before easing back into traffic.


  His girl.
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  PERHAPS HE DIDN’T quite believe me. I have to wonder, since the first thing he does when we walk into my soon-to-be “old” apartment is yell at everyone.


  “Hey, Squad Movers Inc. I have food, so pay attention. Raise your hand if you think Bellamy forced me to move her or used Brynn in some sinister plot to get in my wallet. Or my pants.”


  They all freeze, staring at him as though he’s lost his damn mind, while I slowly shift to hide behind him in mortification.


  He turns his head and whispers to me, “Since you’re hiding back there and can’t see, I’ll tell you. No one’s hand is raised. Now,” he speaks to them again, “raise your hand if you think this was all my idea and I demanded it, set it up and basically evicted Bellamy to leave her no other choice. And, would be the polar opposite of offended to discover she wanted in my pants.”


  “Well no shit!” Presley’s voice rings out.


  “That one.” Ryder maybe?


  “Duh.” Definitely Brynn.


  A chorus of other laughing responses fill the apartment and I peek around him to see every single person in the room with a hand in the air and amused expression on their face.


  “See?” He pulls me out from behind him and taps the end of my nose. “Told ya.”


  “Bellamy,” Presley steps forward, “JT’s an ass. We’re all aware, trust me. Now let’s eat!”


  While the masses attack the food, I walk over to Brynn. “Hey, we okay?”


  “Of course we are,” she smiles. “I already told you that once today, silly. Please, stop worrying. But, I could use some girl time soon, if you can manage to shake off my brother.”


  “Done,” I laugh. “I’m off tomorrow. Wanna hang out?”


  “I would love that,” she wraps me in a hug. “And make me proud, girl. Give him a run for his money,” she quietly teases in my ear.


  “Don’t you worry,” I giggle. “I do.”


  “Good,” she pulls back and bobs her head. “He needs it. Oughta be fun to watch. My big brother, brought to his knees. I can’t wait.”


  With that, we join the others to eat, and when finished, everyone gets back to work. Well, I try to work…but as the guys haul all the big furniture I’m not keeping to Judd’s truck…eventually Jefferson gets hot and rips his shirt off over his head.


  And I’m left no choice but to take a break.


  “Swimming Without a Shirt” Jefferson is completely different than “Working Hard Without a Shirt” Jefferson and wild stallions trying to drag me out of a burning building couldn’t make me look away.


  Every muscle in his upper body and arms is tight and protruding from exertion, mouthwateringly complimented with a light sheen of sweat glistening on his tan skin.


  Dear God, just looking at him turns me on as much as if he were actually touching me. My mouth parches, heartbeat whooshing in my ears and there’s a throbbing between my thighs the likes of which I’ve never felt.


  “Hold up,” he tells Judd and Ryder before starting to stalk my way, a coy smirk on his face and cocky swagger to his gait. He knowingly stokes my embers, crooking his finger at me, and entranced as always, I stand and meet him halfway.


  He tucks my hair behind my ear then dips his head to whisper, warm and raspy, “Right back atcha’, babe.”


  “Huh?” The question a spellbound sound.


  “You, on your hands and knees cleaning out those cabinets, fine ass in the air? I’m enjoying the view as much, make that more, as you seem to be.”


  “I, uh, have no idea what you’re talking about,” I find voice to fib.


  He leans in closer, the intoxicatingly mixed scent of clean, hardworking man engulfing me, and runs a fingertip along my jawline. “Then why are you out of breath? And why are your sweet little nipples poking me in the chest, Bellamy?”


  “JT,” Judd takes mercy on me and interrupts. “Haven’t got all night, man. Get your ass over here and let’s get this done.”


  “Lucky you, saved by the man I’m gonna go kill,” he laughs softly. “Just remember, they’ll all be leaving soon.” He lets his finger trail down, grazing lightly over my nipple before walking away, and that tiny bit of contact sends shards of electricity shooting through my entire body.


  I don’t know how long I stand frozen in place, trying not to pant, before Skylar asks me a question. I shake my head to clear the haze and follow her into the bathroom, showing her what gets packed and what can be thrown away.


  “Want my advice?” she asks casually, not even looking at me.


  “Um…sure,” I answer as is only polite, even though I think I may be lying. I’m perfectly capable of forming my own opinion of Jefferson. I don’t want to base “us” on everyone else’s perceptions or pre-conceived notions. It might sound silly or premature, but “their JT” isn’t the same person as “my Jefferson.” I just know it.


  She shuts the bathroom door, giving us privacy I appreciate, and faces me with a no-nonsense expression. “You’re worried that he’s only intrigued by you because you’re a challenge, and the minute you give in to him, which you want to badly, he’ll lose interest. Am I right?” She lifts a brow and gives me an empathetic half-smile that ruffles at least one of my feathers.


  I barely know Skylar, and feel extremely uncomfortable, but I’m trapped in a bathroom with her and don’t want to offend her, so…what the hell.


  “Yeah, sort of I guess. How’d you know that?”


  “Because,” she laughs, “I’m a girl, just like you, and don’t we all kind of have that same concern? I held out on Judd forever, knowing every girl in our school was after him. I was scared I’d lose him to some spread-eagle slut that guys have trouble resisting, but that never happened. Not to mention, I know my little brother. His reputation, the persona he puts off, what he’s always wanted everyone to see and think…isn’t the person he really is.”


  “So, what’s your advice?” I change my mind and decide to invest in the conversation since she’s speaking highly of Jefferson.


  “Test it,” she shrugs. “Give in, but just a little bit,” she holds up a small space between her thumb and forefinger.


  “W…what?” I cough, not expecting or prepared for that reply. “I, won’t, I mean,” I suck in a deep, much-needed breath, trying to find the right words. “Won’t that defeat the purpose, send him the message that I will give in soon? Then I really won’t know if he’s here for the right reasons.”


  Knew it. Should’ve never opened the door on this talk, ‘cause now I’m more confused than ever.


  “Nope. She’s exactly right.” Presley bursts in to join us, giving her input as she shuts the door behind her. “Sorry, I couldn’t help but overhear you guys, since I was listening with my ear smashed to the door and all.” My jaw must drop because she laughs and adds, “Like you guys wouldn’t do the same thing, please.”


  Actually, I would never, but I stay quiet.


  “Here’s what Sky means,” Presley continues, in a voice I really wish she’d lower. Not telling her that either though. She’s a bit…intimidating. “Give him a hand job or blow job. See what happens.”


  I…can’t even, what? I throw out a hand to catch myself on the counter lest I fall on my ass in shock. Who just puts that kind of talk right out there? Where people can hear them?


  “Okay, I can tell by your reaction that you definitely need to start with a hand job,” Presley rolls her eyes and laughs.


  “P-” Skylar attempts to salvage the conversation, but Presley’s hand shoots up in the air to stop her.


  “Hush, I got this. You’re married to the one guy whose dick you’ve ever seen. You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. I, however,” she proudly puts a hand on her chest, “can offer sound advice as a single gal who has dated several guys. Give him a hand job, then nothing else. I mean nothing else, for a long time. This serves many purposes.” I almost snicker at the “scholarly” quality her voice and speech take on. Almost. “Not only do you get to literally size him up, see if he’s packing enough for you to want to stick around, but giving him a lil’ somethin’ somethin’ then holding out will either hook him for good or send him running in sexual frustration to someone who will hand him the whole enchilada. Either way, you’ll have your answer. Problem solved,” she crosses her arms and grins.


  The door flies open once again and a scowling Brynn grabs my hand. “You’re both idiots,” she hisses at her sister and cousin. “Bellamy, ignore everything they just said and do what you want. Be yourself, that’s what caught his eye in the first place.” She starts dragging me out but stops to turn back and give them one final tongue lashing. “And Skylar, just, ew. When someone starts talking about your brother’s penis and or the size of it, for God’s sake, leave the room!”


  


  Twenty-One


  JT


  NOT THAT I don’t appreciate all their help, but damn am I glad the Squad’s finally gone. Bellamy and I, alone at last, in her new apartment. She’s acting strange, and I’m sure I have the pow-wow Skylar and Presley held with her in the bathroom earlier to thank. Lord only knows what those two put in her head, but I’m determined to get her mind off it.


  “So, you like? Everything where you want it?” I sit beside her on her new couch and ask.


  “Everything’s perfect and I absolutely love it. Thank you again,” she answers in a hushed voice, avoiding eye contact with me.


  “I got you a housewarming present,” I reach around the end of the couch and grab the gift bag, made up all fancy-like by the lady at the store.


  She peers over out the corner of her eye, fighting a smile, and gradually looks up to meet my gaze. “You’ve already done so much for me, why a present too? You shouldn’t have.”


  “I wanted to,” I scoot closer to her. “Why don’t you open it?”


  I set the bag in her lap, but she doesn’t dive right in, instead staring at it like something poisonous might pop out at any second. Not that I’ve ever bought a girl a present before, but I have seen the females in my family open plenty, so I was expecting more of a squealing, tissue paper flying everywhere type of response.


  “Bellamy, it’s not a Christmas present,” I laugh, “You’re supposed to open it now.”


  “Whatever it is, thank you,” she murmurs before slowly starting to take the paper out piece by piece.


  I watch eagerly, for what seems like the forever it takes her to get to the gift at the bottom, and tame my chuckle when her cheeks blush charmingly.


  “Uh…um…wow,” she sputters, lifting the white lingerie set out of the bag. I didn’t care what it was called, made of or cost—which the saleslady described in full detail anyway—it’s sexy as fuck and I knew it was perfect for Bellamy the second I saw it.


  “Now you own lingerie,” I skim a fingertip along the outside of her thigh. “Did I do good?”


  I hear her gulp before she all but whispers, “It’s gorgeous. I don’t know what to say.”


  “Well you already said ‘thank you’, so not that,” I tease her. “You don’t have to say anything, I just hope you really like it. You’re a kind, beautiful woman, Bellamy. You deserve nice things. Keep digging though, there’s something else in there.”


  This one I’m a little nervous about, but I simply couldn’t help myself.


  She scrounges around and pulls out the notecard, and with her sweet face a bright crimson, reads it aloud. “‘This coupon grants the holder, Bellamy Morgan, the right to use Jefferson Kendrick as a sex toy, any place, time, or way she chooses.’ Oh. My. God,” she drops it and covers her face with both hands.


  “Now you have a sex toy too. Also,” I tap her leg, “that bad boy never expires and I personally guarantee, will never malfunction nor will the batteries ever go dead.”


  She doesn’t laugh.


  Or uncover her face.


  Shit. Too far, too soon.


  “Bel-”


  “No, no more talking,” she mumbles through her hands. “Just give me a minute.”


  All I can do is sit and wait in silence, mentally berating myself during the several excruciating minutes it takes before she shows me her beautiful face. She looks right at me, but I have no idea what it is stirring in her emerald eyes, and my palms begin to sweat.


  “I want you to be honest with me,” she says evenly.


  “Of course, always,” I readily agree.


  “Housewarming gifts usually consist of pots, pans, or a fucking candle! Why did you choose, instead, to get me see-through lingerie and a sex coupon?” Her brows fold and those bowtie lips purse as she asks not so evenly.


  “Because I’m a guy?” I hitch both shoulders. “You told me that you don’t own either, so I thought it’d be nice…cute. Fuck,” I groan, scrubbing both hands through my hair. “I’m sorry, Bellamy. I guess I wasn’t thinking. I just figured maybe you’d like some nice lingerie, and the other was meant to be funny. I’ve never bought a gift for someone I’m seeing before, which I now realize, was a damn good thing. How mad are you?” I lift my head to gauge her reaction, giving her my very best “forgive me” eyes.


  Her own narrow disapprovingly and she scoots away from me, crossing both arms over her chest. “Did you pack a bag, hoping to spend the night here?”


  “No?” I feel my face scrunch in confusion.


  “Did you bring condoms with you tonight?”


  “Not purposefully, no. I have a condom in my wallet, but I always do. Have since I was about sixteen. My dad had a saying, ‘If you’re old enough to carry a fucking wallet, you better keep a condom in it at all times, young man,’ so I always have. Why?”


  “How did you know my size for the lingerie?”


  I give her a “really?” look, but she doesn’t seem to like that, so I quickly adjust my expression. “I took a guess. Did I get close? You can exchange it if not,” I say in what I pray sounds like innocent ignorance, ‘cause I’m positive she’s not in the mood to hear that I had her measurements pegged the minute I saw her in good lighting.


  “Stare right in my eyes, Jefferson Tate Kendrick.” She waits until I do so to continue. “Swear to me, on the lives of everyone you love in this world, that you had no ulterior motives or expectation with these gifts.”


  I am going to chew Skylar and Presley’s asses so fucking hard, they won’t be able to sit down for a month. This is their doing, butting their noses into the first real relationship I’ve ever tried or wanted to have and filling my girl’s head with doubt and insecurity.


  Ass. Fucking. Chewing I tell ya.


  “You want complete honesty? Fine. Did I picture your body, your shy smile, and how you’d look in the lingerie when I chose it? You’re goddamn right I did. But I did not, even for one second, expect you to throw it on immediately and jump me, or let me jump you. It suited you, perfectly, and I wanted you to feel something luxurious against your skin. And maybe, hopefully, think of me too. That’s as truthful as I can be with you.”


  Her expression relaxes a smidgen and her voice softens. “And the sex toy coupon?”


  I heave out my frustration, prepping for more disaster…because I refuse to lie to her. “It was meant to be funny, but somewhat suggestive too, yes. Again, knew you wouldn’t be cashin’ it in the second I gave it to you, but I did kinda want to send a subliminal message, for when and if, orgasms become a priority to you. Which no, I wouldn’t mind a damn bit if they did.”


  “And what message is that?” Her voice is feminine and breathy as she lowers her eyes, only to warily peer back up at me from under her long, inky lashes.


  I take the change in her tone as an invitation to scoot closer again, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear and leaving my hand against her cheek. “I think you know the answer,” I grin.


  “I might, but I want to hear you say it,” her cheeks flush with her bold admission.


  “Promise you won’t toss me out of here?” She nods, biting back a small, sexy smile, so I go on. “You’ve never used a toy. I’d prefer you never start. When you’re ready, I want to be the one to give you all your pleasure. But again, I have no expectations or stopwatch set on when that will be. I know you probably won’t believe me, especially after whatever stupid shit Sky and Presley told you, but I’m not counting down the minutes until you let me in your bed, Bellamy. I swear. If all I wanted to do is sleep with you, trust me, I wouldn’t give a fuck what you were wearing, if you lived somewhere safe or if you vibrated yourself into a numb stupor after I left. This,” I motion between us, “I’m not sure yet exactly what this is, but I know it’s different than anything I’ve ever been a part of before. And I like it. I like you, us, and the fact I may have deterred you away from sex toys.” I wink, salvaging some manhood ‘cause I’m feeling a lot like a pocket pussy right about now.


  She steals my move and rests her forehead against mine, giving me that angelic smile that never ceases to knock me on my ass. “I believe you, Jefferson. Thank you for the lingerie, coupon, and caring enough to move me someplace nice and safe. But above all, thank you for your honesty. And don’t go attacking your family, please. Skylar didn’t say anything over the top, and Presley? She’s cool, I like her a lot, but I’m not sure I’d listen to her advice on how to tie my shoes,” she snickers.


  I cup both her cheeks and kiss her, long and slow, softly, then speak against her lips. “Thank you, for believing me. And I gotta say, Miss Morgan, you continue to amaze me. This fight was sweet, the lack of slapping particularly sexy.”


  “I told you, I’ll never slap you again, but I was just as mad.” She’s dead serious, seriously precious, and it takes everything in me not to laugh at what she perceives as her ‘lay down the law’ voice.


  “I know, baby. You were fierce. I was scared for a minute.”


  “Good, that was my intention.” She bobs her head adamantly, continuing with the ‘grumpy’ tone.


  So. Damn. Cute. This girl…I’m already well past screwed.


  I take another kiss before finally forcing myself to pull away and stand. “It’s late. I’m gonna get going, but I’ll see you tomorrow?”


  “Nope,” she shakes her head and rises to see me to the door. “I promised Brynn a girl’s day tomorrow, just me and her.”


  An angry grumble in my chest causes her to laugh and she playfully pushes my shoulder. “Oh stop, one day not spent rearranging my life and wardrobe won’t kill you. But yes, I might miss you a little bit too.”


  “She gets you until seven, that’s it. Lock your door behind me.” I lean in for one last taste of her lips then leave. I pretend to leave anyway. I wait until I hear the lock and deadbolt latch immediately and smile. “Good girl,” I praise through the door and start down the stairs.


  I climb in my car and just sit there for a minute, summing up the night and our discussion in my head. I need to review while I’m alone since I’m rarely able to think straight if Bellamy’s anywhere near me. She’s bewildering. The most confusing yet fascinating girl I’ve ever met. She almost never says what I’m expecting, and shocked the shit right out of me with how calm and objectively she just handled that “fight.” Way too harsh a term for what actually happened—a rational, open and honest discussion.


  I said I wasn’t sure what this thing was between us. That was the only lie I may have told her. Because as shocking as it may be, I’m starting to think I know exactly what it is.


  I’ll be damned.


  


  Twenty-Two


  Bellamy


  “I’M SO GLAD we got to do this today,” Brynn sighs happily, laid back on a floatie, iced tea in hand.


  “Me too,” I agree from my similar pose, lemonade instead of tea though. “I’m sorry for neglecting girl time. Everything’s just been so…hectic.”


  “Hectic?” She snorts a laugh. “I guess that’s as good a word as any. My brother, who I swore we weren’t gonna talk about today, has been on you like a blanket. Every day, there he is, taking your time. And let’s not forget, already moved you into a new place he deems fit and sent you a box full of gifts.”


  I feel my cheeks flame. If she only knew about the other gifts he gave me last night.


  “He’s actually way ahead of schedule,” she laughs again. “Don’t think even my dad and Uncle Sawyer moved this fast. You okay with it all?” She peers over at me and slides down her sunglasses, a seriousness in her eyes. “Honestly Bellamy, are you? I know the men around here can be overwhelming, and if JT’s pushing too hard or fast, you can tell me. I’ll gladly kick his butt.”


  Now it’s my turn to snicker—picturing the two of them going at it. I’ve seen a glimpse, the night Brynn hurled herself onto Jefferson’s back and kicked him in the ball, only the one. It was purely accidental but it was quite the show nevertheless.


  “I’m fine, but thanks, bodyguard,” I smile. “Brynn,” I pause, inhaling a puff of bravery, “I really like your brother. A lot. Are you okay with that?”


  She puckers her lips and twists them from side-to-side, as if she’s swishing mouthwash, then answers calmly. “Yeah, I am. And I don’t blame you. I mean, no icky incest scandal or anything, but I can totally see his appeal, even if he is my brother. JT’s smart, driven, funny, and from what every girl who’s ever met him has told me, hot as hell. Their words, not mine. Wait a second!” She’s apparently pretty excited about whatever thought just hit her because she flips clear off her floaty and into the pool.


  When she surfaces, pushing her hair out of her face, I’m being given a playful glare. “Not every girl. You,” she points at me, “haven’t bored me with any talk of his hotness. Not a peep.” Her eyes narrow to slits. “Bellamy Morgan, do you not think my brother’s handsome?”


  Good God. I immediately start laughing, loud and hard, until my sides ache.


  She splashes me right in the face, shocking me into silence. “What is so funny?” She clips in a voice hedged with defensiveness.


  “You are,” I hold in my giggle. “You’re also either bipolar or plain ol’ bat-shit crazy.”


  “I am the most level-headed, sane person in my entire family! What are you talking about?”


  “Okay, first of all, Emmett is by far the sanest of your clan. I would’ve said you were next…until, well, right about now. Ah, let me finish.” I hold up a finger to stop her interruption and she snaps her mouth closed. “Brynn, you have gone from not wanting your brother anywhere near me, to silent acceptance, and finally, vocal acceptance… within seconds of saying you didn’t want to talk about him today. And for the grand finale, you’re ready to claw my eyes out because I haven’t talked about him enough.”


  I shake my head and do release my laugh this time. “Could you make up your mind? I’m getting dizzy.”


  “Maybe you have a valid point,” she mutters, “but my brother is not ugly!”


  “Never said he was, crazy lady.”


  “But you didn’t say he wasn’t either.”


  I pinch the bridge of my nose and squeeze, trying to get ahead of the mounting headache I feel coming on, all while secretly hoping her “cuckoo” isn’t contagious. And then, I get a brilliant idea that has my mouth twitching in mischievous satisfaction. She asked for it, and what kind of shitty friend would I be to not fully deliver?


  “Let’s see,” I tap a fingertip on my chin. “He’s at least six feet of tan, lean muscle. Dark, soft hair. Deep, sexy voice with a tiny Southern twang. A wink and smirk that melt my panties, the best damn kisser alive, and from what I can tell from the few hints I’ve felt, he’s more than hung. Oh, and last night, he gave me see-through lingerie and a coupon to use him as my personal sex toy any time or way I want.”


  I affix an expressionless expression, tipping my chin just a tad in proud delight.


  Her reaction is immediate…and absolutely priceless!


  Her brows damn near fly clean off her forehead and the blank stare she’s sporting goes perfectly with her gaping mouth and scarlet cheeks. The way everyone babies her—I very well may have just given Brynn her first lesson on “the birds and the bees.”


  “So yeah, I think your brother’s all kinds of hot,” I simply must tack on dryly.


  Brynn still hasn’t recovered, or spoken, when her mom yells at us from the deck. “You girls want a snack?”


  “Brynn,” I splash her after a few seconds, “your mom’s talking to us.”


  “Huh?” She blinks several, rapid times and shakes her head before turning in her mom’s direction. “What?” she has to ask, because truly, she didn’t hear a thing through her shell-shock.


  “I asked if you girls wanted a snack,” Mrs. Kendrick repeats herself.


  “Um, that’d be a no,” Brynn groans her loud response. “In fact, I may never eat again.” She cuts a glare at me.


  “Why? Are you okay? Maybe you should get out of the sun for a while,” her mom suggests, face twisted in worried confusion. “Your brother’s here, come on in and say hello, drink some water at least.”


  Jefferson’s here? I look away, hiding the smile I’m already wearing. I wonder if he took a peek outside to check out my bikini?


  “JT’s here?” Brynn huffs. “Why?”


  Laney, I mean Mrs. Kendrick, rolls her eyes so dramatically I can see it from here. “I’d like to say it’s because he adores his mother and wanted to see me, but I’d lay my money on it being due to the fact that Bellamy’s here, in a bikini. What do you think?”


  “Tell him to leave! It’s girl’s day.”


  “I will do no such thing, young lady. I don’t care why he’s here any more than I care that you don’t want him here. He’s my son and you know I would never kick one of my babies out of my house. Now get your spoiled little ass in here and hydrate because you obviously have sunstroke!” Her mom stomps back inside, shaking her head as she goes.


  “Brynn, I told him it was our day, I promise. Do you wanna go hang out at my place? We can lock him out of there.” I smile, reaching over to rub her arm.


  “Yeah,” she perks right up. “Come on, let’s go change and get out of here. Perfect plan. It’ll chap JT’s butt and I still get my time with you.”


  We wrap up in towels and I follow her toward the house, more anxious with each step, for several reasons. On one hand, I can’t deny I’m excited to see Jefferson, if only for a moment. On the other hand, I’m dreading any confrontation between siblings because of me. And last, but really, really far from least, my stomach’s uneasy and my hands are twitchy, because I highly suspect, more so dread, that I’ll be put on the spot to choose between them.


  I promised Brynn, my best friend, my time today, and I won’t break a promise to her. But if I have to look Jefferson in the eyes and refuse him, that will hurt me as much as it might him.


  Brynn slides the glass door open like she means it and marches toward him where he’s propped on a stool at the kitchen island.


  I, however, stop short and hide behind the wall between the kitchen and living room.


  “Bellamy said she told you this was our day together,” I hear Brynn snip.


  “And?” he asks, his deep, rich voice floating its way to my ear, earning my grin.


  “And, you’re here, interrupting. Lemme guess, you forgot?”


  “Are you sure ‘interrupting’ was the word you meant? I’m no linguistic expert, but I’m pretty sure you used it wrong,” he chuckles, another sound of his I love.


  Brynn sighs loudly. “Quit dodging. You know what I meant.”


  “No, I really don’t. At all. I didn’t interrupt a damn thing. You. Found. Me. And not to critique too harshly, but I see no Bellamy. Think ya may have lost her all by yourself.”


  “What?” There’s a pause, I’m guessing for her to look around. “Swear to God, JT, if she left because she felt uncomfortable, I’m gonna kick you in your other nut.”


  “She didn’t leave. She’s hiding right over there, behind the wall. Aren’t ya, babe?” he calls out with an easy laugh. “You can come out, she’s not mad at you.”


  I peek my head around the corner, abruptly met by two Kendrick stares.


  “Hey there, gorgeous,” he winks at me and I give him a tiny smile and even smaller wave.


  “Of course you’d know exactly where she was,” Brynn crosses her arms and glowers at him. “Tell me you didn’t drug her and implant a tracking chip in her! Lord knows I wouldn’t put it past you.”


  “No need. I’ve always got at least one eye on Bellamy. And I didn’t interrupt,” he quips smugly, tapping her on the end of her nose.


  “And you’re not going to. We’re leaving.” Brynn snarls with a vicious curl to her lip, teeth bared.


  “Where ya going?” He looks at me as he asks, but Brynn reaches up and grabs his chin, turning his face to her.


  “We haven’t decided yet. It’s a toss-up between the male strip club, a frat party and this cool sounding rave we got invited to.”


  A warning rumble vibrates from deep in Jefferson’s chest and his brown eyes taper piercingly. “That shit’s not fucking funny, Brynn. And neither of you are old enough to get in a strip club. But nice try, brat.”


  “Laney!” Holy shit, Mr. Kendrick pops out of nowhere and shakes the ceiling beams with his shattering bellow.


  I jump at least an inch off the floor with a terrified squeak and haul my ass right back around the corner behind the wall.


  “I barely heard you, Caveman. Why the whispering?” Mrs. Kendrick deadpans as she joins her family in the kitchen.


  I kinda love her.


  “Is a ‘grip rub’ or ‘clip glove’ anything Brynn would need for softball?” he asks in that chillingly calm way only he can, raising the hairs on my arms even with me way over here.


  “No,” she snickers. “Neither of those are a thing in any sport, or the English language. Why?”


  I don’t know how, even scarier to me than Mr. Kendrick’s outburst, but I can somehow, over all the ruckus, pick up the sound of Jefferson’s muffled laughter—as crisp and clear as if he were standing right beside me. Not gonna lie, that strong of a connection, this early in our “us,” freaks me the hell out.


  “Thought I’d check, foolishly holding out hope that I was losing my hearing before losing my shit,” the man of the house grumbles. “Which means, I did, in fact, just overhear your daughter say she might go to a strip club.”


  “My daughter, you say?”


  “Yes, that one.” I can only assume he’s pointing at Brynn. “Unless of course, she chooses the rave instead.”


  “Brynn,” her mom gasps, “seriously honey, what is wrong with you today? How many fingers am I holding up?”


  “Four,” Brynn answers patronizingly, “and I was only kidding, trying to piss JT off for Bellamy-blocking me.”


  “Poor girl, what she must think of this family. Where is she? Running for the hills?” Mrs. Kendrick asks.


  “Nope. She’s over there, back to hiding behind the wall,” Jefferson rats me out again with a chuckle. “Bellamy, come out, come out, wherever you are,” he sing-songs.


  I slowly start to emerge, just in time for Mr. Kendrick to catch my gaze and give me an apologetic frown. “I’m sorry my heathen offspring have traumatized you into hiding. I was sure we got them back from the wolves in time to raise them right. Seems I was wrong. If you choose to seek counseling, please, send me the bill. Which I’ll pay out of their trust funds. Laney,” he turns to her, “going to my office. Ha-”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know,” she cuts him off, “handle my children.”


  He leans in and kisses her like nobody’s watching, then pulls back with a with a smile I dare not inappropriately think of words to describe. “I’ll take you out to dinner tonight. Wear the ‘no need for imagination’ dress I like. You know the one.”


  “Daddy-”


  “Zip it,” he sternly shuts Brynn up. “Can’t play the ‘fragile ears’ card now, Miss Strip Club.”


  Out he walks and frozen I stand, tucked as far in the corner as I can get while still being in the kitchen, debating his offer for free counseling while I wait for whatever’s coming next.


  


  Twenty-Three


  JT


  SURE ENOUGH, RIGHT after Mom finishes her short, obligatory “lecture,” Brynn and Bellamy get changed and head for the door. Brynn shoots me a victorious sneer while Bellamy sneaks me an apologetic frown over her shoulder—and out they go.


  So, I do what any well-adjusted, independent grown man who doesn’t even want a clingy, “spend all your time together” relationship in the first damn place would do. I slide up to my mom’s side and throw my arm around her shoulder.


  “Wanna do something together, just you and your favorite kid? We could watch old movies, your pick. I know, how about that one you love with the hot redhead swimming around singin’ about having legs?”


  “Son,” she clutches her chest and literally pales. “You wound me. May have to pick a new favorite child now,” she tsks. “It’s The Little Mermaid, and it’s so much bigger than her wanting legs. She wants to grow, see new things, experience-”


  I hold up a hand to stop her short of the hour long dissertation, which I’ve heard however many times we’ve watched the damn thing, sure to include the usual tears, over a fucking cartoon. “Got it Mom, my bad. So, you wanna watch it or not?”


  “Always,” she wisps out, “but I can’t. I’m expecting-”


  The doorbell cuts her off and she runs to answer it, letting in the entire “insane train”—loud, giggly and hyper as ever.


  Before I can sneak out, they descend upon the kitchen in full force, trapping me. Every Crew and Squad female, minus Brynn. Joy. I survey the situation and try to connect the dots of the pandemonium before me. There’s lots of wine, shocker, picture albums, baskets…and maybe some yarn? Can’t be sure.


  They finally get all their shit set down and notice me.


  “JT, hey sweetheart. Are you joining us?” Aunt Emmett hugs me and asks.


  “In what, I haven’t a clue, but whatever it is, that’d be a hard pass,” I answer while hugging her back.


  “Poo,” she releases me and pouts, patting my cheek. “We’d love to have you, wouldn’t we ladies?”


  “I’m a no,” Skylar votes.


  “Be nice,” Aunt B whacks her on the arm. “JT,” I know that look, “what’s new? Anything you want to share with your Auntie Coolness?”


  “Bennett, stop,” Whitley steps in. “Don’t embarrass him. We have high hopes for this, um, thing. Don’t ruin it.”


  “Good to see the gossip mill isn’t broken,” I grouse and edge my way closer to an exit. “You ladies have fun with…whatever it is you’re gonna be doing.”


  “It’s a scrapbook party!” Whitley chirps and claps her hands. “So fun!”


  I’m laughing before I can stop it. “Scrapbooking? And what night is Bingo at the Senior Center? I’ll swing by and visit.”


  “Honey,” my mom screams down the hall, “your son just called me old!”


  “Did I hear someone say you’re having a scrapbook party?” he yells back.


  “Yes!”


  “Then he’s right.”


  My mother gapes at me, shocked I won one. I counter with a cunning, victorious smile.


  “What about dinner, the dress?” Dad hollers.


  “Shit, I’ll be right back,” Mom takes off down the hall.


  How the hell did she manage such an easy escape?


  “So, Horny,” Presley snaps her fingers right in my face to get my attention, “where’s your girlfriend?”


  “Not my girlfriend, and Brynnapped,” I grouch.


  “You better lock that shit down, J. She’s fucking hot. Someone’s gonna snatch her up right underneath your nose. Surprised she’s not taken already.”


  “Presley Alexandra,” Aunt Em groans, “language, please.”


  “Mother, am I wrong?”


  “No, but you are a foul mouth. And don’t call me mother.”


  While they bicker back and forth, a horrifying idea creeps in my mind and I’m speaking before I can stop myself. “Hand me a goddamn scrapbook. You hens wanna cackle, at least make it worth my time.”


  Next thing I know, I’m gluing pictures of me at three, naked as a jaybird and taking a piss in the front yard, to a blue piece of paper…while getting advice from a shitload of women. All talking at the same time.


  Except Aunt Em. She’s staying quiet, closely monitoring my sticker and glitter distribution on my pages. I mean seriously monitoring…are we going to be judged on this crap later?


  “Okay, I have a question,” I raise my voice above all theirs.


  “Yes, you now have a vagina!” my dad, equipped with the hearing of a hybrid bat-dolphin, yells from his office.


  “Ignore him,” my mom flits a hand in the air. “He’s just grumpy I cancelled our dinner. What’s your question?”


  “Being a girlfriend, like ‘don’t go near another guy’ official…is that an understood these days, or do you actually have to ask them to be your girlfriend, verbatim?” I ask, because how the hell would I know? I haven’t had one since what, ninth fucking grade?


  “No talking old people. I’ve got this,” Presley, of course, pipes up.


  “Hey,” Skylar whines.


  “Sorry. No talking old, married and or boring people, I’ve got this,” P amends. “Better?”


  “Not at all, bitch,” Sky reaches across the table to slap her on the arm, knocking over a bottle of glitter…apparently a “scrapbooking travesty” if judging by the round of gasps. “But take it away, Nicki Ménage.”


  “Presley, you didn’t!” Emmett stops her frantic scramble of trying to salvage the spilled glitter and starts wheezing. “It was that Blaze character’s idea, wasn’t it? I knew he looked like trouble. Oh, God,” she drops her face in her hands, shaking all over.


  “Mom,” P dashes around the table to her side. “Nicki Minaj, m-i-n-a-j, is a famous singer. Skylar,” Presley glares at the culprit, “was just making a play, joke, on the word. I’ve never, ever done that, I swear. And who the hell is Blaze?”


  “I know,” Whitley, no shit, raises her hand.


  Fuck it…I call on her. “Yes, Aunt Whitley?”


  “Thank you.” Yep, she thanks me for calling on her. Can’t make this shit up. “Presley sweetie, Blaze is the ruffian looking fellow you snuck in at the last minute as your date to Skylar’s wedding.”


  “Oh yeah!” P laughs, her eyes drifting off…because she still has no idea and is trying like hell to remember him. “Whatever,” she shrugs, obviously giving up any recall. “Mama, It. Was. A. Joke. Sky, tell her!”


  “It was. I swear, Aunt Em,” Skylar’s eyes water with guilt.


  “And I thought I’d be the first to cry! You know, from being forced to scrapbook! Suck it up, ladies. Here, everyone drink more wine.” Bennett passes one bottle left and another right…‘cause alcohol always helps them reel in their emotions. Except for never.


  “Not to be callous, but are we past the ménage mix-up yet? I’m dying to hear what advice Princess P has for my son,” Mom oh-so-tactfully tries to get the subject back on what she wants to talk about.


  “Yes, sorry,” Em wipes her cheeks and squares her shoulders. “I apologize baby, for doubting you.” She hugs Presley, who then returns to her seat across from me.


  “Now that my mom’s blood pressure is back to normal and my family is clear on the fact that I’m not the DP Princess, we’ll take another caller. Hello,” she holds her pinky and thumb up to her ear like a fake phone, “thanks for calling in, ‘Horny and Helpless in Georgia.’ How can I help you?”


  “Thanks for taking my call, ‘Amnesia and Asshole in my kitchen,’” I fire back and flip her off. “I already asked my question, that you insisted on being the one to answer. So, let’s hear it.”


  When everyone’s laughter dies down—yeah, our parents probably take a little too much pleasure in our “friendly, verbal spars”—Presley clears her throat, resting both elbows on the table and leaning forward.


  “I have a series of questions, all meant to best help you. Because, believe it or not, at the end of your douchey day, I love you dearly and want you to be happy. Will you answer honestly, in front of everyone?”


  “Sure, why not?” I have nothing to hide. And even if I did, privacy is non-existent in this family.


  “No one interrupts or adds commentary, understood?” She eyes the crowd, one at a time, ‘til they all nod their agreement.


  “Have you slept with her?” She grins like the devil she is, cocking one brow.


  “Way to jump right out there, in front of my mother!” I snarl at her.


  “You said you’d answer, honestly. Already pulling out, Quick Nut?”


  “Presley! I know what that means and I’m about to call your father!” Aunt Em may seriously fall the fuck out.


  “No,” Bennett shakes her head rapidly. “No, no, no. Do not call Sawyer. He’d think it was funny and we’ll be here all night if you get him started. Presley, some tact maybe?”


  “Fine,” she gives me her classic “Presley’s Calling You a Pussy” look of challenge. “Sorry JT, thought you could handle it. Never mind.”


  Yeah, that’s gonna work. “Mom, plug your ears.” I wait until she does, then stare Presley dead in the eyes. “No, I haven’t.”


  “Have you slept with anyone else since you started spending time with her?” She grins, loving that I’m playing along.


  “No,” I answer immediately.


  “Do you want to?” She hits it right back to me, and out of my periphery, I see every head snapping back and forth to watch our volley.


  “Want to what? Sleep with her or someone else?” I ask.


  “Answer both.”


  “Of course to her, no to anyone else.”


  “You can listen again,” Presley pulls on my mom’s arms and she unplugs her ears. “Hard part’s over. Next question.” She pins me with her hardest stare yet. “Are you positive that yours, hers and Brynn’s relationships will all be salvageable if things don’t work out?”


  “Yes,” I nod. “We’ve all discussed it, up one side and down the other.”


  She doesn’t so much as take a breath, next question locked and loaded. I’d expect nothing less. “When she’s gone, like right now, do you miss her? Think about her?”


  I tug at my collar…is it hot in here? Feels hot. Scorching even.


  “Constantly,” I finally mumble, immediately regretting it as multiple cooing noises explode around me.


  “Just a few more, Romeo,” Pres laughs. “Has any other girl ever held your interest this long?”


  “Never,” my reply pops out itself.


  “Earmuffs again, Aunt Laney,” she warns and waits for Mom to comply. “What’s your plan if she never sleeps with you?”


  Find a good Occupational Therapist for my Carpal Tunnel? But really, I think about it, while sensing the women closing in, scooting to the edge of their seats, salivating for my response, and find my honest answer. “Wait. For the end of never.”


  Another round of female mewling. My mom must read their expressions and unplugs her ears again. “What? What’d I miss?”


  “I’ll tell ya later. Now sshhh,” Bennett orders.


  “Last one.” Presley rolls her neck and cracks her knuckles for the final blow. This oughta be a doozie. “Suppose Bellamy went on a date with another guy, say, next week. How would you react?”


  “Not. Well. I would kill him.”


  “Then yes, JT, you need to ask her, outright, to be your girlfriend. Agree to only see you. And,” she beams, “promise her the same. Tit for tat, playboy cat.”


  I don’t dust off the glitter covering me or give hugs—I fly toward the door—ready to find her and pounce.


  “Atta boy, Son! I withdraw my earlier vagina comment!” My father’s shout from the back is the last thing I hear.


  


  Twenty-Four


  Bellamy


  BRYNN AND I have just sat down with our plates of pizza and hit play on Steel Magnolias when my front door threatens to rattle off the hinges from a booming knock.


  We both jolt and shriek, my pizza now in my lap.


  “Shit, hot, hot!” I whisper-hiss and jump up, more concerned with the second degree burns to my thighs than the possible serial killer trying to beat his way into my apartment.


  Brynn runs back in from the kitchen, handing me some ice wrapped in a towel then stares at the door. “Were you expecting someone?” She too whispers.


  “No. Especially not the Cartel or a very unbalanced hitman.”


  “Neither of those would knock first, just for future reference,” she covers her mouth before laughing—silence, as if no one’s here, is our friend right now. Unless, of course, they take the silence as a sign that the “coast is clear” to break in and rob me.


  “You put the ice on your legs and get 9-1-1 punched in, ready to hit call. I’ll check the peephole,” she says so quietly, I almost can’t hear her.


  I nod and sit, one hand on the ice pack, the other gripping my phone.


  She rises up on her tiptoes and looks, then—and I’ve never been hunting in my life— makes a gnarled, angry noise that I, for some reason, immediately imagine is exactly what a grizzly bear caught in a trap would sound like. I don’t know why…being absolutely petrified makes me think of random shit I guess.


  “What is it?” I shush-ask.


  “It,” she flips the bottom lock so hard it may now be broken, “is,” next is the deadbolt, also possibly damaged, “my brother.”


  She throws open the door…okay, definitely gonna have to fix that knob-sized hole in the wall, and blocks the entrance.


  “What the hell are you doing here, JT? And could you have knocked any louder? Scared the crap outta both of us! Only landlords owed money and the police pound on a door like that!”


  “Also the Cartel or very unbalanced hitmen,” I add in a mumble.


  “No, Bellamy, keep up! I told you neither of those would knock first,” Brynn schools me with an exasperated sigh.


  Unconcerned with our debate, Jefferson peers around his sister, still blocking his entrance, and his brows dip as he frowns. “Baby, why and how are you hurt?”


  “Because of you, Goliath!” Brynn sidesteps, obscuring his view once more. “You banging like a lunatic scared her and she dropped steaming hot pizza on her legs.”


  “And the police, Cartel, or a landlord, who technically works for us, seemed more likely than a visit from her boyfriend?” he asks Brynn in bitter ridicule.


  I should point out the Cartel was all me, but Brynn’s already on her tiptoes, screaming back at him.


  “Yes, when I specifically told you to leave us alone it does! And now she’s hurt. Just another reason you should listen to me, JT!”


  “Damn,” I hear him mutter right before he easily moves Brynn aside, rushing over to me and dropping to his knees at my feet. “I’m so sorry, Bellamy. Is it bad? Let me see.”


  “I’ll live,” I assure him, lifting the bag so he can assess for himself. “Feels better already.”


  He gazes up at me, his eyes the darkest shade of cocoa brown I’ve ever seen them. “You want me to run and get you some aloe? Shit, I really am sorry.”


  “Relax,” I gently push his shoulder. “No big deal. You can get me a new piece of pizza though, it’s on the kitchen counter. Help yourself, too.”


  “Nooo,” Brynn’s hot on his heels, “no helping yourself. You’re not staying. Dammit JT, I asked for one day. One!”


  “And I gave it to you. It’s after seven o’clock at night, day’s over. My turn.”


  I clear my throat, twice, then a third time, starting to sound like I’m choking on a hairball…and finally get their attention. “Brynn, if he wants to stay and watch the movie with us, there’s no harm in letting him, is there?” I put emphasis on the word “movie” and stare in her eyes, channeling unspoken girl code.


  A deviant grin lights up her face and I know she’s caught what I was throwing. “Okay,” she fakes pouty surrender, “you can stay for the movie. It’s Bellamy’s place, her call.”


  “That’s what I thought.” He’s so proud and cute…I feel bad for tricking him. “Thank you, baby. What are we watching?” He sits down beside me, handing me my pizza.


  “Steel Magnolias,” I miraculously say without any hint of amusement.


  “Cool, what’s it about?”


  “A group of women, friends, who live in the same small town. All their different lives, troubles, worries-”


  “You girls enjoy, I’ve had enough ovary overload tonight. I’m out,” he springs to his feet. “Text me later, Bellamy.”


  “I’ll walk you out,” I send Brynn a secret grin of victory.


  “No, stay put, you’re hurt.”


  “Jefferson, please,” I huff, standing and walking his way. “The entire pizza restaurant didn’t collapse on my legs, just a slice. I’ll walk you out. Be right back, Brynn.”


  “By all means, take your time,” she plops down and kicks up her feet, happy as a lark.


  Once we’re on the other side of the closed door, I wrap my arms around Jefferson’s neck. “I work tomorrow until three. You?”


  His hands find and squeeze my hips, pulling me unfeasibly close against him. “Same, now. Pick you up at three?”


  “Mhmm,” I hum, soaking up his scent and the feel of his body. “I kinda tricked you tonight, for Brynn’s sake. I’m sorry.”


  “I know,” he murmurs on my hair, placing a kiss there. “It’s all right. I love my sister, I’ll let her have this one.”


  “I was thinking though,” I lay my head on his chest. “Wonder how much different things would be if Ryder asked for more of her time?”


  “Only one way to find out,” he grunts, deep and gravely, before lifting my chin so I’ll gaze up at him. “My brilliant, kind girl. I’m on it. Now kiss me goodnight like you can’t fucking live without it.”


  And I do.


  


  [image: ]


  


  IF A WATCHED pot never boils, then a constantly checked clock never ticks. Swear to my time, good one, it seems like three o’clock will never get here.


  And guess what happens between one and three at the diner?


  Not a damn thing.


  The lunch rush is over, everyone back at work, and I gotta say…refilling ketchup bottles and rolling silverware is doing little to make time go by faster. Maybe even having the opposite effect.


  “Bellamy!” my manager hollers from the kitchen, so I get up and go back there.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Go ahead and take off. No sense paying you to sit around and do busy work.”


  “Thank you,” I smile and hustle to grab my things before he changes his mind, all the while tamping down the wave of trepidation cresting in my gut.


  If trouble really does have a smell—it’s currently singeing my nose hairs.


  I pull the bus schedule out of my purse, only to find I’m out of luck on that front.


  Brynn? Pitching practice.


  Jefferson? At work, and already taking off too much time because of me lately. But I have to at least update him so he doesn’t show up here at three and fly into a panic.


  


  Me: Hey you, hope you’re having a good day. Wanted to let you know I got let off work early so meet me at my place instead.


  


  I’ll give him ten minutes to respond before doing anything, hoping he serendipitously got the afternoon off too.


  Twelve minutes later…no reply.


  Okay, what now? I don’t have the extra money to get a cab or Uber (not that I would anyway because I find that whole system suspect), so walking it is. To…somewhere, just until the bus comes.


  I say goodbye to the two warm bodies in the diner then take off down the sidewalk, thinking of it as a spontaneous adventure. And across the street, a consignment boutique catches my eye.


  The moment I step inside, a bubbly older woman is right in front of me, with a beaming smile and an eagerness radiating off her.


  “My, aren’t you a pretty one? I’m Kelly Kerr, owner of Another Lady’s Treasure.” She spreads her arms open and spins, obviously, and rightfully so, proud of her store. “Have you been in before?”


  “No, but I’m glad I found it today. Your shop is lovely.” My eyes roam over the organized plethora of high-end merchandise.


  “Thank you. Anything particular I can help you find today, uh…”


  “Bellamy,” I smile.


  “And a pretty name. So, you work at The Pit Stop?” She eyes my uniform.


  “Yes, but only part-time. I take a pretty full load at college, when it starts back up.” I traipse deeper into the shop and start looking through a rack of clothing I could never afford.


  Or could I…


  “Is this really only eleven dollars?” I hold up the cutest, distressed-washed jean skirt (maybe a wee bit short) I’ve ever seen.


  “It is,” she has a wonderful, kind laugh. “I think it’d look absolutely perfect on you, too. Those legs? That skirt.” She nods decisively. “Now, what to go with it?”


  “Um…” I chew my lip, mentally inventorying my current wardrobe. “No idea. I’m going to a concert Friday night, kinda country, so-”


  “So boots and a cute vest!” She may be more excited than I am…and overestimating my budget. She runs around from rack, to shelf, to me. “Here,” she piles my arms full, “go try it all on together and let me see.”


  “Kelly, I-”


  “Hush, just go,” she gently pushes me toward the dressing room.


  I pull the curtain behind me and first things first—add up the price tags.


  Skirt- $11


  Fabulous brown ankle boots with a western, rhinestone pattern- $20


  Wide, brown leather belt with buckle that matches the boots- $10


  Jade green, tight fitting shelf tank top- $5


  Black vest- $5


  The positively perfect Sam Hunt concert outfit for only fifty-one dollars. And tax.


  I made thirty-three dollars in tips today and need one of those to pay for the bus.


  “Bellamy? Everything okay in there?”


  “Yes,” I transplant happiness into my voice as I walk out, still in my uniform. “I’ll take the skirt, tank top and vest, please.” Really wanted the boots, but I can’t justify spending twenty dollars on a luxury that I’ll probably only wear a few, select times. I certainly wouldn’t be able to wait tables in them.


  Kelly’s brow furrows as she gives me a sympathetic smile…which I wish she wouldn’t.


  “Bellamy, this is a consignment shop. You can trade in your old things for new items.”


  “I know, very cool by the way, but I don’t have anything of your inventory’s caliber to bring in. I love the outfit, but the belt isn’t a necessity and I’m sure I can dig up some shoes that’ll work.”


  “You’re underestimating your trading potential,” she grins, grabbing all the items and heading to the register. “You’re a young, beautiful girl who goes to college with other young, beautiful girls who want nice things but may not be able to afford them, right?”


  “Righttt,” I drawl.


  “Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll sell you the whole outfit for twenty bucks, and you,” she reaches below the counter, reemerging with a large stack of hot pink papers, “hand out all these fliers to your friends and girls on campus, deal?”


  “Are, you sure?”


  “Positive.” She bags up my new duds and hands it to me, along with the fliers. “And Bellamy? You get sick of schlepping greasy food in that hideous uniform, you come see me about a job.”


  No. Way.


  I float, literally float, on cloud nine to the bus stop…and hand two ladies, also waiting, a flier of course.


  How amazing would it be to work for that delightful woman, in that trendy, uplifting store? And just maybe, every once in a while, spend an itty-bitty portion of my paycheck on unbelievably priced, stylish clothes? Clothes that wouldn’t make me stick out like a sore thumb amongst my “financially blessed” friends.


  I’m so lost in “no way this is real” land, I almost miss the ding of an incoming text.


  


  Jefferson: I’m at your apartment. You’re not.


  


  I laugh brusquely, a new kind of tingle zapping through me.


  


  Me: Hot AND smart? I’m a lucky girl. You’re right, I’m not.


  


  Jefferson: Calling me hot won’t work. Where are you?


  


  Me: Sitting at the bus stop. Be there in about thirty, if you want to wait.


  


  Jefferson: Don’t. Move.


  


  Me: Why? I’m already here. Just wait for me. Coming back this way is silly.


  


  Jefferson: Wait for you at least thirty minutes or be with you in less than fifteen? Hmm. Sticking with Don’t. Move.


  


  Me: Bossy.


  


  Jefferson: I mean it woman. Your fine ass better be sitting on that bench when I get there. Driving, gtg.


  


  He’s lucky I’m in such a great mood.


  


  Twenty-Five


  JT


  “CALL UNCLE SAWYER.” I command my Sync system to make the call and drum my fingers on the steering wheel, internally cussing the traffic as I wait for him to answer.


  “Mini me, what’s up?” His greeting echoes through my car in the only volume he has—deafening.


  “Nothing, just missed the sound of your dainty voice. Doctors have any idea when your balls are finally gonna drop? Be nice to be able to tell you apart from Aunt Emmett.”


  “Don’t make me send my daughter to kick your ass, boy,” he laughs.


  “Whatever. Seriously though, need your advice.”


  “Silicone-based lube, definitely. That water-based shit’s like trying to fuck your way down a Slip-n-Slide.” Sadly, yet not remotely surprising, he’s serious.


  “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind. Now for my second question.” I roll my eyes—because his ass is crazy, yes—but mainly because I’m stuck at least three rounds of changes deep at a damn stoplight.


  Which only hammers home the reason I’m calling my uncle harder. My sweet Bellamy is sitting, waiting for me, at a sketchy fucking bus stop. Probably perking up and smiling, only to slump back with a disappointed frown, when every approaching car turns out not to be me.


  “Bellamy needs a car,” I growl, still picturing her waiting, in the heat and her uniform that smells of stale grease, on the dirty, crowded bench.


  “Lawd, here we go,” he laughs. “What do your parents say?”


  “Nothing, I haven’t told them. Telling you. Saw, she rides forty-five minutes each way, every day, just to go work on her feet waiting tables or run around campus and then go wait tables after. Sometimes she leaves home hours before she needs to because of the damn bus schedule and carries her breakfast with her!”


  “All right, simmer down. You’re screaming in my damn ear.” Says the man whose “inside” voice shatters eardrums.


  “Sorry,” I inhale a sedating breath through my nose. “And we’re always missing each other, like right now. She got off work early, so she was gonna wait around for over an hour for the bus to run again ‘cause I was in a meeting and didn’t get her text. It’s just… crazy. Infuriating as fuck. I want to help her. She deserves better.”


  “How long you been seeing this girl?” he asks.


  “Bellamy. Her name is Bellamy,” my defensiveness surges out, unmistakable. “How long were you seeing, or trying to see, Aunt Em when you got her a place, job and car?” I wince, not tamping down the accurate, but disrespectful, sarcasm in my tone enough.


  “Okay,” he chuckles, “point taken. I have an idea, and your back, sorda. Your parents come at me wielding torches and pitchforks, telling ya upfront, I’m gonna act like I have no idea what the fuck they’re talking about. And you’re gonna go along with it. Actually, I need to go on record again as saying, you should discuss this with your parents.”


  “Noted, and again, no. Now what’s your idea?” I’m finally next at the light, so he needs to spit it out.


  “That big ass Navigator you roll around in? I know it’s paid for, but is it in your name?”


  “Yep.” I like the way his mind works…this time.


  “Just your name? No Daney (his age-old play on combining my parents’ names) as co-signer?”


  “Nope, just me.”


  “Thinkin’ that fancy motherfucker is worth about seventy grand. You could get two nice cars in place of it, dontcha figure?”


  Fucking brilliant. Sawyer Beckett doesn’t get near enough credit for that kick-ass brain of his.


  “You’re the man, Uncle Saw. Thank you.”


  “Uh huh. And remember boy, I. Know. Nothing. You rat me out,” he laughs in the pitch of pure evil, “just don’t rat me out.”


  “Never. You’re as scary and certifiably insane as you are helpfully ingenious. Thanks again, gotta go.”


  I disconnect the call and rack my brain as to where the title to my car is, quickly losing all train of thought…because I see Bellamy.


  She pops to her feet as I pull up, and her stunning smile, only for me? Yeah, I gotta find that title.


  I park, jump out and hurry around to get her door and bag. “Hey,” I grab a quick taste of her plush mouth, “sorry it took me so long, traffic was a bitch.”


  “No problem, thanks for coming.” Her voice; something’s different. And she doesn’t “get in” my car, she launches herself in and giggles with her bounce. Hmmmm.


  I put her stuff in the backseat, then climb in, grinning to myself when it crosses my mind—I won’t be doing this very many more times.


  “You seem happy,” I say easily, holding onto the right word, which would be…radiant. “Good day, I take it?”


  “Unbelievable,” it comes out an exhale of whimsical air.


  I reach over and take her hand. “Tell me about it. Have anything to do with whatever’s in the bag?”


  Dear God. Note to self in my “new to actual relationships” notebook: don’t ask a woman showing flashing neon signs of wild emotions—happy, sad, mad, or otherwise—stirring inside her to “tell you all about it” unless you really want to know.


  As I’m driving around, scoping out decent car lots, Bellamy chatters non-stop, without taking a breath, so fast I honestly can’t make out a few words.


  But I listen as best I can, truly happy…because she’s happy.


  She tells me what’s in the bag, but refuses to let me see her new outfit until the night of the concert, making me want to see it all that much more. She finally comes up for air to ask me what I think about her taking the job at the store she already absolutely loves, which I’ve gathered from the parts I did hear.


  “What’d you say the owner’s name was?” I ask, striving to sound casual.


  “Kelly, um…Teller! Yep, that’s it.”


  Clue. From. God.


  Teller…as in a bank teller…as in the safety deposit box where my car title is tucked away.


  “Hold on,” I warn, putting my arm across her all soccer-mom style as I make an illegal U-turn.


  “Jefferson! I can’t die, I finally have a good job offer and a boyfriend!” she yells, swatting me with adrenalized might in the shoulder.


  Damn if she isn’t something else…the funniest, brightest part of my every single day. Only my Bellamy would choose that response while dodging death by U-turn.


  When we’re safely parked in front of the bank, I shut off the car and shift in my seat to look right at her, bright green eyes—pupils dilated with crazy-high endorphin levels but still dazzling—and take both her hands in mine.


  “I was told, by somewhat of an entrepreneur in the field, that I had to ask you to be my girlfriend.” I raise one brow and grin.


  “So ask me,” she coolly counters, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.


  I laugh. “But you just said I already was.”


  “So don’t ask me,” she leans in and feathers her lips across mine. “Totally up to you, Mr. Rulebook. But either way, we both know, you’re my boyfriend.”


  I suppress a groan, turned the fuck on by her cute, confident claim. “Is that so?”


  “Yep. And just to confirm that we’re on the same page, we’re monogamous. So, any little chippies that try to move in on you, be sure to let them know I used to be a yellow belt in karate.” She proudly tilts her chin and I do all I can to contain my laughter.


  “Couple things,” I say as seriously as I’m able.


  “Yes?” she asks in smooth challenge.


  “Maybe I’m wrong, but doesn’t monogamous mean only having sex with one person? I’m damn sure I’d remember if that applied to us,” I wink.


  “When we get to that point, yes, it absolutely means that. Until then, it means being loyal, in all ways, to one mate. As in, no dating or canoodling with anyone else.”


  She said when, not if, we get to that point. Don’t think my dick didn’t hear her too, twitching once.


  “Stop picturing us having sex and ask me your other thing,” she interrupts me from… picturing us having sex.


  “Huh?” Oh, yeah. “Baby, isn’t a yellow belt like, the second worst one? Right after the one that comes with the uniform?”


  She crosses her arms and harrumphs. “Did you ever have a yellow belt?”


  “No,” I chuckle. “And, it has to be said, because…it’s funny as fuck, but I have no idea how to ‘canoodle,’ nor do I know what a ‘chippie’ is, so no worries on either of those.”


  “Okay then,” she bobs her head, satisfied with the win. “Now, mind telling me why we’ve been parked in front of this bank for so long?”


  I undo my seatbelt and reach for my door handle. “I need to run in real fast and take care of something. Will you be all right waiting out here for a minute?”


  “Psshh, will I be all right? Yellow belt, remember? Will you leave the keys though, so I can listen to the radio?”


  I toss them to her and take a minute to really look at her. Bellamy Morgan is quite simply the most extraordinary, seriously fucking adorable person I’ve ever encountered. And soon, little things like having a car and nice apartment won’t be “treats.” They’ll be her norm.


  “Lock the doors, Karate Kid.” And I wait until she does to walk away.


  


  Twenty-Six


  Bellamy


  I’M BELTING OUT “When You’re Gone” by The Cranberries as though unaware I’m completely tone deaf and vocally challenged, when he knocks on the window.


  I screech, caught off guard…and singing, badly, blushing as I turn down the music and hit the unlock button.


  “Wild guess, but you never made it to yellow belt in singing, did ya baby?” He has the decency to duck his head while he laughs.


  “Funny. Let’s hear what you’ve got.”


  “Nah, I’m no good.” He continues avoiding eye contact, slipping a manila envelope under his seat before starting the car.


  “What’s with the not at all secret envelope?” I pry in an impish tone.


  “You’ll see soon enough. Patience, woman.”


  “It’s gonna drive me crazy,” I pout. “Your choice, either tell me, or sing. Pick your poison.”


  “You asked for it.” He comes to a stop sign and finagles with his phone, picking a song. “I’m not as good as Zeke,” he snarls, “so don’t laugh or run away with him.”


  “Who?” I reply instantly, sincerely ignorant.


  “Good fucking answer, baby.” I get a pleased, predatory once-over from him…and then I get to hear him start singing.


  He’s chosen “I Don’t Dance” by Lee Brice, a song I know well and love, and with the first husky, hedonic word out of his mouth, my core clenches and thighs quiver.


  Jefferson Tate Kendrick’s been holding out on me. Not only can he sing, he can send your whole body into trembles with the raspy way he makes every melodic lyric sound like seduction.


  I let my head fall back and close my eyes, absorbing my smoky, sinful, personal concert. Not gonna lie, or be a bit ashamed, that by the time the song’s over, my panties are wet and I’m breathing heavier than if I’d run a marathon.


  “Bellamy,” he lightly touches my arm, “we’re here.”


  I slowly peel my eyes open and turn my head to give him a lazy smile. “That was, wow. You can sing, Jefferson.”


  “Yeah? You liked it?”


  I only nod, afraid of embarrassing myself if I try to use actual words to describe what just happened.


  “My dad’s pretty talented. Must’ve gotten it from him,” he shrugs, oblivious to just how incredible he is. “Let’s get out, look around.”


  It’s only with his reminder that my daze lifts and I look to see where we are. A car lot.


  “You’re getting a new car?”


  “Something like that.” He gets out, sauntering over to my side to open my door and offer me his hand.


  “What’s wrong with the car you have?” I ask, glancing back at his Navigator…not quite seeing the problem.


  He lifts our joined hands and sweeps his lips across my knuckles. “Doesn’t fit my needs anymore.” His voice is thickened with mystery, half-hooded eyes penetratingly enigmatic.


  


  [image: ]


  


  “BELLAMY, COME OUT right now! You’re causing a scene!”


  Shit, his volume tells me he’s getting closer…gonna spot me crouched down, hiding behind this dumpster, any second now.


  But what choice do I have? My purse and phone are in his car, way across the lot…and he’s being ridiculous. Outside of his ever-loving mind! Trying to buy me a car! A freakin’ car! Is he kidding me with that?


  So, I ran. Throwing in some tactical bobs, a few shifty weaves, and finally…going into hiding.


  He chased.


  And every shopper and salesperson at the dealership laughed, thoroughly enjoying our lil’ show. I may have even seen one person filming it on their phone. Great, can’t wait for the world to see our game of “refusing mouse hide and bossy cat seek” on YouTube.


  I hear his feet crunching on the gravel, each step sounding nearer. Time to make a mad dash for the office, where I’ll call a rational person to come get me.


  “Bellamy!” he screams, pounding footsteps gaining on me as I run, as fast as I can, past the service garage, around the corner and in between two rows of cars.


  “Go away! Leave me alone, crazy man!”


  “I’m crazy? You’re running around like a headless chicken!”


  “You’re not buying me a car! Amscray! Be gone with you, bossy boots!” Almost there. I slant left, but he reads the play, cutting me off.


  I end up in his unrelenting arms, a sweating, panting, captive mess.


  “Tag. You’re it,” he huffs, out of breath. “Might be more fun, and appropriate to play, I don’t know…at the park? Pretty sure we’ll be on YouTube within the hour.” Already thought of that, you pushy tyrant. “Not every day a girl gets chased around a car lot by her boyfriend, begging to buy her a new car. And what the fuck is amscray?”


  “Scram, in Pig Latin.”


  “You couldn’t just say ‘scram?’” He laughs. “Hold on, and don’t run again.” He digs his phone out of his pocket and groans when he reads the text.


  “What is it?” I ask and he turns the screen to me so I can read it.


  


  Brynn: INCOMING. He knows. Tracked your GPS. TAKE COVER. I REPEAT. TAKE COVER.


  


  Another ping.


  


  Sky: You do know the bank calls Daddy if we go in, right? Actually, guess you don’t. Good luck!


  


  And another.


  


  Sawyer: Remember- I KNOW NOTHING. He should be pulling in any minute. DELETE this message. NOW.


  


  “Jefferson?” My voice is shaking. “W, what’s going on?”


  “Ah, allow me.” I jolt and definitely hurt my neck, snapping my head to the right so hard and fast I hear a pop…toward an eerily calm and composed Mr. Kendrick, approaching us in a leisurely stride. Swear to God, the man’s like a ghost, continually appearing out of nowhere to scare the shit out of me.


  A very worried looking Mrs. Kendrick follows behind the said, scary apparition, at a safe distance. Don’t blame her a bit.


  “Laney, please tell your son he has some explaining to do.” Dane Kendrick is daunting, especially when he uses that voice, to say the least—I might bolt again. Gotta be more than one dumpster at this place.


  “He heard you, Honey. He’s standing right in front of you, and you’re talking out loud,” she rolls her eyes.


  “Dad, I-”


  “Oh good, the whole family came down! And look, you caught her!” Doug the salesman poorly times his chipper interruption. “So, Mr. Kendrick, have we decided on the Tahoe for you and Acadia for the little lady?” he asks Jefferson while rubbing his hands together, itching for a sale.


  “Yes.”


  “No.”


  Both “Mr. Kendricks” answer at the same time, amidst their heated stare-down.


  “I’m sorry, I haven’t had the pleasure. I’m Doug Lumsden.” He extends his hand to Dane, who shakes it, eyes still boring into his son’s.


  “Dane Kendrick, nice to meet you.” Not that you could in any way buy he actually thinks so from his tone. “You caught her? What’s that mean, Mr. Lumsden?”


  The portly man is all too eager to start blathering the play-by-play of Jefferson chasing me around the parking lot between his snorting, short of air, hee-hawing. And Dane, uh, Mr. Kendrick…if I didn’t know better, I’d swear I see the corner of his mouth twitch.


  “Laney, sounds as if your son has been wreaking havoc on the innocent townspeople. What should be done about that?”


  “Well I don’t know, dear. I seem to have misplaced my pillory and or whipping post, so I’m fresh out of ideas.”


  God, I love her. That dry wit of hers is always at the ready, and hilarious…but I know now is not the time to laugh.


  “Mr. Lumsden, could we please have a few minutes alone?” Laney asks politely as he’s already backing away, with a pale, traumatized expression.


  “All right, now that we’re alone, JT, honey-”


  “Stop.” Mr. Kendrick interrupts his wife. “Laney, take the boy wherever you want, to say whatever you want. Bellamy, you’re coming with me, young lady.”


  What?


  “What?” Jefferson’s bark is ruthlessly possessive. And welcomed…I’m so petrified at the thought of being alone with an angry Mr. Kendrick my legs are shaking. “Dad, enough! You’re not Bellamy’s parent and no way are you gonna reprimand her for something that was my idea. No disrespect, sir, but,” he steps forward, lifting his chin and puffing out his chest, “she’s not leaving my sight.”


  Damn. I feel lightheaded, swaying a bit. Partly because I’m sincerely worried for Jefferson’s safety, but mainly, a solid ninety-eight percent, because it’s the sexiest, most romantic, gallant and swoon worthy thing I’ve ever witnessed firsthand. And it was for me.


  A lightness, visible ease, moves over Mr. Kendrick’s otherwise blank slate of ice expression…and a smug smile emerges. With it comes a palpable levity, taking my deep, relieved breath for me.


  “Very impressive, Son, but you can put a muzzle on that machoism. Who said anything about reprimanding her? I know exactly whose doing all this is. If Bellamy got past security and the pass code to our safety deposit box, I have far bigger problems than your impulsiveness,” he laughs humorlessly. “Bellamy and I are going to test drive this, Acadia, was it? Since her father doesn’t seem to be here, I’m sure he’d appreciate my making sure the vehicle is sound.”


  Oh my God, my parents! I haven’t even told them about Jefferson; how the hell am I going to explain a new apartment and car? I mean, just the apartment…I’m not getting a new car. Surely my parents have enough faith in me that they’ll believe me when I vow I haven’t become a prostitute, right?


  “You look as if you just realized your parents don’t know about your recent, big life changes,” Mr. Kendrick touches my elbow and gives me a “look” unnervingly similar to that of the one my own father would pin me with if given the chance. “You gather yourself, I’ll drive. Shall we?”


  I nod and robotically follow his lead, glancing over my shoulder at Jefferson.


  “Dad!” he yells.


  “Laney, your son needs something. I’m busy,” he calls back. When we’re well away from them, Mr. Kendrick speaks to me. “Which one is it?”


  “Sir?”


  “The car you’re considering, which one is it?”


  “Mr. Kendrick, I-”


  “Don’t worry, we’re going to talk, while we drive. Now I’ll ask again, which car, Bellamy?”


  I point with a trembling finger. “That one.”


  “It’s purple,” he groans. Poor Mr. Kendrick appears to be color-blind. Should I tell him it’s actually a very deep burgundy and the sun’s glare is misleading?


  I decide that’s a hard no, and say nothing.


  “Your car, your headache,” he grumbles. “Better hope you don’t have a lead foot. That color will stick out to cops.”


  “I understand, sir.” No harm in respectfully agreeing on a moot point, since again, I’m not getting the car.


  Honestly, I’m still wondering how everyone misread my “run around the parking lot, weaving and bobbing between rows of cars, while screaming my refusal” as anything less than…refusal.


  “Good. Let’s see how she runs, shall we?”


  “I…um…” look around, “don’t see anyone to help us.”


  He chuckles. “Watch this,” he says self-assuredly before raising his hand in the air for only a split second, when sure enough, good ol’ Doug appears out of thin air. I suppress a giggle, thinking back to mine and Jefferson’s dispute on “lurkers” and how Doug more than qualifies.


  “Mr. Kendrick, how can I help?”


  “We’d like to take this one out for a test drive.”


  “Excellent! Let me go grab the keys and tell my manager I’m leaving.”


  “Where ya going?” Mr. Kendrick instantly asks in thinly cloaked authority.


  “W, with you,” Doug sounds as confused as he looks. “We have to ride along on test drives, sir.”


  “I understand, and respect your position, but that’s not happening. How am I to have the private discussion I intend to with Bellamy if you’re in the car?”


  “Well, uh,” poor Doug, he’s visibly sweating.


  “Relax, Mr. Lumsden. It’s far from my intention to get you in any sort of trouble with your boss. Can you please take me to him?”


  “Yes,” he replies glumly, turning to lead the way.


  “Just a moment,” Mr. Kendrick stops him and looks at me, a certain, charming amusement I recognize well in his eyes. “Bellamy, when I return, I’d very much like to find you standing in this same spot, not bolting across the lot or hiding behind trash cans. Can you do that for me?”


  “Yes, sir,” I mumble with my head dipped, cheeks flushed by embarrassment.


  “Fabulous. I’ll be right back.”


  As I stand there, not moving a muscle, a thought hits me and I snicker aloud. I wouldn’t feel guilty taking the car if I legitimately won it in a bet…and I’d bet all day, every day, that Mr. Dane Kendrick comes back with the keys and no tag-along for our drive.


  


  Twenty-Seven


  Bellamy


  SHOULD’VE INSISTED WE make that bet.


  I’m currently riding down the road, in the Acadia, Jefferson’s father driving…only the two of us.


  Nooo…not intimidating at all.


  “Bellamy,” he says without taking his eyes off the road. “I’ll start by saying, take a breath. Then keep taking them. No sense in passing out from oxygen deprivation. I’m not the least bit upset with you.”


  I nod, sucking in air, sounding a lot like Darth Vader.


  “Can you answer my questions without fainting?” He lightly chuckles.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Do you like this car? Which, by the way, runs very well and is of ideal size. Not too big, so you can park safely, and not too small, so there’s room for anything you’d need to haul.” He takes a right on Hammond, moving into the left turning lane for Bzoza Avenue.


  I know exactly where he’s heading, but not why.


  “Yes, it’s a great car, not much to dislike. But…” I inject stern finality in my next words, despite my chaotic nerves, “I don’t want it.”


  “And why is that?” He heads down School Street.


  My drawn-out exhale is much more complex than my answer. “Because…” I pause, weighing the risk between candid honesty and possibly offending him, deciding to go all-in with the former. “I’ve witnessed a lot first-hand, and heard many of the stories, so I know grand gestures like this aren’t unusual for your family. But for everyone else’s? They are. Highly. Frankly, it’s so bizarre and unconventional, it’s an almost scary type of overwhelming.”


  With one last turn, we’re at the college softball field where Brynn plays and Mrs. Kendrick coaches.


  “May I ask why we’re here?” I don’t play ball. This isn’t a “me” spot…not that he’d know what was.


  “Because, you’re a lot like my Brynny, and this is where we go to have our talks. Plus, I can’t gauge your honesty, or what you’re not saying, while I’m driving.” He gives me an encouraging, albeit small, smile. “Let’s sit on the bleachers; fresh air always helps clear the mind.”


  Hands-down the weirdest day of my life.


  Once we’re seated on the opposite-of-comfortable, hot metal bleachers, he resumes the lead on our conversation. “If I asked you why you seem to be quite fond of my son, would you be comfortable answering me?” He stares out at the field, elbows on his knees with his hands joined, hanging loosely between them. A relaxed pose of which I wouldn’t have thought him inclined.


  “I suppose.” I blush. “Somewhat.”


  He laughs heartily. “Of course. I don’t want to hear any more than the somewhat.”


  “Jefferson is…”


  “Wait, and I apologize for interrupting, but you call him Jefferson?” When he looks at me, his widened eyes glimmer with intrigued mirth. “And he lets you?”


  “He doesn’t let me do anything.” I instantly grimace at hearing the unintentional snark in my voice. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to say it like that.”


  “Best thing I’ve heard all day.” He slaps his knee. “Please, do go on.” He props his elbow on the same knee and chin in hand, then a grin that I interpret as humored fascination pulls at the corners of his mouth.


  “Where were we? Oh yeah. Yes, I call him Jefferson. And he tells me he likes it.”


  “Why?” he blurts out. “Do you do it, not why does he like it.”


  “Easy, Mr. Kendrick,” I snicker, wagging a finger at him. “You’re pushing the somewhat boundary. But I’ll give you this one.”


  “Much obliged.” He grins wider and my comfort level rises.


  It’s easy to see why the Kendrick kids are so confident, kind and well-adjusted. Their parents are open, down to Earth, and understanding…even their father, once you get past the scary facade and recognize it for what it really is—protective, unconditional love.


  I have to go visit my own parents soon, suddenly missing them more than ever.


  “Bellamy?”


  “Sorry.” I focus back in on the present. “I call your son Jefferson because it’s his name, a beautiful one. And…because it’s something that’s only mine, ours. The way his eyes light up when I say it doesn’t hurt either.” I can’t believe I tacked on that last part.


  “Hmm.” He rubs his jaw. “What else; why do you like him?”


  “Mr. Kendrick,” I angle my body toward him. “With all due respect, sir, if I started listing everything about your son that excites, fascinates, lures and endears me to him, we’d be here all day. And while I could sing his praises all day and never run out of words, it’s hot, and these bleachers leave much to be desired in the way of comfort. So please, just ask me what you really want to know.”


  “Okay,” he clears his throat and looks me square in the eyes. “Did you know Jefferson came from money when you started this thing?”


  A snorting laugh escapes on its own. “First of all, I didn’t start ‘this thing.’ You’ve met your son; you know who started it, relentlessly. Not that I’m complaining. And I’ve been best friends with your daughter for a while now, so yes, I kinda figured. I didn’t meet Jefferson until well into my friendship with Brynn, but of course I knew. I don’t care, though. Money has never, literally, made my world go round. And, you’re not gonna start calling him Jefferson, are you? I told you; that’s our thing.”


  “No, I’m not.” A small smile peeks out, then vanishes just as quickly. “And your new apartment, did you try and refuse that too, like the car?” His left brow arches in inquiry.


  “Yep.” I bob my head. “Adamantly. Pretty much had no choice though, since he evicted me from the one I was in.”


  His laugh is an animated, head-thrown-back, guttural release. “Is that what the lil’ shit told you?” He wipes under his eyes. “He doesn’t have that authority, nor did he have my approval. He was bluffing, Bellamy.”


  I pop both shoulders; too late to do anything about it now. “It worked. He’s a damn good bluffer.”


  “Gets that from me.” He winks, the irony not lost on me.


  “That all you wanted to ask?” I lift a brow of my own; not angry about being investigated on my possible motives, none to hide, but not about to roll-over and pretend it didn’t hurt my feelings just a little either.


  “Yes.” He stands, offering me a helpful hand. “Thank you, Bellamy, for indulging me, and for being completely honest.”


  “You never have to thank me for being honest, and you’re welcome for the rest.”


  We get back in the car, and it’s a long, strained five minutes before he breaks the silence we’ve returned to. “So, Brynn tells me you take a pretty full load at school.”


  “I suppose, but I can handle it.”


  “And you work?”


  “Yes. I waitress part-time at The Pit Stop.”


  “When do you find time to have the ‘college experience,’ such as parties?”


  He’s slipping, about as subtle as a punch in the face. Must be the heat from our long chat throwing him off his game.


  “The reason Brynn and I make such a good pair is because our goals and priorities are aligned. As is our party attendance record, or lack thereof. But you already knew that.” I shoot him a side glance, boasting a proud smile.


  “You caught me,” he chuckles. “Did you want me to pull over so you can drive back?”


  “No thank you. No sense sticking your finger in the icing if you can’t afford to buy the whole cake.”


  “That’s one I’ve never heard before. A Bellamy original?” he asks…as he pulls over to the side of the road and gets out of the car.


  He walks to my window and points from me to the driver’s seat with a deliberate stare that eliminates any room for argument.


  With a huff, I get out and walk around, plopping down and adjusting the seat and mirrors without a word. I drive in silence until I can’t take it another second. “Yes, it was a Bellamy original, but obviously not a good one if the meaning wasn’t clear.”


  “Bellamy, I’m sure you’re aware by now, but let me remind you. I’m married to the wittiest, most dry-humored smart-ass ever born. I know exactly what you meant.”


  “Then why am I driving?”


  “Because, it’s your car.”


  “No, no way. Wait, why? What? Never mind, doesn’t matter, no,” I rattle off mindlessly.


  “Breathe and drive, I’m not a fan of wrecking. And yes, yes way, because I like you. You’re a very impressive young lady. My wife and daughters like you. And my son? My son marched into the bank, unconcerned with consulting me or the fact I’d find out before he had time to exit. He stood up to me, in a tone he knows I’d never normally tolerate, to look out for you. He worked an entire calendar year, while also going to school, as a grunt-work intern with not a dime of pay to earn that Navigator. The one he’s so willing to give up, for you. I don’t want to insult your parents or step on their toes, and I’m more than happy to call them if you’d like, but you’re getting this car. End of conversation.”


  Jefferson can read my expression, whatever the hell it looks like (I don’t even know anymore) the second we pull into the dealership, and comes rushing to my door before we’re even in park.


  He jerks the door open, squatting down to my eye-level and rubs my thigh. “Baby, what’s that look? Are you okay?”


  “She’s fine,” his dad assures him offhandedly while climbing out.


  “Dane Kendrick, what’d you do? That poor girl is speechless and pale as a ghost. Your son is a grown man and cares about her very much. I swear, Caveman, if you screwed this up-”


  “Woman,” he cuts off his highly agitated wife with a kiss unsuitable for public. When satisfied, he takes her hand and looks back at me and Jefferson. “Son, your mother and I are going home. Go sign whatever it takes to get your girl, who’s lovely by the way, her car.”


  No other words are spoken, by anyone, and his parents leave. Jefferson finally picks his jaw up off the ground, and with a gentle hand, pushes mine back in place too.


  “You’re gonna have to tell me that story one of these days,” he laughs, helping me out of the car.


  I think I move my head up and down in agreement, too dazed to be sure.


  He wraps his arm around my waist, placing a kiss on my temple. “Come on baby, let’s go get our new rides.”


  


  Twenty-Eight


  JT


  OKAY, ANOTHER POTENTIALLY deadly oversight on my part—I probably should’ve asked if Bellamy knew how to drive before getting her a car— ‘cause she sucks something awful at it. How did my dad not notice and eject himself from the vehicle, while moving?


  I’m following her in my new Tahoe, praying for our, and everyone else on the road’s life, as she drives to her apartment in her new Acadia.


  Sincerely praying.


  A call comes in and against my better judgement, I push the Bluetooth button (yes, I set it up before leaving the lot) and dart my eyes back to Bellamy’s “Circus on Wheels” as quickly as possible. Still no horrific accident; thank God.


  “Mr. Kendrick, are you there, sir?” Megan’s voice fills the car.


  “Yes, I’m here. Not sure for how long,” I groan as Bellamy rolls through a stop sign and I have no choice but to do the same in order not to lose her.


  “The background check you asked me to run came back all clear. It’s her real name, with a spotless record, and while the business has a very low profit margin, it is legitimate.”


  “Thank you, Megan. Good work.”


  “Of course, sir. Have a great day.”


  One less thing I have to worry about. And, a positive I can offer up to counteract the very negative lecture I’m about to give Miss Bellamy “Brake Check” Morgan about her driving.


  After what seems like for-damn-ever, we pull into her apartment complex. I take a deep breath, wait for my asshole to unclench, then get out and walk toward her…where she’s taken up two spaces to park.


  “Baby,” I start gently, taking both her hands in mine, “do you work Saturday or Sunday?”


  “Both, but only short shifts, four hours on Saturday and three on Sunday, why?”


  “Just wondering,” I brush my lips over hers. “Go on up, I’m right behind you. I need to make a call real quick.”


  “Okay,” she gives me a kiss of her own, pivoting gracefully and scampering toward the stairs.


  When her bounding ass is out of sight, I pull out my phone and cue up the Internet browser. According to my hasty research, waitresses make…$2.13 a fucking hour? I’m seconds away from calling the Department of Labor and making their ears bleed when I read a little further down.


  Oh, well, silly me for getting angry. Says here if their tips don’t make up the difference, which I’m willing to bet a nut they don’t in the hole-in-the-wall, almost always empty, Pit Stop, their wage gets bumped to a whopping $7.25 per hour.


  So worst case scenario, Bellamy will be missing out on a whole fifty-one dollars by calling in for her weekend shifts.


  Which she is most certainly going to do.


  I ring Megan back at the office and fire-off a recon plan I need her to get done ASAP and call me back even faster. She assures me she’s got it and I hang up.


  One last call before Bellamy starts to wonder what the hell’s taking me so long.


  “JT, how are you, boy?” my Uncle Evan answers.


  “Good, Uncle Evan, how are you?”


  “Don’t suppose I can complain. Nice to hear from ya, to what do I owe the pleasure?”


  “Need a favor.”


  “Name it.”


  “You know that extra land you bought? Mind if I use some of those trails this weekend? Maybe stay in the house Saturday night, unless you’ve got it rented?”


  “No,” he sighs, “it’s not rented. Know anybody looking?”


  A long time ago, Uncle Ev had purchased a nice piece of land, complete with a two-story house, so they could often stay closer to the rest of the family…which really meant, so Judd could be closer to, and attend school with, Skylar. ‘Cause that’s what we do in this family—anything it takes to be together.


  “No, not that I can think of,” I answer, no sooner than a spontaneous thought travels from my mind, out my mouth, “but don’t ever sell it, okay?”


  “Why?” He laughs. “Judd and Sky got their own place now, in the city, where your sister’s better suited. Who’s ever gonna want it?”


  “Me. I mean, maybe, someday.”


  “Well alright then, I’ll hang onto it. You know you don’t even have to ask. Day comes you wanna make it your own, all yours, kid. So why you going out there this weekend? You get a dirt bike or something?”


  “No, I got a girlfriend. A girlfriend whom I then got a car, who can’t drive worth a shit. Need to give her some serious driving lessons out in the boonies, where the only thing she can possibly hurt is a tree, or maybe an unfortunately slow-moving squirrel.”


  He fills my ear with undiluted laughter. “Lord have mercy, that’s some funny shit. You finally get a girlfriend, one who’s got you ‘Sawyering’ her up from what I hear, and she can’t drive to boot. Hell yeah, bring her out. In fact, might swing by, if you don’t mind; oughta be a hoot to watch. Whatcha gonna do about your Aunt Whit, though? She’ll have something to say about ya’ll sleeping in the house together. You know it as well as I do.”


  “Whatever she says. Her house, her rules. You know I won’t disrespect her in any way.”


  “Right answer, son. And because you gave it, I’ll handle your aunt for ya.”


  “Thanks, Uncle Evan. Guess we’ll see you sometime Saturday.”


  “See ya then.”


  I’ve taken four stairs when Megan calls back. “What’d you find out?” I ask anxiously.


  “Nine-fifty an hour and a thirty-percent employee discount.”


  “Hell yeah, much better. Thanks, Megan. Go ahead and take off early for all your help.”


  “You’re welcome, and thank you, sir.”


  I’m so damn happy I’m whistling as I fly up the rest of the stairs, rapping my knuckles on Bellamy’s door as I open it.


  My stomach drops as soon as I see her, sitting on the couch, knees pulled up to her chest as she cries into the phone at her ear.


  “I swear, Daddy, I was gonna call soon. I’ve just been so busy.”


  There’s silence as she listens and I rack my brain on how to help…with what exactly, I’m not yet positive. But if my baby’s crying, I’m gonna do something. Surely to God there’s a “Boyfriend 101” Manual written…I need to check on that.


  “Daddy, it’s not a big deal. A better apartment came open two floors up, furnished and the same student-discount rate. I’m sorry I forgot to tell you my address changed, I really am, but I don’t understand why you’re so mad?”


  I go make her a glass of iced tea and sit beside her on the couch, close enough to hear his response blasting through the phone. I don’t catch all of it, but I’m able to distinctly make out the words “boyfriend” and “new job.”


  Guess she told him quite a bit before I got here.


  And then I hear him say the words that I know will have her crying even harder.


  “His family knows you, his dad helps my little girl pick out a car that I don’t even want to know why this boyfriend of yours is buying you, but we aren’t worthy of a simple phone call? How do you think that makes your mother feel, missing out on her only child’s new, unrecognizable life?”


  I jump up and grab a piece of paper and pen off the kitchen counter, scribble down a message and hurry back to her side, holding it in front of her to read.


  ‘You go take a relaxing, hot bath and don’t worry about a thing. I will fix this, Bellamy. Now hand me the phone.’


  Her eyes flare with wide-open worry and she shakes her head frantically.


  I respond with wordless finality; a tight, thin-lipped smile, an adamant stare with brows arched in challenge…and my outstretched hand.


  “Um, Daddy, Jefferson’s here with me and wants to talk to you,” her words are a quivering whisper.


  ‘Go,’ I mouth, pointing to the bathroom, taking the phone in my other hand.


  I wait until the door shuts and I hear the water come on before stepping outside and putting the phone to my ear. “Mr. Morgan, this is Jefferson Kendrick. Nice to finally talk with you, sir.”


  And that’s all I get out for the next fifteen or so minutes. The man scarcely takes a breath, much like I’ve witnessed of his daughter, and I gotta say, could give my own father one helluva run for his money.


  I listen while he vents all his concerns, then answer his questions when he arrives at the portion of the conversation he’s deemed as my turn to speak. I lie straight through my teeth. For Bellamy. And I don’t feel a bit damn guilty about it either.


  “Mr. Morgan, I wasn’t supposed to tell you this, and I’d die before betraying your amazing daughter in any way, but I think you and your wife need to know.”


  “I don’t care how much money you come from, boy. You got her in the family way and I’ll kill you.” His voice is ruthless—he’s not joking even a little bit.


  “No sir, nothing remotely close to that, I swear to you. Bellamy’s been working very hard to plan, and save for, a way to take me and my family on a weekend visit to you, or to pay for you and her mom to come here. A meet and greet holiday of sorts, so we can all get to know each other. She wanted it to be a surprise, and she really wanted to handle it herself. Wouldn’t let me even talk about chipping in on costs.”


  Jesus. Housewarming gifts, meet and greets? This girl has turned me into Martha Fucking Stewart.


  “Oh, uh,” his voice dips to a shamed octave and he clears his throat. “She didn’t mention any of that.”


  “Like I said, she wanted it to be a nice surprise for everyone, especially you and her mom. Again, you can’t tell her I told you, please. Two things I admire most about your daughter are her selflessness and pride.”


  “Me too,” he mutters. “So, what should we do, Jefferson?”


  “You can call me JT. Bellamy kinda likes to keep Jefferson reserved for herself.”


  “All right,” he almost laughs, “what’s the plan, JT?”


  “Up to you, sir. Would you like my very large, enthusiastic family to descend upon you or would you and your wife prefer to come here?”


  “Can you give me a while to consult with the Mrs.?”


  “Of course. How about you take my phone number and call me back, anytime, to let me know what you decide and I’ll take it from there? We can turn Bellamy’s surprise into one for her.”


  “Hmm, sounds like you’d do just about anything to make her happy.”


  “That’s because I would.”


  “Do you love her?” Oh yeah, he and my dad are gonna get along just fine with their blunt asses.


  “Honestly sir, I don’t know the answer to that yet. What I am more than sure about is that I have never felt this way about another woman in my entire life.”


  “Good enough for me. And young man, I respect the hell out of the fact that you got on the phone with me. I’ll get back to you soon on the other. In the meantime, tell my girl I said ‘Daddy was wrong, but not for too long. Will you give him a break, cure his ache?’” He does laugh this time. “Don’t worry, she won’t think you’re insane. She’ll know what it means.”


  “I’ll tell her. And nice to meet you, via phone, and I’ll look forward to hearing from you.”


  “Why would you be hearing from my dad, and tell me what?” Bellamy startles me, sneaking up from behind just as I hang up.


  I turn and there she stands in the doorway, wearing only a barely-there robe, arms crossed over her chest and beautiful, green eyes shooting darts of suspicion at me.


  “Let’s talk inside. That robe isn’t covering near enough of you for a chat out here.”


  She heads in first and damn, that thing’s even shorter in the back, a little bit of ass meets thigh peeking out to taunt me in the very best of ways.


  And then my heavenly view is gone, planted firmly on the couch. “What happened? Talk! I’m dying here.”


  I run a slow hand up and down my jaw, trying to process it all. “Honestly, I don’t even know where to start. Would’ve thought it impossible to fit one more thing into this day. Never a dull moment with you, is there, baby?”


  “Nice try, but I’m pretty sure all the hub-bub showed up when you did,” she laughs. “Before I met you, I would’ve said I had the dullest life possible. Pathetically so.”


  “Damn sure not the case now. We got a lot to talk about, but I can’t focus with you in that tiny ass robe, woman. And I’m starving. So how ‘bout you go change and I’ll run out to grab some food, then we’ll tackle one thing at a time. Sound good?”


  “Sounds like it requires more patience than I have in me right now,” she snips, stomping down the hall.


  


  Twenty-Nine


  Bellamy


  I HAVE NO idea what this ton of stuff we need to discuss is, nor how his talk with my dad went. Which is why, by the time he gets back with dinner, my stomach hurts too bad from worrying to eat.


  He unpacks the bags onto the coffee table and joins me on the couch, digging right in to his meal with gusto…and an obvious lack of concern about bothering to do much actual chewing before consumption.


  After he’s finished inhaling his burger and fries, he finally notices that the only thing I’ve been gnawing on is my fingernails.


  “You gotta be hungry. Why aren’t you eating?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. Could be because you tell me we have so much to tackle that you don’t know where to start, after talking on the phone with my very angry father, then walk out the door and leave me hanging. I’m nervous enough to puke from nerves alone. No need to add food to the chaos.”


  “Yeah.” He scratches his head and frowns. “I could see that. Sorry babe, wasn’t thinking. Too hungry.”


  “I could tell. The way you were eating, I was waiting to give you the Heimlich. But now you’re fed, so tell me something, anything, already!”


  “Sheesh, I was just gonna,” he teases with feigned annoyance. “So impatient.”


  “My dad, Jefferson. What did he say?” I’m losing what little patience I have left…and my sanity.


  “He told me to tell you what I think is a poem. Something about being wrong-”


  “But not for long. Give him a break, to cure his ache,” I finish with a huge smile.


  Jefferson taps his nose then points to me. “That’s the one.”


  “Oh my God!” I catapult myself onto his lap, straddling him with my legs on either side of his hips. Best seat in the house. “That’s our poem he made up when I was a little girl, to settle our disagreements. It’s his way of saying he knows he was wrong. I mean, it says so verbatim! The call, with you, ended by him asking for my forgiveness. What did you say to him?” I pepper kisses all over his gorgeous face.


  “Um…about that.” I freeze, mid-pepper, at his ominous tone and lean back to search what lies unsaid in his eyes.


  Guilt.


  “Where would you say you stand on the line between lying and white-lying for the greater good, precisely?” He grasps for amnesty with one of his sexy winks. Nope, not this time, mister.


  “Just tell me.” I start to climb off his lap, which he doesn’t permit, firming a steel grip on my hips.


  He takes a deep breath and as fast as he can talk, legibly, explains how it came to be that our parents will soon be meeting at a surprise party, that despite what he told my father, I wasn’t selflessly scrimping, saving and planning for—suddenly turned surprise on me.


  “Are. You. Insane?” I push on his chest. “What the hell are we supposed to do now?”


  “Easy. Depending on what your dad decides, we either load up my family and some party shit for a road trip to Mississippi or we let my mom and aunts plan a partypalooza in my parents’ backyard and get the guest room ready.” He thinks he’s got it all figured out, beaming proudly and stealing a kiss.


  Huh, I think he might have it all figured out.


  “No more lying,” I throw in for good measure. “Next time it might not be so easy to cover your ass.”


  “Yes ma’am. And you’re welcome, baby.” He tilts me back, kissing up my throat. “Say thank you,” he growls in my ear when he makes it there.


  “Thank you,” I pant, turning my head to give him more room to work.


  But I’m denied, and pulled back up. “Don’t get me started or we won’t get all the rest sorted.”


  “There’s more?”


  “Yep. And I’d like to preface “the more” with a reminder that you’re crazy about me, largely due to the fact that you know, deep down, everything I do is for you. Because I care about you, very much.”


  “Silly me,” I scoff, “here I was worrying. You should’ve told me there was a pre-speech, not at all foreboding as hell. Could’ve saved me the agony.”


  “You want me to keep that flippant lil’ mouth busy?” He stares at my lips while his own curls up in salacious challenge. “Or go on?”


  “Go on,” I husk out my second choice.


  He forces his eyes up to mine, glazed with a sheen of purpose. “Try not to say anything or argue ‘til I’m done. Please.” He places a chaste kiss on my lips, clears his throat and begins spinning the tale of his research on how much, at most, I could make from my weekend shifts at the diner.


  My mouth gapes as a big lump of realization forms in my gut. I’d never really stopped to think about it—thank God, because it’s depressing as hell—but he’s right. Fifty-one measly dollars for four trips on a bus that, put together, almost last longer than my shifts, and bring my total down to forty-seven dollars!


  “Bellamy, baby, don’t get sad. There’s good news.”


  “Should’ve started with that,” I mutter, feeling a fool.


  “You have the job offer from the little store you loved, remember? Take it babe, be happy. You’ll make better money, shop at a discount, and the nice owner you talked about and the business are both on the up and up.”


  Men. Truly the world’s most mystifying creatures. They swear women are the irrational ones, acting on impulse and emotion, yet they never conduct themselves in opposition of that exact description.


  Nope, they try to be the boss, with their “innocent suggestions,” blabbing, unchecked or filtered, gift-wrapping and handing us more information than we probably would’ve thought to ask about in the first place. “Outing” themselves, all the while thinking we’ll appreciate their Neanderthal nosiness.


  Who are the irrational ones again?


  Clueless, he digs himself deeper. “So just quit that diner job and give yourself a break before starting the other one, because I have plans for us this weekend.” He’s all smile, ear to ear, probably waiting on me to start cooing and thanking him for his brilliance.


  “What plans are those?” I ask in a flirty tone, offering up big, innocent eyes.


  “I thought we’d go stay Saturday night in the house on some land my Uncle Evan owns. He’s got tons of back roads and wide open space for you to practice driving your new car.”


  “Practice? It’s not a rocket; I think I got it.”


  He diverts his eyes and reaffirms his hold on me before muttering, “Practice never hurts, babe. You’re probably just a little rusty is all, and besides, it’ll be fun to get away.”


  He just said I was a shitty driver! On top of everything else I haven’t even begun to address, he thought he’d put that cherry on top of his “shitstorm coming your way” sundae?


  I almost feel sorry for him. Almost.


  See, I was just planning on lecturing him, explaining all he did wrong, then forcing a Rom-Com on him as punishment. Now? It is so on. Jefferson Tate Kendrick will learn if it kills me…but I’d put good money on it killing him first.


  “You may have a point,” (he doesn’t) I sugar-coat my voice. “Give me a minute and we’ll talk about it.”


  I slowly climb off his lap, give him a quick kiss as if nothing’s wrong, and head down the hall to my bedroom.


  I silently close the door and click the lock, tiptoeing over to my dresser. Why? I have no idea. It just feels like an “espionage on tiptoe” moment.


  My reflection in the dresser mirror stares me down in mockery—she doesn’t think I have it in me to pull off my sinister plot twist—or my clothes.


  I’ll show her. Indignation is one hell of a motivator, and hell hath no fury like a woman who just got called a bad driver.


  Especially when she didn’t want the damn car in the first place!


  Or the new apartment.


  Or…no Bellamy, save the sermon for him.


  With an extremely deep breath, and another, I turn my chagrin to courage and slide open the bottom drawer, rummaging in the very back until I find it.


  Release the secret weapon.


  I change quicker than I can lose my nerve, fluff my hair and open the door, soundlessly heading down the hall toward him.


  “Don’t turn around,” I sternly command to his back. “Here’s how this is gonna work, Jefferson. In a second, I’m gonna come around where you can see me, and we’re going to discuss a few things, but you are not allowed to move or touch me with anything but your eyes. Understood?”


  He grabs the arm of the couch with a white-knuckled grip. “Bellamy Jill Morgan,” he growls, smooth but intense, “I’m not agreeing to a goddamn thing, woman, and you’re lucky I’m still sitting here as it is. Are you standing behind me naked right now?” I swear I can hear the harsh grinding of his teeth as he asks.


  Somehow he changed “naked” from a word into a gruff ripple of pure lust, sending tremors of the best sort coursing through me. No, not this time—I’m in control for once.


  “How’d you know my middle name?” There, nothing sexy about that question, thus, getting us back on my track.


  “Really?” He grits out impatiently, flexing that hand about to rip the arm off my couch. “Baby, I make a habit of knowing everything I want or need to. Told ya on our first date, I knew you a lot better than you thought I did. Now quit stalling before I hurdle this fucking couch and see for myself, up nice and close. Are. You. Naked?”


  “No.”


  His head drops to his chest and if I’m not mistaken, I think I hear a whimper. “Why do you hate me?”


  There we go, ball’s back in my court. “I don’t hate you,” I smother a giggle, “but some of your behavior could use a little modification. Are you ready to agree to my previous terms?”


  “Yeah, yeah,” he grumps, “no moving or touching. Got it.”


  That’s what he thinks. How cute. Well, whatever he’s got…I betcha he’s about to lose it.


  I move forward, skimming my fingertips along his arm as I gradually saunter past him, swaying my hips all the way to the chair across from him.


  As I sit down, I grin to myself at the sharp hiss of air he sucks in slowly.


  “Fuckkk,” he grates, shoving a hand back through his hair and shifting in his seat. “God damn, baby. I thought you said you didn’t hate me?”


  “I don’t.” I force my brows to fold, as though confused…which I’m anything but. “What do you mean?”


  “That,” he motions a finger up and down my ensemble and gulps, “is sexier, and more torturous, than if you were naked. That, I could take my time peeling off, learning every inch of you, thoroughly, before moving to the next.”


  Dear God that was the hottest thing I’ve ever heard. I wanna jump him, let him do all that to me and more…but I somehow, miraculously, hold strong. Eye on the end goal, Bellamy.


  It’s so hard though. I’ve never felt more empowered in my life. And not in a dirty, cheap way either. While there’s no denying the carnal lust in his eyes, which he literally cannot peel off me, wearing the white lingerie set he bought me…there’s also adoration. I feel wanted for sure, but even more so, I feel womanly.


  The baby doll top is being tested to its limits to contain my breasts and the sheer lace material clearly boasts their shape, size and color of my nipples. And the matching boy-cut panties ride up high on my ass cheeks while also answering any questions he may have had about my grooming habits.


  “So you like?” I facetiously purr.


  “I fucking love, Bellamy. Please baby, I gotta touch you. Come ‘ere.” He beckons me with his sexy, finger crook specialty and it takes willpower I didn’t know I had to resist.


  “Not yet.” I slowly shake my head and blow him a full-lipped, drawn-out kiss. “If you lie, or break any of the rules, we stop. Ready?”


  “Hell yes,” he rumbles, adjusting his very intriguing erection. I definitely need to know more about that.


  


  Thirty


  JT


  GOING TO FUCKING attack her. In the nicest way possible of course, but attack nonetheless.


  She expects me to sit still, way over here, when I could be on her in one move? Sliding my tongue over the firm swells about to topple out of her top. Inching those little panties down her long, smooth legs to sink my face into her sweet, bare pussy.


  Yeah, this isn’t gonna work for me. My baby’s smokin’ hot body is barely hidden, a few teasing strips of lace the only things standing between me and fucking nirvana. What kind of man would I be if I didn’t show her, Right. Now. How good I can make her feel?


  And what has gotten into her? My sweet, shy, virginal Bellamy has gone all wildcat on me…not that I’m complaining, just wondering is all.


  She knows I’m looking my fill; her cheeks flushed a beautiful, innocent pink, her chest rising and falling with her shallow breaths. God, I want her. Want to devour every single part of her, slowly the first time—memorizing all the trembles, whimpers and soft moans I know she’ll give me. Then start over, like a fucking savage—biting, sucking and tasting until she begs me inside her, never to leave.


  I hear my own deep, frenzied breaths as I adjust my rock-hard cock, threatening to bust out of my zipper. Feeling the leak of pre-cum, the deep, pulling ache in my balls.


  “Jefferson,” she purrs my name, uncrossing her legs only to sexily cross them again. “I see I have your undivided attention, so there’s a few things we need to discuss.”


  “Do I want to eat you out? Yes.”


  She gasps, as though offended, but the sheer lace betrays her, showcasing her nipples that harden into sharp little points, begging for my mouth.


  Her lids droop lazily and a desire, need, matching my own shapes her raspy voice. “No, and don’t be so vulgar. We already talked about lying, so we won’t rehash that. We will, however, move on to other behaviors that need rectified. I believe in positive reinforcement and since you speak Mars and I speak Venus, we’re gonna learn to meet in the middle and speak Earth. Thus, my risqué ensemble.”


  “I don’t care if we talk in Neptunish, so long as you keep wearing it. Or let me take it off you,” I practically howl, nearing my breaking point.


  “The car,” she breezes right over my reasonable request and states in a no-nonsense voice. “I didn’t want it, and don’t feel comfortable having it forced upon me. Jefferson, what you need to learn is how to harness your protective, alpha instinct in a way that makes me want what you want. It’s called finesse. The fine line between turning me on so much that I can’t wait to make you happy and pissing me off so bad I want to slap you, again. Now, tell me what would be a better way to approach that type of thing next time.”


  She brushes her long, auburn locks behind her shoulders, giving me an unencumbered view of her chest and beautiful, mouthwatering cleavage. And I’m supposed to think?


  “Baby,” I try not to whine like a virgin with the tip already in, “I don’t know the answer. Help me out here, I’m dying.”


  “Why did you insist on the car?” She may be trying to pull off “emboldened,” but her hand trembles as she lowers one thin strap of her top a few inches off her shoulder, baring just a hint of one swollen, dark pink areola. I groan in actual pain, shifting again to give my swelling cock some room to suffer.


  “Because I care about you, very much, and the thought of your long bus rides with God only knows how many horny, ill-mannered men makes me crazy. With a car, you can sleep in, sit down and have a decent breakfast, toss your books in the backseat and give us more time to spend together. Time we currently spend chasing each other around town because of bus schedules, my job and miscommunication.”


  “That’s what you should have said, discussed with me before pulling into the dealership. Do you see the difference?”


  “I see part of your nipple.” I scoot to the edge of the couch.


  She shakes her head with an exasperated tsk and no, God, no…pulls the strap back up.


  “Okay, I get it! Pull it back down, baby.”


  “Try it. Pretend it’s yesterday and talk to me about your car idea.” She grins, thriving on my torture.


  Any thought I’ve ever had about luring Bellamy out of her shell, building her comfort level to be physical with me…this is not what I had in mind. Leave it to my feisty lil’ woman to switch up the plans on me.


  I begin to recite the same speech I just gave her, inserting a “please,” “whatever you want,” and “totally up to you” as often as I can. When I’ve said all I can possibly think of in a deep, sexy voice, I wait.


  “Very good, babe. Remember that though next time you get some crazy idea on rearranging my life or bossing me into something. I don’t want lip service. I want mutual respect, and sexy assertion that I can’t resist, even when I’m clothed.” She dazzles me with a disarming smile…and lowers the left strap all the way down.


  Fucking beautiful. Real, round, high, firm and topped with a rosy nipple of the perfect size. My chest vibrates with my approving rumble, my lips and fingers both twitching for a sample.


  “Bellamy,” I warn her, feral and untamed, scooting closer, the very edge of the couch quickly disappearing.


  “Stay put, Jefferson. I mean it. We’re not done. I’ll be paying the sales tax and the fee to register the car. And if things between us don’t work out, I’ll be giving it back.”


  Precious. But wrong. So wrong. “The sales tax was paid as part of the deal. If paying to register it makes you happy, fine. As for the other,” I slowly inhale, weighing the consequences, and decide to go on, “I don’t want to think about us not working out.”


  “I don’t either,” she smiles sweetly. Glad she agrees because not working out simply isn’t an option. “You’re quite the quick study, Jefferson.” Her hooded, jade eyes hold my gaze prisoner as she slips the right strap down over the tan slope of her shoulder. Her whole, gorgeous chest is bared to me now, skin flushing under my unwavering, lascivious stare.


  My girl is stacked. If I wasn’t a “boob guy” before…I sure as hell am now.


  “Baby, damn. I have to touch you,” I growl, starting to rise.


  “Sit,” she snaps, cowering into the corner of the chair. “Next. Tell me how it is that you came to know the pay, employee discount and background of Another Woman’s Treasure and its owner.”


  “I…um…”


  She’d make an excellent POW interrogator; no man wouldn’t sing like a bird for her. Especially when she throws her leg over the arm of the chair, splaying her untouched core open for my viewing pleasure. And like a captive, sweat beads on my forehead, my mouth goes dry and I flex my fingers in and out while trying to keep my wits about me.


  But it doesn’t work—I am a weak, weak man. At Bellamy’s mercy. Thoughts of ravaging her spiral through my mind, labored breaths flare my nostrils and my dick twitches in protest against its barrier. Absolutely. Killing. Me. The transparent fabric she’s wearing might as well not even be there. I can see the little damp spot in the center of her panties and swollen, plump lips, and all flesh, free of any hair from here.


  Mine. And what’s mine, I should be able to touch.


  “Jefferson,” it’s a breathy plea more so than my name, “I asked you a question.”


  I push both hands through my hair, tugging hard in hopes of some pain overshadowing the carnal craving I fear I’m about to lose my grip on, and seriously debate shamefully groveling for mercy. “Enough games! You want me between those thighs just as badly as I want to be there. I can smell your need from here, so let me make you feel good, baby. I learned my lesson, now let me teach you a few.”


  “How. Did. You. Find. Out?” she enunciates slowly, lowering her leg.


  “Swear to God,” I snarl, “you close your legs and I’m coming over there, woman. Show me that sweet pussy and I’ll answer. Tease,” I mumble under my breath.


  She obeys, exposing herself for me again, but this time with an impatient scowl.


  I hone in on the growing wet spot at her center and gush out my explanation. “I had my secretary call and act interested in the job, then run background and Better Bureau checks.”


  “And what should you have done?” she speaks in silky sensuality, moving her other leg as though about to throw it up over the other arm of the chair…but not quite getting it there.


  “I should’ve,” I reach a hand behind my neck and yank my shirt off, “asked you those things,” I flip open the top button of my fly, “and if you’d mind if I ran checks.” Boots toed off. “To ensure your safety. Because no matter how mad you get or what I might forget to say or ask first, I will keep you safe.”


  She doesn’t seem to have words, too busy licking her lips and squirming in her seat as she traces every inch of my chest with her molten stare.


  “Ready for me?” I prompt lowly.


  She shakes her head, and her daze away, to lift her eyes to mine. “Last issue.” One dainty hand trails down slowly between her breasts, over her stomach, stopping on the inside of her thigh. “What do you think of my driving?”


  Well, fuck. Doesn’t matter that my dick’s hard enough to crush metal…I know I won’t be able to pull off even a semblance of a lie on this one. Tricky lil’ vixen she is, and I have to play along. I have no other choice. Because while she torments me, tests me at every turn, I now know for certain—I won’t be happy with anyone other than my Bellamy.


  “Let me touch you, just once, and I’ll tell you.” I hope I sound demanding, instead of the desperate I feel.


  “Tell me, and maybe I’ll touch you,” she counters in smoky, melodic sin.


  She touches me and I’m damn sure touching her back—everywhere. I’m too delirious at the possibility to leave any room for sensibility…and answer her.


  Dumbfuck. Need to kick my own ass later.


  “Baby, I know it’s been awhile since you’ve driven.” I hedge closer, wrapping a hand around her smooth, tiny ankle and tugging her forward. “So a little refresher course couldn’t hurt.”


  Her hand moves down and in, fingertips tracing the edge of her panties and a soft moan fills the room. “So you do think I’m a bad driver?”


  “Slide ‘em to the side, baby. Let me see,” I groan, eyes locked on nirvana.


  And then, my girl shocks me. Throat closing, heart pounding, dick seeping shocks me. “Jefferson, I’m aching. I’m wet and throbbing. I need you to touch me so bad. Please, answer me and then come over here and put me out of my misery.”


  The. Dam. Breaks.


  “Yes, you suck something awful. You’re gonna get yourself or someone else killed. Stop signs are there for a reason! You only get one lane. And blinkers? Use them! And what the fuck are you doing with your brakes, tapping out the rhythm to a song on the radio?”


  There, I answered her…so accordingly, I move to my knees—right between her thighs. I dip my head, inhaling her innocent, musky scent, brushing my nose along the seam between panties and paradise.


  Only to have my head shoved away, holding in my crazed roar/whimper as she yanks her top back over her glorious breasts and snaps her thighs closed.


  “Harsh, much?” she hisses, crossing her arms over her chest and glaring at me.


  I grab two handfuls of my hair and groan. “Baby, you asked. I answered. What do you want from me?”


  “I told you! I’m not doing this to be mean, Jefferson. I’m-”


  “Are you sure about that?” I interrupt in a deadly tone of tormented. “Feels pretty fucking mean.”


  “You know how men bring a woman flowers, jewelry, or a new book when they’ve screwed up? They appeal to her language so she hears their apology. Same thing,” she shrugs casually, as though my dick isn’t in peril. “I’m trying to rewire the way you do things for me by speaking your language—sex. And I’m telling you, straight up, that I’m doing it, so no games, no manipulation. Next time you think about strong-arming me, maybe, hopefully, you’ll picture me as I am now…and adjust.”


  Speaking of adjust, I shift my cock to a less painful angle.


  “Bossy Jefferson is very sexy,” she coos, running a hand through my hair, “if done correctly. I love feeling cared for, protected, cherished. But not tricked. Not bullied. Not blindsided. Do you understand?”


  Nope. Not a damn bit. But I understand enough to know the right response…so I nod.


  “Good. Now let’s try again. Jefferson, what do you think of my driving?”


  “Woman,” I grumble in absolute yearning, reaching up to glide one strap down her arm. “I want to make sure you’re safe and prepared,” I kiss across her shoulder, nipping her collarbone, “and would love to take you away this weekend. We can practice driving a little, but mostly, I just want to spend time with you. Would that be all right?”


  “Why, yes, Jefferson,” she giggles softly. “That sounds lovely. Thank you for caring. And asking.”


  I have got to remember how I just did that; could come in very handy in the future.


  I raise my head to look in her eyes, a smoldering emerald, and wink. “Better?”


  “Much,” she licks her lips. “Know the best part of behavior modification?”


  “What’s that, baby?”


  “There’s always a reward at the end. Your pick, one part of me, or one part of you, that gets some lovin’. We’re going slow though, so just one.”


  The animal inside me is so ravenous I’m having trouble weighing my options. But, my baby wants slow, and honestly, I want to take my time with her too. Said no man ever, except my whipped ass of course. But really, shockingly, I do want to relish and thoroughly enjoy every single step in the build-up of our relationship.


  Yep, it’s official. Bellamy Morgan has undone me. I no longer recognize myself.


  And I know my answer.


  “Your beautiful tits, baby. That’s what I pick. So get ‘em out for me and lie back.”


  She calls it “behavior modification.” I call it…“a worth every damn second of anticipation prelude.”


  


  Thirty-One


  Bellamy


  IT’S FINALLY THE night of the Sam Hunt concert. I was beginning to think it’d never get here.


  Because my new outfit makes me feel so hip and sexy, I decide what I wear under it should too, so I grab the raciest bra and panties I own. Which won’t win any races, but they’re the best I have.


  The lace of the bra abrades my deliciously tortured nipples, still hyper-sensitive from all the attention Jefferson gave them, and my breasts swell, hot and heavy at the reminder. The things he’d done—with his mouth, tongue, hands, teeth—I felt positively worshipped. Not to be crude…but the man can suck a tit. Very well indeed.


  Dressed and putting the final touches on my make-up, I hear my phone ping. I go hunt it down and feel my brows draw together in worry as I stare at the screen, followed by a pang of guilt at my reaction.


  


  Brynn: Be there in 30 to get you. I’m so excited!


  


  Shame on me. Brynn’s my best friend and the one who invited me. How shitty of a person am I for being slightly disappointed that Jefferson…


  


  Jefferson: On my way. You ready?


  


  Alrighty, what we have here is a dilemma of alarming proportions. Guess somebody should’ve thought to plan things out…before now. Might as well ring the bell to start the fight now, which is really not how I want to begin the night. But, as always, I don’t want to be the cause of an argument either. So, I don’t reply to either one of them.


  They’ll find out and be at each other’s throats soon enough.


  As I’m slipping on my absolutely fabulous boots, the first knock sounds at my door. For a second, I debate answering. How entertaining would it be to leave “Thing One” out there waiting until “Thing Two” showed up to surprise them?


  Pretty damn entertaining. I snicker to myself, but ultimately decide that pouring fuel on the fire wouldn’t be worth a show before the actual show and go answer it.


  “Oh, hell yes,” Jefferson’s eyes rake over me from head to toe. “Giddy the fuck up, baby. You make me wanna be a cowboy,” he growls his approval.


  “Thank you,” I laugh. “You look pretty good yourself.”


  Does he ever. Faded jeans molded to his hips. White, untucked dress shirt tight across his broad shoulders. Hair a perfect, dark mess. And he smells divine. Jefferson Tate Kendrick could turn the heads of the blind.


  “We need to go. As in now.” He tugs me to him by both hips, burying his face in my hair. “Or, we could stay here and I’ll sing any damn song you want.”


  “Um,” I groan regretfully, “we have to, uh, wait.”


  “For?” He pulls back, intuitive enough to scowl, but gets interrupted by his phone… blaring “Maneater” by Nelly whatever. Which does not make me happy. Whoever the hell she is, she’s gonna have to find a new man to eat.


  And when he answers, right in front of me, “not happy” skyrockets to hurt, very offended, and homicidally jealous. Didn’t know I had the capability to feel all those things at once, or the last of them at all, but I’m positive now—I can definitely do jealous.


  “Hey, what’s up?” he asks his “Maneater” with a smile. A real smile. Not nervous, tight or awkward. Nope, it’s authentic. Digging the knife deeper and giving it a twist.


  I push off him and stomp away to go find my purse. I’m glad Brynn’s on her way now. I am so riding with her.


  I dilly-dally in my room, mentally urging Brynn to hurry up, when I sense him approach. “What’re you doing?”


  I whirl around to drill him with my teary-eyed glare, firmly in place. “Does it matter, Maneater? You can go ahead and leave, I have a ride,” I snip as bitingly as I can manage while also on the verge of crying.


  His eyes widen, but only briefly, before the shake of his shoulders gives away his silent laughing. Then he rubs a hand over his mouth to hide what I assume is a coy smirk.


  “What’s so funny?” I hiss. “You know, not only do you appear to be a liar, knowing exactly what a ‘chippie’ and ‘canoodling’ are, but you could at least keep pretending long enough to answer your booty call after my nipples quit tingling from your touch!”


  And this is why I avoid arguing…I’m just not very good at it. Probably shouldn’t admit you’re still tingling if you’re trying to be mean.


  “Bellamy,” he rasps my name in carnal urgency, stalking toward me. “How you manage mad, adorable and sexy as fuck all at the same time, I’ll never know, but I hope like hell you never stop.” He brushes my long hair off my neck and leans in to suck on the sensitive flesh, murmuring in between laves of his tongue. “That was Presley, asking where to meet us. She set her own, very appropriate, ringtone.”


  “Oh,” my embarrassment is merely a puff of air.


  “Yeah, oh,” he chuckles on my skin, pressing his body closer to mine. “You were jealous, weren’t ya, baby?”


  “Very,” my honesty is effortlessly forthcoming.


  “I like that,” he rumbles, “a helluva lot. As sexy as it is, and I wouldn’t mind seeing it again, let me set the record straight.” He pulls back, producing his phone. “Cleared it out. Not one girl in here that isn’t family or an employee besides you. No passcode either if you want to look for yourself.”


  Sheer, undiluted delight zaps through me, but I try, no doubt failing, for a neutral expression. “I don’t need to look, I believe you. I’m sorry I assumed the worst. And, while we’re on the topic, same. No guys in my phone except you, my dad, my boss and your Squad. Oh, and Marshall.”


  “Marshall needs to go,” he says calmly but adamantly, rubbing his thumb across my cheek.


  “He’s my study p-”


  “Nope.” His head shakes slowly back and forth. “I took Sociology. I’m your study partner now, and I’m very effective. I, too, give rewards, positive reinforcement, for every correct answer.” He winks. “Now tell me you’ll remove him, because you want to study with me.”


  “Okay.” I smile, more than happy to agree.


  “One more thing. Are you on Snatchchat?”


  “What the hell is-”


  “He means Snapchat,” Brynn, who apparently let herself in, stands in the doorway, rolling her eyes.


  “Hey, by all means, come on in.” He turns to jibe his sister. “And that’s what I said, Snatchchat.”


  Ryder stands behind her, giving it his all not to laugh but nodding in agreement. “Are you on there, Brynny?” he asks her.


  She glances over his shoulder at him. “Of course not! It’s a cesspool of dipshit guys who love to post half-naked selfies in hopes of a hook-up. Not interested. Are you on there?” she questions him right back.


  “No,” he laughs, kissing her cheek.


  “All right then. So, we going or what?” She turns back to us.


  “Please stand by,” Jefferson holds up a finger. “Baby, are you? On it?” His bottomless, chestnut eyes speak volumes, desperate to hear me say I’m not.


  “No,” I snicker, and as expected, the distress in his gaze instantly turns into predatory triumph.


  “Me either.”


  “I don’t even know what it is, neither do you from the sound of it. Snatch, Snap, whichever, I think we’re good.”


  “God, I love you. That’s my girl.” He drags me to him and kisses me madly, seemingly unaware, or unconcerned, with what he just blurted out.


  But I didn’t miss it. Neither did Brynn. When I look over, her eyes are about to bulge out of socket and her jaw’s on the floor. I give her a small shake of my head, silently begging her to leave it be.


  “Hey.” The present dawns on Jefferson and he stares at Brynn. “Why are you here?”


  She crosses her arms and slants her chin defiantly. “We’re giving Bellamy a ride. My tickets, my invite, my friend. Didn’t she tell you?”


  “No, no she didn’t.” He cuts me a disgruntled side-glance.


  “I, uh, wasn’t sure what the plan was,” I stammer, looking down to fiddle with the strings at the hem of my skirt. “No one set anything in stone…until you both texted me at the exact same time that you were already on your way. I honestly hadn’t even thought about it. Much like everyone else.”


  “No worries,” Brynn pops a shoulder. “We can all ride together.”


  Jefferson manages to taper his growl to a low rumble in his chest, tightly wrapping his arm around my waist and tugging me to his side. I can’t see from this angle, but, just a hunch from the answering, curt nod Ryder gives him, Jefferson somehow communicated to Ryder it’s time for that “talk” they had to kick in full speed ahead.


  “Brynny, now that I think about it, we’re gonna ride in my car, alone. You’re on a date, with me. Let’s go,” he proclaims roguishly and grabs her hand. “We’ll meet up with you guys at our seats.”


  “But-”


  “No buts, Brynn. Let’s go.”


  Well, well…Ryder’s gone and got himself some alpha tendencies. And I must say, they look damn good on him.


  “See ya there, Brynn,” I call out, muting my laughter. “Looks like he listened to you.”


  “Thank God,” Jefferson groans, nuzzling his face into my neck once more, digging his fingertips into my hips.


  “Babe,” I exhale, “we gotta go. If I miss a single song, you’re cut-off.”


  He lifts his head and melts me with a seductively suggestive curl of his lips. “And after, if I get you there on time?”


  “Hmm,” I bait in throaty enticement, smoothing a hand up his chest. “Who said we had to wait until after?”


  In one fluid movement, accompanied by a brutish gnarl, I’m hoisted over his shoulder and being carried, in double-time, toward the door. “You got everything you need?” he actually thinks to ask.


  “Get my purse, right there,” I point…the wrong way, seeing as I’m upside down and facing his do-not-mind-at-all ass.


  He grabs it, slams the door behind him and turns to lock it, then has my ass placed in his passenger seat before I can even catch my breath. He starts the car, shifts it into drive and lays his hand on my thigh.


  “Love the skirt,” he comments in a smooth, yet manly, tone.


  I force down a deep, slow gulp and decide to push; it’s been plaguing my mind since he said it. Probably a slip-up, but I have to know for sure. “Anything else you love?” I whisper, my nerve fading quicker than my voice.


  “Lots of things,” he chuckles. “Why, whadda ya mean?”


  “Nothing,” I quietly sigh…and turn on the radio.


  


  Thirty-Two


  JT


  WHAT THE HELL just happened?


  Everything was great, my girl was happy and now she looks as though someone told her they got her a puppy…but ran it over before they could give it to her. And I haven’t the first fucking clue why.


  We pull into the parking lot of the concert venue, and damn well knowing better, she flings her door open before I can do it for her and jumps out.


  And now I’m pissed. Which means, the silent treatment tantrum I let her have on the drive over ends immediately. I refuse to be punished without at least knowing what I did wrong.


  “Bellamy,” I growl, striding her way and blocking her path. “Enough brooding. Talk.” I balance the harshness in my tone with a gentle hand on her arm. “Just tell me how I screwed up and I’ll fix it. You and I both know it’s burning a hole in your tongue to school me, so please do.”


  “This isn’t a “girl” answer, okay?” She sighs, hiding her face in my chest. “You really didn’t do anything wrong, at all. I’m just being silly. Can we forget about it and enjoy our night? Please?”


  “Hey,” I lift her chin with a finger, peering down into heartbreaking, despondent pools of aquamarine. “Damn, baby girl, you’re killing me. What’s wrong?”


  Like a magic trick, her expression and the air around her instantly shift back to that of the feisty, optimistic girl I know. “Nothing, I promise,” she smiles too wide and clips too loud, lacing her fingers through mine and pulling. “Come on, we’re gonna be late.”


  Something still looms over us, but she’s made it clear that no amount of my pestering is gonna get her to talk until she’s damn good and ready, so I push it aside for later and lead us to the gate.


  The line moves surprisingly fast and right inside the lobby awaits the rest of our group…and Sutton?


  “There you are!” Brynn all but pummels Bellamy, pulling her from me while Presley flanks her other side. “I have got to pee, figured we’d go as a group and get it out of the way. You guys wait right here,” my sister barks at us and the three of them take off toward the bathroom.


  “What are you doing here?” I ask Sutton, shifting so I can keep an eye on the girls while they wait in line.


  “I plead the fifth,” he laughs. “Came to a concert, not my death.”


  And I would have to actually kill him, as in the use of weaponry, ‘cause his big ass wouldn’t go down any other way.


  Yeah, he’s not being ominous at all. Surely he figures I’ll let that go. Unless of course, he remembers who I am.


  “What’s that mean? You put it out there, man up and finish,” I snarl, in two part—his weird vibe and the fact Bellamy’s now out of sight.


  “They’re fine,” Ryder laughs. “That’s Brynn’s shirt just inside the door, they moved forward in line. I’m watching.” Good man.


  “Okay,” I shoot him a look of appreciation. “Now you, finish,” I scowl at Sutton.


  “Well,” he drawls, rubbing the back of his neck, “I saw Brynn at the store this morning…”


  He’s outnumbered now, ‘cause Ryder cuts one eye his way with a more than interested brow lift at the mention of Brynn’s name, quickly returning his focus to the bathroom, but ears still perked.


  “And,” Sutton continues, “she might’ve mentioned that Presley was coming tonight. And that she’s currently single. So, I called a buddy and snagged a ticket. Can you blame me?”


  Ryder and I let out simultaneous, relieved breaths. Sutton really took the scenic route on that story, causing very unnecessary alarm. Presley’s not only older than me, and obstinate as all fuck…but she’s perfectly capable, proven many times over, of handling her own shit. Honestly, I’m more worried for Sutton at this point. He has no clue what trouble he’s inviting upon himself.


  “No death happening here,” I laugh. “Unless it’s at the hands of Presley.”


  “I heard that,” Ryder joins in my laughter. “She’s a pistol. Good luck, man,” he slaps Sutton on the shoulder.


  “I like ‘em fiery, and hot as hell. Presley Beckett,” a sharp breath whistles between his teeth, “can do any damn thing she wants to me. With those hands. And mouth. And-”


  “Got it,” I cut him off. “Still my cousin, thanks.”


  “Still your cousin, what?” Presley asks, the girls now back.


  “Nothing,” I groan. “Forget it.”


  “Okay,” she shrugs, her mind and eyes already flitting to bigger and better things. “Look, let’s go buy our T-shirts before they sell out.” She points to the booth where they’re being sold. “Bellamy, come with,” she doesn’t ask, dragging her away.


  “Y’all go watch them,” I tell Ryder and Sutton. “I need to talk to Brynny. We’ll meet you all at our seats, for real this time.”


  Once we’re alone, my sister and I get in the line shuffling into the arena. As I’m choosing my words, she speaks them for me. “Lemme take a stab at it, bro. Bellamy’s acting weird.”


  How the hell do women do that? I’m rendered even more speechless, not that she needs me to even talk obviously, and silently gawk at her.


  She nudges me forward in the moving line and snickers. “I haven’t had a chance to ask her yet, so I’m not sure if you messed it up after and hurt her feelings, scared her, shocked her or she’s just inside her head deciding how she feels about it, but I do know what set whatever is going on in motion.”


  “Wanna share with the class?” I ask, turning to buy a four-crate of draft beers from the passing vendor.


  “Yeah, it’s for the greater good, so I don’t mind telling you. But you have to swear to somehow fake figuring it out on your own. Do not tell her I told you or this will be the last time I ever help you.”


  “Got it.” I nod. “This is our row, turn in.”


  We shuffle sideways, knocking against people’s legs, all whom act like it’s putting them out and tempt me to “accidently” spill some beer on them. Finally in our seats, she turns in hers to look me in the eyes. “You said you loved her. Earlier, at her apartment.”


  “I what?” Pretty sure they heard me backstage…and now I do spill some beer.


  “Uh huh,” she bobs her head several times, sporting a huge, clever smile. “In her room, when she told you she wasn’t on Snapchat. You said, and I quote, ‘God, I love you. That’s my girl.’”


  Well fuck me sideways, I sure as hell did. And perhaps a bit slow on the uptake, I catch up, putting the pieces together. In the car, after she asked me if there was anything else I loved besides her skirt…clueless, I’d brushed right over it.


  “JT.” Brynn shakes me. “What is it? You look like you’re gonna be sick.”


  “It’s a good possibility. I, I don’t know how to fix it, because now I have two problems and no answers to either one.” I swallow down the rising, acidic burn of worry.


  “Well, you’ve got to get that puke-green hue and bug-eyed stare gone before she gets here, so tell me the problems and we’ll speed-solve.”


  Love my Brynny, so level-headed. At the moment, anyway.


  “Problem numero-uno is obviously fixing things with Bellamy. I don’t want her mad, sad, confused…nothing. Just happy. But I’m not sure how to fix the first until I figure out the second.”


  “Which is?” She already knows; her poker face is a know-it-all, mile-wide grin.


  I take a big drink from one of the beers, wipe my mouth, inhale…and blurt it out. “Do I love her? They say the subconscious stores information we either don’t have room to, or don’t want to, comprehend.”


  “I can’t answer that, Freud. This one’s all on you, brother,” she laughs. “You’re a smart guy, fix the first one now, as honestly as you can, and take your time figuring out the second. Now sshh, here they come.”


  We stand, Brynn moving down, and when arranged to everyone’s liking, we sit: me, Bellamy, Presley, Sutton, Brynn, and Ryder. Guys on the endcaps, all the girls caged between us, safe…just how I like it.


  Presley’s showing off the shirt she bought when I notice Bellamy doesn’t have one. I bend to her ear. “Baby, I thought you wanted a shirt?”


  “Nah, I’m good. I just went to keep Presley company in line.”


  Presley, unable to be anyone but herself, leans forward with her eavesdropping ass. “She’s lying. She wanted one but refused to let me buy it for her.”


  “I’m sorry, Bellamy, I wasn’t thinking. Let’s-”


  “Jefferson Tate Kendrick, if you offer to buy me a thirty-five-dollar t-shirt or make one move for your wallet, we’re gonna have problems. I said I was good,” she softens her tone and rubs my leg. “Promise.”


  “Whatever you say,” I lean in and kiss her, looking past her to Presley, who grins and nods—she’ll grab the shirt for me and say it was from her.


  Squad Secret Language—no one’s immune.


  I pass a beer to Presley, Sutton and Ryder, and again, realize I’m the world’s worst date. “You want me to run and get you a drink?” I ask Bellamy.


  “I’ll just share with you, if that’s okay?”


  “That’s more than okay.” I give her another quick kiss, searching for the right moment to say the perfect thing—whatever that is—to fix my earlier slip of tongue. Or was it?


  Just when we’re all settled in, I sense someone standing over my shoulder and look up. “Can I help you?” I ask the guy, about my age and obviously lost…the number of piercings in his face screaming that he took a wrong turn on his way to a Sons of Satan concert (if that’s a band) and ended up at Sam Hunt instead.


  “Yeah, dude,” he slurs…confusing me again; not sure if he’s drunk, stoned, both or thinks talking like that adds to his persona. “That hot fucking piece of gash,” he points down the row to, I think Presley, “is in my seat. See?” He holds out a ticket.


  And now it doesn’t matter that one of us, with Sutton’s surprise arrival, probably is in his seat. Nor will I be offering him money to trade one of us seats, which I would have done…before. Before he referred to my cousin as “a hot fucking piece of gash.”


  And Sutton heard him.


  “I’m sitting here now,” Sutton doesn’t bother getting up, yet, and pulls “his” ticket out of his jeans pocket, flipping in the air to land on the sticky, I-wouldn’t-go-digging-round-down-there ground. “Pick it up, that’s your new seat. We traded,” Sutton tells him, calm and matter-of-factly.


  “No way man,” dumb-as-fuck, pierced, maybe stoned guy argues. “I’m taking the seat I paid for, next to her.” He gives Presley a leering once-over and licks his lips…baring his desperate need for pro-bono orthodontic work. Unless of course, he has money, and chooses not to spend it on frivolous things such as toothpaste and soap; in which case, forget the pro-bono part.


  Sutton’s what I like to think of as a “gentle giant.” He’s fucking giant, but he’s giving the guy more than one chance to live, thus the “gentle” part. But now, Sutton’s regular-looking teeth are bared and he’s braced on his armrests, about to push up from his seat. The intensity is already palpable, and Bellamy’s shaking like a thin limb in a windstorm beside me, so I try to intervene.


  “Listen dude,” I plead with the guy in his language, “if that motherfucker stands up, the only gash around here will be the deep one, down the middle of your face. Trust me on this.” I dig out my wallet, putting aside the vulgar insult to my cousin for the sake of peace, and pull out a twenty. Then, knowing Brynny will have hand sanitizer in her purse…’cause that’s how she rolls…I bend over and pick up the ticket off the ground for him. “Here, a perfectly good seat and twenty bucks for your trouble. Who knows, maybe this seat will be surrounded by even hotter girls.” I pray there’s not, or they have big boyfriends with them.


  “Make it forty.” He tries to grin, it really is a horrific sight, and I sigh, reaching for my wallet.


  Sutton takes a step toward him with each sinisterly low word of warning. “Fuck. You. Dude. Take the twenty, the ticket, your death wish, and get the fuck outta my sight. Countin’ to three. Can you count that high?”


  And we’re done. Both the money and ticket are ripped from my hand and Stony takes off so fast a cloud of his putrid scent flies off him, gagging us all for a second. Too damn funny; Sutton didn’t even need to talk, he could’ve simply stood up and gotten the same reaction.


  “We all good?” he asks and everyone shakes their head, eyes bulging with frightened wonder. “All right then,” he nods and retakes his seat.


  “Well that was interesting,” Bellamy whispers and I laugh, kissing her head.


  “Everything’s fine, baby. Sutton rarely has to actually throw a punch. Relax and enjoy the night, okay?”


  She nods and snuggles against me. Soon, it’s all forgotten and some dude I’ve never heard of starts his opening act. He’s decent, but clearly not the main attraction, since all our girls opt to talk through the whole thing. We’re the first row behind a dividing rail and Bellamy props her feet up on it, then, in what is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen, drops them back down with a yelp and hides her face in my shoulder.


  “Oh, my God, I can’t believe I just did that!” Her horror is muffled. “I’m wearing a skirt. Do you think anyone below saw, you know…”


  I laugh off the weight of a thousand worries, full and uplifting, kissing the top of her head. “No, they’re all facing the stage. But on the off-chance anyone did, they dare mention it and I’ll make sure they never talk again.”


  “So,” Sutton’s booming voice interrupts as he leans around Presley. “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure, Bellamy. I’m Sutton Ellis, JT’s roommate. It’s nice to finally meet the girl I’ve heard so much about.” He smiles and holds out his hand…lying. He hasn’t heard shit about Bellamy. I like the guy, but he’s a dog, and the less he knows about my girl, the better off we’ll be.


  Bellamy shakes his hand, then blurts out some funny shit before I even realize she’s said it. “Nice to meet you too. I wish I could say I’ve heard about you as well, but, um, I kinda forgot Jefferson even had an apartment. I thought he just floated between work and tracking me down, catching a shower somewhere along the way.”


  “Yeah,” Sutton laughs, “I was lying. I never see him anymore. Had to ask Presley your name.”


  “Where do you shower, J?” Presley grins.


  “Fuck off,” I grumble.


  “No really, you should stock-up on your pretty boy supplies at Bellamy’s and shower there. Save a lot of time.”


  Bellamy’s hand tenses on my knee, but I dip my head and force her to meet my eyes. “Ignore them, baby. No pressure.”


  “Um, excuse me.” A girl in the row behind us leans forward, interrupting in the most annoying, haughty, and nasally voice I’ve ever heard. “Do you people plan on being rude and trashy, talking through the entire concert?”


  Oh shit. Are you fucking kidding me with this shit? Again? “Get your girl,” I warn Sutton quickly, sincerely afraid of what Presley will do to this chick. Presley does throw punches and will capitalize off the adrenaline of the earlier showdown; I know her. I mean, what the fuck…do we have targets on our backs tonight or what?


  And in what is the most shocking turn of events I’ll probably ever encounter, I turn to see why Brynny’s gasping and follow her horrified gaze to…Bellamy, my shy lil’ Bellamy, on her feet, finger stabbing the air toward “Miss Thang” behind us.


  Apparently, also riding high on adrenaline.


  “Do you know the name of the guy currently wanging, kinda like your voice, his way through a remake right now?” Bellamy hisses. Presley whoops her approval and even Brynny adds a tiny “yeah.”


  “Listen here, bitch.”


  “No,” Bellamy starts to climb over the back of her chair, apparently no longer concerned with the fact she’s wearing a skirt, but I think it best to stop her short of that and hook my finger in the top of said skirt to hold her at bay. “You listen. I haven’t name called, yet, but you’re pushing it. I’m actually not a bitch, at all, nor are my friends or boyfriend trashy or rude. In fact, they’re some of the most generous, loving, kind people in the whole world. So apologize, and we’ll try to keep it down.”


  Even when she’s “chewing ass,” (we’ll let her think that), she’s rational, fair, and sweet as an angel. Bellamy Morgan steals my breath. Amazes me. Makes me want to be a man worthy of such inherent goodness.


  And I’m gonna work on that…right after I keep us all from going to jail.


  “You and your gang of,” Cruella, (my mom would be so proud), scrunches her face in disgust, “hoodlums should be the ones apologizing. And honey, I wouldn’t draw attention to myself in that outfit,” she sneers.


  What. A. Bitch. All I see is red. Bellamy was so damn proud of her new outfit. She even handed out fliers to every woman in my family, her whole face glowing as she bragged about the store and all the nice stuff there.


  Presley and Brynn feel exactly the same way as me, their teeth bared and eyes screaming of pain to be inflicted. Also like me, they probably caught the brief fall to Bellamy’s face, the slight slump in her shoulders. Hell. No.


  I give Presley “the look,” the one that says ‘do your thing, I’ll bail you out and back any story you tell your parents.’ No one gets to shame my Bellamy and get away with it.


  And with the silent assurance, Presley goes from zero to five-hundred in a blaze of Beckett glory. “Alright, Twat, Bellamy was trying to be civil. Didn’t seem to work, and I don’t like that fucking approach anyway, so now, you’re in grave danger. And you might wanna piss-off with your that outfit shit. Your earrings are fake, your purse is a knock-off and your nose job? Sue for malpractice immediately. Bellamy is hotter than you’d ever be even if I set you on fire, WHICH I’M CONSIDERING, and everyone here knows it. Your man there can’t quit looking at her! Now apologize, shut the fuck up and sit down, in that order, or I’m gonna vag drag you all the way to the parking lot! Your choice.”


  And that, folks, is my kick-ass cousin. “Vag Drag” is new—I like it.


  The girl about to be set on fire and/or dragged by her vag’s boyfriend, who hasn’t so much as stood up and better not be ogling my woman, finally decides to get involved. Not his best decision. Did he not see what just happened with the other guy? Moron.


  “And now we’re supposed to believe you’re not trash?” he scoffs at Presley. “Real nice mouth you got on ya there. How ‘bout I give you twenty bucks and you call it a night, catch a cab back to the trailer park, on me?”


  Ah, I see what he did there, with the twenty bucks offer; so he was watching before…taking him from moron to complete imbecile.


  “Sit down and don’t move,” I demand while physically placing Bellamy in her seat, then start around the end of the aisle—onto the plan where Presley bails me out and covers my back on explanation after I’m done kicking the shit outta this punk. I’m done for the night; no more insulting my girls!


  But I’m stopped by my own earlier words. “J, I got this, you get my girl,” Sutton says so calmly it’s frightening. He slowly stands, of course everything he does appears somewhat slow—hard to move his 6’5, 260 lb. self anywhere quickly—but he does it. In one, gold-medal worthy hurdle, he’s over his chair and in the aisle behind us.


  “Move,” he snarls at the girl who started this whole mess. “You’re a mean bitch, but I don’t wanna hurt you, so sit the fuck down and stay there. Gonna teach your boy here some manners. You should probably take notes.”


  “Listen, man,” her boy is having serious second thoughts since getting another look at Sutton upright; (yeah, maybe it is scarier close-up, I’ll give him that), both hands up in the classic pose of “I surrender, please don’t grind my bones to make your bread,” and visibly, profusely sweating. “Let’s just forget the whole thing, and everyone enjoy their night. Jenny, tell them you’re sorry.”


  “Sorry,” she huffs, rolling her eyes.


  “And you?” Sutton stalks closer, cracking his knuckles as he asks dude numero dos, who, if he hasn’t already, is on the brink of shitting himself.


  “I’m sorry too, very. Let me make it up to you, all of you. We’re just gonna go see if we can’t find some other seats and how about I send over a round of beers for everyone?”


  “Bellamy,” Sutton looks back at her, “you okay with that?”


  Like that he asked her first, exactly why he’s my friend…one big, scary, class act.


  “Yep, as long as by “we” he means he’s taking Miss ‘Wouldn’t Know a Great Outfit if it Smacked Her in the Sourpuss Face’ with him. Maybe they’ll find seats by Mister ‘I Lick Ashtrays for Fun.’ That should be a fun party; they all deserve each other.”


  That’s my girl.


  “Presley, sugar, what about you?” We all take a collective, baited breath as we await her reply.


  “Make it two rounds of beers, and seriously, promise you’ll check on the malpractice for that nose and we’ve got a deal.” Princess P gets in another jab.


  Sutton leans in to the guy’s face and growls. “You heard the boss, two rounds. And if you don’t find other seats, too fucking bad. Don’t come back. I’m done talking tonight. I’m on a strict ‘kick ass, ask later’ basis now.”


  They scamper away with their tails between their legs and I finally exhale. No jail cells tonight—bonus.


  “Sutton Ellis, you behemoth chunk of man meat,” Presley turns her flirt all the way up, “all this badass, intimidation shit is sexy as fuck. You’re my ride home tonight, stud.”


  “I’m on a Harley,” he grins.


  “In that case,” she holds out her arms so he can lift her over the seat, which he does, and she wraps herself around him, “you’re my ride to your home tonight.”


  “Okay, so Presley’s obviously fine,” Brynn sums up dryly. “Bellamy, are you okay?”


  “Dandy. And did everyone notice I was right? She never was able to name the guy on stage. Threw her off,” my cutie taps her temple and winks, “had that fight won from the word go.”


  “Hell yeah, you did,” Pres laughs. “You’re quite the badass yourself, Bellamy. And defending us? You’re officially Squad now.”


  “Here, here!” Brynn claps.


  I lean into her, inhaling her sweet scent, and whisper in her ear, “hear that, baby? Squad’s for life; no getting rid of me now.”


  


  Thirty-Three


  Bellamy


  I’M NOT NORMALLY a volatile person, not even in the ballpark, but there was no way in hell I was gonna sit back and do nothing while someone called my friends “rude” and “trashy.” Especially when they’re anything but. They’ve all been so good to me; because of Jefferson, I now have a really nice apartment and a freakin’ car. Yeah, no…I had to say something to her.


  Now that my adrenaline’s finally resumed normal flow-rate, my mind starts to drift back to where it’s been most of the night—Jefferson and the “love” bomb he dropped— accidently. I shouldn’t be upset, he can’t help what he does and doesn’t feel, or when it happens. But the moment he said it, something in me bloomed with hope. Hope that he did, could, love me. And once the notion was given voice, thought, possibility…I can’t seem to think of anything else, or find my way back to how I felt before.


  And maybe if he’d never said it, my subconscious would’ve kept me protected, ‘cause up until now, I’d refused to acknowledge my own feelings. Too petrified of opening myself up for the hurt I’d be left to endure…when Jefferson got bored and left. But if you love someone, you don’t leave. You stay and fight. Work through it.


  Even if he didn’t mean to say it, Pandora’s Box has been opened and I’m faced with the truth—I’m in love with Jefferson Tate Kendrick, and there’s no going back to the “safe” place of non-acknowledgement.


  I want to stay and fight with him about every meaningless, stupid thing we can possibly think up to argue about. I want to make up, earn his forgiving smile and kiss him right on it. I want to try new things with him, things I never thought I’d do. I want his arms to wrap me in their soft, loving haven when I cry. His body to love me when I…well, pretty much anytime he wants.


  “Baby,” he nudges me and lightly laughs, reaching up to smooth the worry line between my eyes. “It’s a concert, not an execution. Whatcha stewing on?”


  “Nothing,” I shift in my seat and “pep” up, trying to give my lie some merit.


  He leans into me, brushing my hair aside to warm my ear and neck with his low, rumbled words. “It’s not nothing, Bellamy. It wasn’t nothing to-”


  Damn you, Sam Hunt! All this waiting and you pick now to take the stage? I’m boycotting him from this moment forward.


  Of course, the crowd goes wild, the arena thunderously loud with the deep thumps of the bass drum, whistles and screams—whatever Jefferson was about to say lost in the mayhem.


  Our group all stands, plenty of room between our seats and the partition to dance, which Presley does immediately. The intensity quickly becomes contagious and my gloomy mood dissolves, so I scoot up to the railing and soon feel my hips start to swivel to the beat.


  Jefferson moves in right behind me, caging me in with both arms on either side of me, his chin resting on my head. The frenzy around us can’t compare—my awareness is of him. I feel his large, sturdy frame cocooning me in masculine safety. The alluring hint of his cologne, which I know to be YSL L’Homme, teasing my nostrils and sense of reason. The slight sway of his hips in perfect, melodious rhythm with mine. And like the dirty girl I show brief flashes of being more and more these days, I imagine those hips of his moving smooth and deep, ass muscles flexing as he works inside of me.


  Alright, maybe I’ll forgive Sam Hunt.


  Who…doesn’t have that many fast songs. The lights go out and the arena’s pitch black lest the flick of lighters and an overhead twinkling stars effect. The ambience, mixed with Sam’s deep voice singing the romantic words of a slow song awakens an urgency inside of me. Jefferson too, if judging by the way he presses himself more firmly against me and wraps his arms tightly around my waist.


  “Bellamy,” he murmurs in my ear, and with the more docile atmosphere, I hear him…in every pore.


  “Yeah?”


  “What’s your favorite song of his?” He moves my hair again and asks hotly against my neck.


  “Huh?”


  “You heard me,” he slides his lips along my skin.


  A jolt of intuition thrums through me and I answer, the anticipation of his reason for asking and plans dizzying. “Speakers.”


  “You make sure and tell me when it starts, okay?”


  I nod my head, breathing in short pants, pushing my ass back into him. I glance over, something telling me it matters, and confirm—I can’t see Brynn, or anyone for that matter, it’s too dark. Which means…they can’t see us either.


  I lay my head back against Jefferson’s shoulder and close my eyes during “Make You Miss Me,” soaking up the feel of our bodies melded together, moving as one in a delicious tempo. And after one other song, the echo of wind fills the arena…my song.


  He must feel my body tense because he growls in my ear, “This the one?”


  Again, I simply nod.


  “Waited, wanted it to be special, so you’ll never forget. Every time you hear this song, you’ll tingle for me, want me near you,” he grunts and I melt, resting all my boneless weight against him. “I meant it, Bellamy, before. I do love you. Because of you, I took the time to get to know my soul. Found out, it’s been waiting and now longs, for you. How I feel about you, it’s out of my control, but I’ve never felt more fulfilled and at peace in my life. I do, I love you, madly.”


  He’s right, I will remember this moment for the rest of my life. Every. Single. Word. The exact, pounding rhythm of my heart. The sting of happy tears behind my lids. And what I do next, too overcome with love, lust, happiness and desire to be a bit ashamed…I’ll remember it forever too.


  I leave my eyes closed and blindly find his hand, guiding it to the inside of my thigh. His chest vibrates on my back with a heady rumble and I slide my foot over to spread my legs farther apart.


  “Baby,” he groans in my ear, his fingertips playing at my thigh. “Just because I told you-”


  “Sshh,” I solidify my interruption by inching his hand higher up the inside of my skirt. “Touch me, Jefferson.”


  “Here? Now?” His manners are losing fast to his manliness. The gallant growl as he presses his erection into my ass tells me as much.


  “Yes,” I turn my head an inch and place an open-mouth kiss on his neck. “Here. Now. In the dark, our secret, just us. Touch me.”


  I remove my hand, trusting him to find his way and grab the rail in front of me with both hands. My skin sizzles beneath his fingertips, slinking up to tease the edge of my panties. A bolt of unfamiliar exhilaration wracks my body.


  “I’ve got you, baby girl. Relax,” he murmurs, voice as deep and torturously strained as I’ve ever heard it. “Relax with it Bellamy, no tensing, don’t fight it.”


  I take a deep breath and he waits, so attuned to me, even amongst the fanfare around us, and times his invasion with my exhale. As I slowly breathe out, his fingers slide inside my panties, now tenderly touching my bare flesh.


  “Fuck,” he drawls in rich desire, sexiest sound ever, his free hand finding skin just under my shirt and pulling me back to him once again. No space allowed, not an inch. “Tell me no one’s been here. No one but me.” Oh, territorial growl is sexy too, a definite contender.


  “You already know,” I roll my hips, encouraging him to end the maddening prelude.


  “Want to hear it again, Bellamy?”


  “No one. Only you, Jefferson.”


  “Goddamn right. That’s what I want to hear, mine.” His primitive grumble bolsters my lustful frenzy and I whimper. “Sshh,” he soothes, two fingers spreading me apart and gradually rubbing up and down through my wetness. “My baby, so hot and slick for me. Tell me what you need.”


  Why is he demanding the novice do so much talking? I was counting on him running the show.


  “Oh, you bet your fine ass I’m running the show,” his faint laugh tickles my neck, and my cheeks go up in flames—thank God it’s dark in here—when I realize I must’ve spoken my thoughts aloud. “And I like hearing you talk dirty for me. That’s part of my show, your sweet little mouth begging, only for me. A whole other, naughty side of you that only I will ever know about. Now, tell me what you want.”


  “I, I don’t know. Just, more, Jefferson. Please.”


  “Hold on, angel. If it’s more you want, more I can gladly do.” His thumb covers my clit, enhancing the throb there, and our breathing collides—my mewl to his sharp hiss of air sucked in past clenched teeth—as he eases a finger inside me. It’s a foreign, forbidden sensation that probably isn’t a big deal to most, but to me, it’s an instant, eternal connection I will only ever share with him.


  “Okay?” he asks, his tongue laving up my neck.


  “Yeah,” I answer huskily, more mentally stimulated than physically.


  Again, he amazes me by how in tune with me he always is, syncing us to a dulcet harmony. “We can do better than that. Deep breath, take one.”


  I do and shudder from the small nip of pain of an added finger, followed by euphoric fuzziness and his endearing, in the most beautifully vulgar of ways, words licked, sucked and grumbled in my ear and up and down my neck. “Bellamy, love, open your eyes. Watch the stars above us, feel the beat and listen to my voice. Trust me to take you soaring.”


  I stare up at all the tiny twinkles above me, and turn fluid, surrendering to him, hearing him growl in approval. His fingers begin to move in and out of me, slowly at first, then gaining speed. And his thumb, oh his thumb, rubs circles and flicks my engorged clit ‘til everything blurs into one unbelievable movement, coordinated for my pleasure.


  “That’s it,” he praises in my ear, “ride my hand, baby. Rock those sexy hips and show me just how you like it. You want rough?” He scrapes his thumbnail over my clit then presses down hard, while driving his fingers in and out of me. “Or soft?” He slowly massages with his thumb now, keeping his fingers inside me to softly rub my inner walls…and some mystical spot, that if he happens upon it again, I may just fly right over this rail. “Trying to read you, baby, but it’s kinda loud and dark in here and you’ve been wet and squirming since I started. Since you let me feel inside you. So, I need the words. What’s my Bellamy really like? Hmm?”


  He’s such a sexy, white liar. He knows exactly what I want, playing my body like his favorite instrument. Giving me the rough until I’m about to fall over an edge of unknown, then slowing and giving me the gentle while murmuring pure decadence in my ear.


  He’s just trying to get what he wants—my voice. Words. Crazed dirty mouth.


  I’m gonna give it to him, but only because I can’t stand it anymore. There’s an ache deep inside me that promises pleasure beyond anything imaginable if only set free.


  “Both, babe,” I grab his chin and thrust my tongue past his lips and teeth, kissing him with a ferocity that probably surprises him too. I can’t stop, stroking his tongue, moaning into his mouth as I grind down on his hand. I break away, gulping in air, and find his eyes in the dark, zeroed in on mine. “Both, now, and don’t stop. Take me there this time, Jefferson. Make your woman come for you.”


  That did it…his animalistic roar is muffled by my mouth, him melding his to mine again, and it takes only seconds of his mastery before I feel what I can only guess is the crescendo of a life-changing tsunami of ecstasy building.


  He never stops kissing me as his fingers and thumb move in perfect tandem to spark a thrilling prickle of desire that starts at my toes and shoots up my legs. And, oh my God, everything between those legs explodes in a burst of violent peace—calm and chaotic, relaxing and invigorating—wonderful and…fucking wonderful.


  And now I see what the world turns for, and why people let so much of their lives revolve around sex.


  When I have enough breath recollected, I glance at him, feeling my eyelids droop, but still try to smile. “That was-”


  “The sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen or felt in my life. You’re amazing, Bellamy.” He kisses me and pushes my hair out of my face. “You’re so goddamn gorgeous when you come. I can’t wait to make you do it again. And again.”


  “I am more than on board with that plan,” I agree, not so much sexily as half-asleep.


  I barely register him laughing as he takes care of me, somehow moving the heap of sated and sleepy that is my body onto his lap as he retakes his chair. I cuddle up against him, arms around his waist and face in his neck.


  Don’t know what the hell Sam Hunt’s doing, but—Bellamy out! Drop mic.


  


  Thirty-Four


  JT


  “HOW DOES ONE fall asleep at a concert?” Ryder asks once the show is over, the house lights are on and Bellamy’s still fast asleep in my arms.


  “I know,” Presley flashes me an informed grin. “I’ve got cat eyes. I see everything, even in the dark. I told you,” she whispers in Dolby to Sutton. “Remember?”


  “Damn, bro,” Sutton laughs. “Knocked her smooth out? From that? Kudos, my friend.”


  “Knocked her out with what? She didn’t take anything did she? No, of course she didn’t. Hmm,” now Brynny’s stumped. “So, what’s wrong with her? What’d I miss?”


  “Well…”


  “Presley, no,” I snap. “She’s just tired, Brynny. I’ve got her. You all go ahead, traffic will be a bitch.”


  “I’m not getting on my bike. Need a lift, man,” Sutton says.


  “No offense Ryder, but if I ride in your low ass car where I feel like my ass is gonna scrape the pavement, I’ll puke,” Presley adds.


  “What the hell’s the matter with you two?” I ask.


  “You were a lil’ busy to notice, but penis wrinkle did indeed send over the two rounds. We drank ‘em.” Presley shrugs.


  “Who’s we?” I glower at Ryder—if he drank, he’s not driving my sister anywhere.


  “Only me and Sutton; put away the grumpy face, Captain Orgasmic. And wake up your girl, I’m ready to go!” Damn Presley outs our secret and claps in Bellamy’s face, startling her awake, in the span of five seconds.


  “I don’t even want to know,” Brynn throws her arms in the air. “J, you got them? Ryder and I are leaving.”


  “I got ‘em,” I grimace. “Be safe. Love you, Brynny.”


  “Bye, Brynn. Thank you,” Bellamy says all sweet and sleepy.


  “Love you too. Call you tomorrow, Sleeping Beauty. About anything other than what I missed tonight!” My sister laughs, traipsing off arm in arm with Ryder.


  Which leaves me and Bellamy to get “Tweedle Big Mouth” and “Tweedle Just A Big Mother Fucker” home. Great.


  “Want me to carry her?” Sutton offers.


  “Want me to break both your fucking arms?” I snarl right back.


  “Jesus Christ, it was an orgasm, not childbirth. She can walk, dipshits! Can’t you Bellamy?”


  “Presley.” Bellamy sits up straight in my hold, rubbing her eyes and smoothing down her hair. “Your cousin is in love with me, and I him, so I’m a permanent fixture. I think you’re absolutely fascinating, delightfully clever, and unique, but, publicly discussing my orgasms stops now. All right?”


  Holy Mother of No One Will Believe Me…my sated lil’ kitten just clawed the Princess’ tongue out! If I didn’t head over ass love her before, I damn sure do now. But I did—so it’s just funny as hell.


  “All right,” Pres smiles, genuinely. “My bad. I’m drunk, sorry. Can I least say congratulations?”


  “Nope,” Bellamy shakes her head. “No, you may not. Let’s go,” she stands, takes my hand and leads the way.


  After a long trek across the parking lot, the four of us finally pile in my car. “You hungry?” I ask Bellamy.


  “Hell yes, starving!” Sutton.


  “I-Hop! Please!” Presley.


  “Okay, this time let’s let Bellamy, and only Bellamy, answer,” I shake my head at the two tag-a-longs.


  Bellamy giggles. “Yes, I could eat, and I-Hop sounds good.”


  Guess we’re all going to get something.


  I want to be alone with Bellamy, see if I can get her to talk about what happened between us, when we can do it again and most of all…elaborate on her earlier ‘and I him’ announcement. Want her “I love you” said to me, in no uncertain terms.


  But I’m stuck with two chuckleheads in my backseat, that between them, have had twelve beers. Speak of the “Miss Chucklehead” devil herself—my Bluetooth rings.


  “It’s your dad,” I tell Presley.


  “Okay? Answer it.” Swear—the girl fears nothing—even that which she should. I worry it’s gonna get her in real trouble one day.


  I press the button, but only get out, “Hey Unc-”


  “Where’s my only, amazing, irreplaceable child?” he yells loud enough to rattle my windows.


  “Damn, Daddy, you’re louder than the concert. I’m right here, with J. We’re all going to get something to eat.”


  “Who’s ‘we?’” he continues to rupture eardrums.


  “Me, Bellamy, JT and his roommate Sutton,” P uses her “daddy’s girl” voice, as if Uncle Sawyer will be satisfied with that…and the two guy, two girl count. She’s definitely drunk if that’s what she’s thinking.


  “Where’s Brynny? Who drank? Where are you eating? And who the fuck is Sutton?” Told ya. He bellows and Bellamy actually covers her ears, cowering down in her seat with widely-rounded, worried eyes. I rub her leg and wink before attempting to reel in the situation.


  “Uncle Sawyer, chill, everything’s fine. Ryder took Brynn home. Only Pres and Sutton drank, both of age I remind you, but I’m giving them a ride home. After we eat, ‘cause…that’s what people do when they’re hungry. They eat. She already told you, Sutton’s my roommate, he’s the one who got us all tickets tonight. Now stop screaming, you’re scaring Bellamy.”


  “You didn’t drink?” he presses.


  “One sip, almost four hours ago. We’re fine.”


  “Presley, where you sleeping, young lady?”


  “My apartment, Daddy. Duh.”


  “All right then, you kids be safe. Love you.”


  “Love you too. And hey, mind saving me some time and calling my dad with the intel?”


  “I’m conferenced in, son,” my dad says and I just have to laugh…what else ya gonna do?


  “In that case, love you too. Brynn should be there any minute.” I disconnect the call and pat Bellamy’s leg. “It’s fine.”


  “So, you have to spend the night at my place,” Presley coos from the backseat. “Can’t lie to my dad, now can I?”


  “I didn’t hear that,” I grouch.
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  IT’S ALMOST THREE a.m. by the time we’ve eaten, dropped off the now only semi-drunk duo and pulled up to Bellamy’s complex. She’s asleep, again, face turned toward me so I can watch her little lips pucker and blow out the “baby humidifier” noises she makes. Cute as hell.


  Now that I’ve broken the seal, realized and told her I love her—it’s all I can think about—just how much I really do. To imagine going one day without her in it; her smiles, kisses, beauty, innocence, inner tigress, funny things she says, stubbornness and drive…I’d be miserable. Nope, wouldn’t make it. Have to have my daily dose.


  “Baby,” I lean over and whisper, slowly kissing her awake. “Baby girl, we’re home. Want me to carry you up?”


  “Mhmm,” she mumbles, reaching for me.


  “Hang on,” I chuckle. “Let me come around.”


  I do just that, gathering her in my arms and somehow managing to lock the door, climb stairs and unlock her door without jostling her too much. She’s a sweet, sleeping, little bundle that I could hold forever, but my thoughts turn from sappy to salacious in a flash.


  I stand at her bed and visions of laying her down and covering her with my body invade my mind. She’d let me touch her tonight, feel her warm, tight pussy, soaked for me; come for me. I need to put her to bed and get the hell out of here before…one of my heads explodes.


  Here we go: the ultimate test of my strength and respect for her. “I’m gonna put you in bed. You want me to grab you something to sleep in?”


  “Nuh uh, I’m fine.”


  I pull back the covers and gently lay her down. “Let’s at least get these boots off.”


  “And skirt,” she says softly, rousing enough to take off her vest and toss it aside.


  I take a deep breath, reminding myself and my cock, an entity all its own, to settle, and reach beneath her to unzip her skirt, sliding it down her long, silky legs. She’s a fucking goddess. Spread before me in a tank top and panties, deep auburn hair fanned across the pillow, dreamy green eyes looking up at me.


  I shake my head and choke out. “Okay, you’re all set. Sleep good, baby. I’ll lock the door behind me.”


  “Jefferson.” Swear to everything, my entire body goes rigid, my next breath dependent on what she says next. “I’m not ready to, well, would you like to stay and just sleep with me?”


  The Tabernacle Choir starts singing “Hallelujah” in my head and something even more fucked up happens in my chest, my heart…was that a fucking flutter? How do I even know the word flutter? Pull. It. Together. Kendrick.


  “You sure?” I ask in a schooled, like I still have a dick, voice of a man.


  She nods, scooting over to make room for me, her thin tank top hiding nothing of the way her “D” chest bounces with the movement. Yep, the choir quits singing and my cock hardens—I’m definitely still a man. “You gotta be good though,” she snickers through a yawn. “We’re sleeping.”


  “I thought you said before you didn’t hate me?” I tease, toeing off my shoes and socks.


  “I don’t,” she smiles. “I love you, too. Very much.”


  There it is. She loves me. Girl can’t tell a lie.


  “Oh yeah?” I smirk, removing my belt.


  “Yeah,” it’s breathy, accented by the slide of her tongue across her bottom lip. She props herself up on her elbows, emerald eyes wide and alert now. “Unbutton your shirt, real slow.”


  Goddamn, she’s the cutest thing in the world.


  “Does my baby want a strip tease?” I wink.


  She bobs her head, sitting up straighter for the show. One by one, I unbutton my shirt and take it off, reveling in her feminine sigh.


  “You’re so beautiful, Jefferson. I mean, damn. Are you sure you want to be with only me, forever?”


  I chuckle, amazed by her obliviousness. “Baby, take off your tank top and let’s compare. Wanna?” She blushes, bites her lip…and peels her top over her head. Her breasts topple out; huge, firm, gorgeous. Perfection.


  “Um yeah, you win, Bellamy. You so fucking win. And yes, I’m sure, and dying to hold you. So hush and lemme finish my strip tease.”


  “Yes, sir,” she giggles.


  I shed my jeans and stand before her in only my gray boxer briefs, my dick straining against the fabric. “Want me to keep going?”


  She shakes her head but her eyes remain locked on my erection. “N, no. Sleep in those, okay?”


  “Anything you want, baby.” I refuse to sound disappointed; this is more than I hoped for when this night started and another step forward in our intimacy. I’ll fucking take it.


  “Come get in,” she purrs, “hold me all night.”


  Nothing could keep me from it.


  


  Thirty-Five


  Bellamy


  I WAKE UP happier than I’ve ever been in my entire life. I’m not disoriented. I don’t need a minute to gather my bearings. I know exactly why I’m hotter than usual and whose big, strong body is wrapped around me from behind, emitting that heat.


  “Ah, she wakes,” his gravely greeting is joined by a kiss on my shoulder. “Morning.”


  “Morning,” my voice shakes a bit with realization. I just said “morning” to a man. A man in my bed. A man I love, and now fear I may never be able to sleep truly at peace without again. “Do you want some coffee?”


  “Nope,” he tightens his arms around me and tugs me to him, impossibly close, nothing between his rigid chest, very noticeable erection and my body except my panties. “Don’t want you going anywhere either. Happy where I am, holding you.”


  “Me too,” I whisper, trying desperately not to ruin this magical moment by overthinking. Damn female hormones…always demanding that every little thing be dissected, examined, discussed and put back together again. Does it make us the smarter of the sexes to think so much…or the true masochists?


  “You tensed up on me, and I can smell the smoke,” he laughs groggily. “Whatcha thinking about? And before you say ‘nothing,’ how ‘bout you just tell me? You can tell me anything, baby.”


  He’s right; I know I can open up to him and while he may be a tiny bit of a smartass, because he simply cannot help it, taught to him like a second language—he won’t mock me. And “love?” Pretty sure communication is a key component.


  “I was just wondering, how you feel, in the light of day?”


  “Good,” he squeezes me and brushes his nose along my bare skin. “Damn good. Why?”


  “No, I mean…” I chew on my lip, hoping to taste courage.


  “Bellamy,” he rolls me over to face him…and I forget everything but him. All sleep-rumpled and sinfully sexy. Half-lidded eyes, mussed hair, the hint of dark stubble along his jawline. And let’s not forget the bare chest and shoulders, still fragrant with the lingering hint of his cologne, tan and taut with lean muscle. Damn. I bite my lip harder. “Are you feeling weird about us sleeping together?”


  I shake my head, gaze unwavering from each and every ridge of his torso, so I can’t be sure if he’s afflicted by the same problem—eyes on bare chest or not.


  “Are you anxious, thinking I’m gonna try something?”


  Again, I silently answer no, subtly shifting so the sheets follow suit and bare more of him, lower.


  He doesn’t seem to notice, or mind, being ogled and keeps guessing. “Are you nervous to go away with me? You know we’re heading to my Uncle’s today.”


  “No,” I auto-reply, trailing that “V” with my eyes, imagining exactly, in great detail, what it leads to, my breathing accelerating. “I love being with you, and I could use some practice driving.”


  “Baby, I’m out of guesses. And I’m having trouble thinking about anything other than the way you’re staring at me like a meal you wanna eat, while your sweet lil’ nipples are an inch from my mouth. Which, are both totally acceptable,” he chuckles. “Dig in anytime you’re ready. I’ll catch up.”


  I dart my eyes up to his, my cheeks flaming. “Sorry, I couldn’t help it. You’re just so tempting.”


  “Says the beautiful woman with the most gorgeous breasts in the world and barely there panties on,” he groans. “Yeah, I think I know what ya mean.”


  “Want me to get dressed?” Yes, I’m being a tease. I know the answer.


  “I would rather get my dick stuck in a wood chipper.” He says it so unemotionally, I have to giggle. “I feel like we’ve gotten a little off-track here. I wanted to know what you were stewing about and somehow, we ended up on wood chippers and my dick. So unless you’re gonna devour my body with more than your eyes, let’s get back to what had you worried before.”


  It was a fun little detour, and soon, very soon, I’m gonna go exploring on that work-of-art body of his—but there’s something eating at me. I give him a kiss, closed mouth (‘cause morning breath) then pull in a long, deep breath through my nose…turning my head to exhale (‘cause morning breath).


  “Baby,” he laughs, “we both have morning breath, so they cancel each other out. Now give me a real kiss,” he scarcely gets it out before claiming my mouth in an easy, drugging kiss that sends my belly swirling wildly. His tongue traces my lips, delves inside to overpower mine and after a few sweet caresses of his lips, he leans back. “Time’s up, gorgeous. Talk.”


  “I wanted to ask, discuss, whatever,” I roll my eyes at myself—if you know you’re being a dramatic loon you should probably shut up—but no…I go on, “us. Now that the sexy music, darkness, stars overhead and vibe are gone, and we’re just laying here in daylight, with morning breath and crusties in the corners of our eyes,” he smiles at that, “I wanted to give you a chance to retract your ‘I love you.’”


  Rut ro. He’s sitting up, back against the headboard, the taut muscles in his jaw twitching while his incensed yet saddened dark eyes bore into mine, before I can think. Not quite the reaction I was expecting.


  His stern, agonized voice cuts through the silence in a single slice. “What. The. Fuck? Do you want to retract yours?” I open my mouth to respond, but he’s not done. “You think I said that lightly? That I just go around saying ‘I love you’ when I’m feeling extra friendly? No!” Both hands fly back through his hair and an angry rumble rips up his chest. “I said it to you, only ever you, because I meant it, with all I am.”


  “Je-”


  “Not done, woman,” he holds up a hand to stop me. “When Brynn told me I’d said it, yes, I admit, I freaked out for a sec. But then I thought about it. Really thought about it. Put it to scientific test.”


  “How’s that?” I manage to slip-in while he huffs and puffs some much-needed oxygen.


  “My dad told me something a long time ago that stuck, and I applied it. While you were dancing, laughing and enjoying the concert, I was thinking. Love is an uncontrollable imprint, unquantifiable. The only way, within reason, to define something unquantifiable is to measure it against something that is. The value versus the value. I thought about stupid shit first, like my car. Didn’t come close to meaning as much to me as you. My money, I’d throw it all out a window to be with you. And then, I considered myself, ‘cause I’m pretty damn valuable in my own mind,” his faint laugh is facetious and forced. “My life, the only one I have and cannot replace,” his eyes soften and seem to look through me, “I’d give it, without a second thought, for yours. You, Bellamy Jill Morgan, are the imprint that needs no other explanation. The embodiment of why my life is worth living, or sacrificing. So no, I don’t want to retract anything. I love you. Quantifiably. Unmistakably. Forever.”


  Tears flow in torrents down my cheeks, the tempo of my heart erratic and exhilarating. My head is spinning, replaying each impossible word he just said and meant. I love him beyond reason and am ready to show him, with every part of me. I lunge for him…only to land in the still-warm, empty space now left.


  I look up to find my man stomping around, getting dressed as if headed to, or away from, a fire. “Where are you going?” I croak, fear building fast within me.


  He snaps his head toward me, a mask of incredulity hiding his handsome face. “Thought I’d run out for donuts.”


  Oh.


  “Not really, Bellamy! I’m leaving. Thunder, that’d be me, angry and about to lower a boom, and lightning, that’d be you, my light, even though I’m pissed, do not make a good combo. Trying to avoid one helluva storm.” He sits to put on his shoes. “Love you, still my baby, but mad as fucking hell. I’ll call and cancel our trip; maybe we’ll take it some other time. Try not to drive in the meantime, ‘cause… you’re bad at it! See, saying mean shit, gotta go. We’ll talk,” he sighs, “when we talk.”


  And he leaves.


  And I curl into a ball of big-mouth, press-an-issue-that-doesn’t-even-exist stupidity and cry ‘til I’m out of tears. He opened up, fully, vulnerably, for the first and only time ever— for me—and I cast doubt over it. Took a beautiful morning of loving embrace and ruined it.


  Should I call him? Beg for forgiveness?


  A memory springs to life and I jump out of bed, running to the window. Maybe he’s still parked outside, like last time. A severe neck crane to see from my now third-floor confirms…he’s not.


  I get that I hurt him, but really? All I did was ask a question. Was it not a valid one? I just wanted to make sure before I free-fell. Is that so wrong? Country music and twinkle lights do weird things to people.


  And I’ve never done this before.


  But neither has he.


  Damn.


  I grab my phone and call him, but he sends me straight to voicemail. So I send him a text.


  


  Me: Jefferson, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you or doubt you. I’m just… scared. I love you. And I know you love me. What you said, it was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard. I’m sorry. Please forgive me, come back.


  


  Without censor or pride, I hit send. And wait.


  And wait some more, eventually making a quick, small breakfast since my stomach’s in nervous riot, then go take a shower. Still no response when I’m done, so I get ready for the day…to do what, I have no idea. I clean my apartment, refusing to make the bed where we slept, and pretend to comprehend any part of what little bit of T.V. I watch. I think it was Carrie. Or Say Yes to the Dress. Hard to tell.


  By afternoon, my stomach’s grumbling for lunch and he still hasn’t responded. I’m out of shit to do and any ideas how to fix this, so I do the opposite of what would seem to make sense, considering where that got me.


  I pull out their numbers and start a separate group text.


  


  Me: I screwed up and am clueless what to do. Need advice, thought I’d call in the troops. Anyone free?


  


  These responses require no torturous wait.


  


  Brynn: On my way. I got the ice cream.


  


  Presley: Gimme 30 and I got the refreshments.


  


  Skylar: In which case, I’ll bring food because she means liquor. Do I need to send Judd to kick his ass?


  


  Me: No. I’m the one who messed up.


  


  Presley: Scroll up, Sky. She already said that. Why are you always trying to get Judd in a fight? Do you doubt his manhood? Just sayin’.


  


  Skylar: No bitch, my MAN proves himself nightly.


  


  Presley: The hell. You do not fuck nightly. You’re married. Sell that shit somewhere else.


  


  Okay…we seem to have taken a slight detour off-course.


  


  Me: So, I’ll see you guys in a little while?


  


  Brynn: IDK about the TMI TWINS, but I’m in your parking lot. You’ll have to explain to me why you included them when I get up there.


  


  Presley: You’re right, Brynny. Should’ve left it to the two virgins to figure out. No offense Bellamy.


  


  Me: Um, none taken?


  


  Well…at least I won’t be alone, obsessing over his non-response. That’s something, right?


  


  Thirty-Six


  JT


  I HEAD TO my uncle’s land anyway and take Sutton with me, mostly because I’m a glutton, but also because he likes to shoot as much as I do. As I knew they would be, my aunt and uncle are there; no way Whit could resist “dropping by” when Ev told her I was bringing Bellamy. But she’s not with me, and neither of them ask…simply giving me frowns of concern. I think the guns, targets and frustration rolling off me in tidal waves answer their unspoken questions.


  I empty another round from my Glock and pull out my earplugs. “You want to fire this one?” I ask Sutton.


  “Nah. We’ve been at it, what, couple hours?”


  I shrug. “Dunno. It matter?”


  “I gotta pick up Pres at some point and anyway, sun’s setting. Surely you worked out whatever crawled up your ass by now,” he laughs.


  “Maybe.” I pull my phone out of my pocket to read her message again, see if I feel any differently yet…and feel dreaded suspicion slither up my spine.


  


  Bellamy: Fineignor me hvg fun out u


  


  Bellamy: Yur posed 2 stayfight


  


  I think she said “fine, ignore me, I’m having fun without you.” Then “you’re supposed to stay and fight.”


  I dare try and decipher the next one.


  


  Bellamy: Lovufmle


  


  “I love your family” is my best guess. And accordingly, the cause of my building dread.


  “Sutton,” I grit past teeth currently being ground to dust, “where is it you have to pick Presley up from?”


  He’s gathering our stuff, loading it back in my vehicle, but stops, giving me a look of true confusion. “From your girl’s place. Figured you knew. It’s all of them; yours, Presley and both your sisters. Big hen fest and a whole lotta alcohol. Presley made me stop at the liquor store so she could load up, and we still had room for all the Condomnation shit on the bike. Can you believe that?”


  “It’s condemnation,” I enunciate correctly, then tilt my head…what? Now I’m confused.


  “No, it’s Condomnation. I assure you, I know the damn name. I have a punch card, for Chrissakes. The sex shop on 5th Avenue? You mean to tell me you’ve never been?”


  Dear God, help me to abstain from shooting him.


  “So, just to recap, you took Presley, a bunch of alcohol and something or things bought last minute from a sex shop to my woman’s?” I take a deep breath, trying desperately to convince myself this is not the end of the world. Just real fucking close. “And while we’ve been together all fucking afternoon, you didn’t think to mention it? Not even once?”


  “I said, I thought you knew. Don’t you know everything she does?”


  “Get in the car.”


  “What?”


  “Get in the fucking car! Presley’s got Bellamy, booze, and dildos. What could possibly not go wrong?” I let out some hysterical, crazed noise and jump behind the wheel. “Here,” I toss him my phone. “Try Brynn. Get somebody sober on speaker phone, now.”


  “What’s the passcode?” he asks.


  Jesus Christ. “It doesn’t fucking have one, Sutton!” I swear, I may weep a little. “Never mind.” I punch Bluetooth, which I should’ve done in the first damn place, but I thought my co-pilot could manage and I could concentrate on hauling ass. Fuck that plan. “Call Brynny.”


  I honk twice as we fly past the house, my aunt and uncle still there for some reason, but no time for goodbyes, and grip the wheel harder when there’s still no answer on the fourth ring.


  “Dammit!” I disconnect, then stab the button again. “Call Sky.”


  That brat picks up right away. “We’re noring shu. Like it?” Hmmm, wonder if she’s drunk.


  “Put Brynn on the phone!” I yell.


  “She left. Bye!” She hangs up on me.


  “Okay Sutton, I can’t drive and run interference. Gonna need you on your game, buddy,” I seethe, doing well past the speed limit. Uncle Tate. I tap my brakes, bringing it down by ten miles-per-hour. “Push the home button on my phone; there’s no code,” I explain as calmly as possible. “Now, much like your phone, you know, the exact same model you got at the store with me when I bought mine? Yeah, go to the contacts and call Judd on speaker, please.”


  “‘Bout to beat your ass,” he warns, hopefully while correctly working the goddamn phone.


  “Sounds great, looking forward to it. Right after you get Judd on the phone!” Losing it—my shit—just about gone.


  “Hello?” Finally, a coherent voice filling my car.


  “Judd, about your wife…” I start.


  “On it. Brynn just called me on her way home. She’d had enough. I’m going to get Sky now. Want me to stay ‘til you get there?”


  “Not sure, assess and call me back. I’m about twenty minutes out at the most.”


  “10-4,” he says and hangs up.


  “Why don’t you just call Bellamy?” Sutton asks. “Or I could call Presley.”


  “Bellamy’s been texting me in hieroglyphics; she’s soused. And if Bellamy’s soused, that means Presley’s hangin’ naked from a chandelier by now. How much accurate information you think we’ll get from those two?”


  “Shit, I can’t put Presley on the back of my bike in nude chandelier swingin’ condition.”


  “Judd can take her home.”


  “The fuck he will. I’ll take care of mine.”


  Just what I need, compounding problems. “Sutton,” I heave a sigh, ‘cause he really is a good guy, “Presley isn’t yours, man. Nor will she ever be. I don’t want any details, but whatever happened last night, it was probably just that, one night. Not saying she’s…promiscuous, because truthfully,” I laugh, “she’s the exact opposite, from what I’ve heard. The world’s wildest, biggest tease. And she gets bored very easily. And you? Talking ‘bout mine? Where’d my man-whore buddy go?”


  “Yeah, okay,” his voice loses some oomph as he rubs his head. “I’m not getting all deep and shit, but, I’m not bored. Far from it. So, I’m taking care of her. At least for tonight. Got it?”


  “Whatever you say, man. I’m actually rootin’ for ya. Against her, and my Uncle Sawyer.”


  Poor bastard doesn’t stand a chance.
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  “YOU DIDN’T CALL me back, prick.” I push past Judd when he opens Bellamy’s door.


  “Eat a dick. Been a lil’ fucking busy. Come see for yourself.”


  “If that’s J with a J, T, him, throw him away! I mean out. Throw him out, Jed!” my baby yells from the back and I hold in my laugh.


  “You Jed?” I ask Judd.


  “It would seem,” he shakes his head. “And I think you’re J with a J, T, if I was a guessing man. You got it from here? I’m taking my wife home and putting her to bed, in the spare room. Tequila makes her snore like a lumberjack with a severe upper respiratory infection.”


  “Yeah, I got it. Brynn went home safe, sober?” I double-check.


  “Yep. What about P? Which one of us is getting that one? Rock, paper, scissors?” he chuckles, getting his hands ready.


  “Neither! I only answer to ‘Sugar’ now, from the big, huge, really big guy!” Well, thankfully her hearing wasn’t affected by the alcohol, since Presley now screams at us too.


  “I think she means you,” Judd says to Sutton.


  “Oh, she does,” he confirms smugly. “Watch this. Not good enough, Sugar. What’s my name?” he bellows.


  “Big Papa!”


  At least he has the decency to blush and duck his head.


  “Really, fucker? That’s my cousin and I got enough to deal with. Plus, I know her actual Papa wouldn’t take too well to that.” I grimace because…this fucking day already.


  “Sorry ‘bout that, not what I meant. Lemme try again. Presley, do you remember my damn name or not?” he yells louder. I wonder if the neighbors are taking roll?


  “Sutton Patrick Ellis!”


  “I’ll be right back,” he grouses, heading down the hall. “You promised if I told you my middle name, it’d be our secret,” I hear him whining.


  “Do not get loud with me, sir. I’m drunk. Very, very drunk. Now take us home.”


  Hold right the entire fuck up. Us?


  I was gonna wait ‘til everyone cleared out, but if “us” includes Bellamy—we got ourselves a problem. She’s not going a damn place.


  I grab the door for Judd, carrying my passed-out sister through it. “You need help with your truck door?”


  “Nah, I got it. Go deal with your fall-out,” he laughs.


  “Night, and thanks.” I shut the door and head down the hall toward the terror-dome, formerly known as Bellamy’s bedroom.


  What the…


  “Yo, Patrick! Why the hell are you in my woman’s bed?”


  “Not your woman,” she sasses.


  “Because Presley asked me to lay down with her,” he says as smooth as if it was Psalms. “Your woman is way over there on the other side, whole, beautiful body between us.”


  “Not his woman,” she hisses.


  “Here.” I throw my keys at him. “Take my car, and Presley, and go.”


  “I’m not leaving Presley! I mean Bellamy!” Presley hurls the keys, aiming for me I’m guessing, that land on the other side of the room, coming nowhere near me. “You left her all alone, crying, and ignored her. You suck. That’s not how you treat your woman, Jefferson!”


  “You don’t get to call him ‘Jefferson,’” she whispers. “And, not his woman.”


  “Yes you fucking are!” I finally explode, sick of hearing her little, incorrect add-ins.


  “Nope,” she pops the “p,” shaking her head. “No sirree, bob.”


  “Baby, look at me,” I plead with her. “You’re drunk, so we’re not gonna do this now. Especially with Goober and Gomer watching. You are my woman, I love you and that’s it. I’m putting you to bed and we’ll talk in the morning. Sutton, get those keys, get Presley and get the fuck out. I’m done.”


  “Bye.” Bellamy hugs Presley. “Thanks, girlfriend. Still not his woman.”


  “Damn right you’re not. Me and you, ‘morrow, man-hunting. Don’t forget!” P rambles from over Sutton’s shoulder, where he’s flopped her like a rag-doll, grabbing the keys off the floor and walking out. “Ow!” she yelps.


  “Man-hunting my ass,” I hear Sutton snarl, after spanking her ass. “Night, J. Call me tomorrow to work out the car!”


  The front door shuts and I look to Bellamy…who’s already fast asleep.


  


  Thirty-Seven


  Bellamy


  I NEED TO call an exterminator, because clearly, something crawled in my mouth last night and died. Maybe had a little friend too that burrowed its way into my ear and is currently digging tunnels through my brain tissue. That, or I’m hungover as hell.


  Flashes of the night before begin coming to me in a muddled barrage…tequila, dancing, crying and maybe a game of ‘Pin the Penis on the Naked Guy?’ And Presley. Good Lord, Presley. Love her, but I cannot keep up, nor will I ever try again.


  I attempt sitting up, only to nix that plan immediately and lie back down, slowly and painfully. I guess if I just die here, someone will eventually notice an odor and come find me. Jefferson probably won’t get his security deposit back though; as if he has to pay one.


  Jefferson.


  Oh God, now I remember it all. He hates me. I was stupid; and I lost him.


  “Baby,” he speaks so softly it’s possibly a façade born of misery, but then he gently raps on the door. “You awake?”


  Okay, I seem to have found him. And if I didn’t feel like busted ass, I’d leap out of this bed and climb him like a tree.


  “Come in.” Whose voice was that? Amongst the rodents of the night, is there also an eighty-year-old chain smoker hiding under my bed, speaking for me?


  “Hey,” he pokes his head inside and just like that—all is forgotten, forgiven; anything to start over. Everything I said, every question, every doubt.


  “Hey. What’re you doing here?”


  “You really thought there was a chance in hell I’d leave you alone? Slept on your couch, checked on ya through the night. I didn’t want you getting sick or falling. Plus, I wanted to be here to say I was sorry right when you woke up. I’m sorry.”


  “Me too,” I smile.


  He clears his throat. “Anyway, I brought you a few cures,” he moves inside the room, carrying a tray of stuff. “Take these with this,” he hands me two pills and a glass full of something thick and red. My expression must ask for me, because he laughs and answers. “Tylenol, and a sure-fire hangover cure. Just down it so fast you don’t taste it. You’ll thank me later, I promise.”


  What do I have to lose? I couldn’t possibly feel worse, so I gulp down the mystery muck…but I taste it. Good God, do I taste it. “Yeah, gonna need to brush my teeth,” I sort of say, sort of gag. “Like, for the rest of the day.”


  “Come on, I’ll help you.” He sets the tray aside and bends down to maneuver me out of bed as painlessly as possible. “Why’d you do this to yourself, babe?”


  “Because I’m a moron,” I groan, hobbling to the bathroom with one arm around his waist. “I was miserable, thinking I lost you, so, I just kept piling on the misery I guess. I gotta pee, too.”


  “So pee,” he laughs, moving me to the toilet. “I’ll get your toothbrush ready.”


  Either I’m still drunk or he’s been hitting the bottle this morning—I look at him like it’s the latter. “I’m not gonna pee in front of you!” Ouch. No more yelling, Bellamy.


  “Why not? I do have two sisters. And, I’m somewhat familiar with your anatomy,” he winks.


  “Why are you being so nice to me? I thought, after yesterday…”


  “You thought what? That we had a fight and I’d just quit, disappear, stop loving you? Jesus Bellamy, it doesn’t work like that, and I told you I was sorry. I may have overreacted a bit, but you pissed me off, so I took some time and got over it. The same time you’d deserve if the tables were turned. And guess what? You’re gonna piss me off again, lots of times, and I’m gonna do the same to you. But I’ll always come back, always. And so will you, or I’ll come find you. And when we get to the point where it’s an option, I’ll be expecting make-up sex, which rumor has it, is worth the fight,” he tosses in another wink. “Now pee,” he commands, ripping my shorts and panties down.


  “Like I can break flow with you listening,” I grump.


  “Here.” He turns on the faucet, then starts prepping my toothbrush, and the second I hear the water…I’m peeing in front of him. Definitely still drunk.
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  HE BRINGS ME a light, late snack in bed, lying beside me to eat his sandwich. Crumbs be damned; I don’t wanna be anywhere else—out of bed or away from Jefferson.


  Despite the rough start, today has been wonderful. We’ve done absolutely nothing, just lazing around and talking, about any and everything. Except the fight. That’s over.


  “Your dad called earlier,” he calmly says between bites, causing me to almost choke on mine.


  “C…called you?” I clarify, once I can breathe again.


  “Yep. Your parents are coming in a few weeks, staying with my folks. Don’t worry, my mom and aunts have been informed and are already flying around, losing feathers, planning.”


  “Should I call him, my dad? Or my mom?”


  “Yeah, often. But not about that. They think we’re surprising you, remember? And just to make sure they don’t slip-up, so does my family. So, mum’s the word,” he taps the end of my nose.


  “K,” I snuggle into him. “I think there’s something to your hangover brew. I feel pretty close to human again.”


  “I’m glad, but promise me something, okay?” He understands my silence is invitation to go on. “If you wanna drink, especially in a safe place like home, which I was very happy about by the way, go ahead. But when you’re buzzed, feeling good, stop. Or at least slow down. Otherwise, you ruin it by wasting the entire next day feeling like shit. And whatever you do, I mean even if you get a memo that the world is ending the next day, swear to me that you will never, no matter what, try to drink head to head with Presley Beckett ever again. The girl’s a mutant or something. A lot of the shit she can do is fucking abnormal. Guarantee you she didn’t have a hangover today. She’s a walking billboard for the ‘do not try this at home’ campaign.”


  “I promise, swear, vow, and pledge, on every form of holy book in existence,” I snicker. “Presley’s way too much for me to handle.”


  “She’s too much for any one person to handle. Why do you think it takes the combined effort of our entire family?”


  “I like her, though. She’s pretty cool.”


  “That she is, one of my favorite people in the world. And I really hope she gives Sutton a chance,” he breathes out heavily, “he’d be good for her. No way she’d push his big ass around. But, I might as well hope for Georgia snow in July. Never gonna happen.”


  “That’s a shame. He seems great, adores her, and…he’s not exactly painful to look at.” I simply reciprocate conversation.


  Or so I thought.


  Next thing I know, I’m flat on my back with Jefferson sitting on top of my thighs, staring down at me with an evil smirk. “Do tell, baby. What’s your favorite non-painful part of him to look at?” He slides my shirt up, just high enough to tickle my sides.


  “Jefferson,” I wheeze, trying to squirm away in positively futile effort, because I’m beyond ticklish. “Stop, no tickling!”


  “You want me to stop? Then tell me all about how purty Sutton is,” he laughs, bending to blow a raspberry on my belly.


  “He’s not,” I squeal when the tickling resumes. “He’s awful, grotesque!”


  “That’s what I thought,” he rolls off to lie beside me, looking over at me with a beautiful, happy smile while I catch my breath.


  “So, I should probably bathe before going to bed. Ya think?”


  “Going to bed?” He laughs. “You’re in the bed now, baby. Think that ship may have sailed. The minute you woke up today.”


  “I meant for the night, to sleep.” I swat his arm and throw my legs over the side of the bed, kinda curious if they’re even gonna work. I’ll be dipped, they do. “You staying the night?” I ask as I walk into the bathroom.


  Too forward? Comfortable? Assumingly domestic? Shit! I am so bad at this. We make up, out of the frying pan, and I just have to hurl us right into another fire.


  “You asking me to?” His plush whisper warms my neck as he sweeps me up, effortlessly, in his arms, surprising a little yelp from me.


  As is custom whenever he strips me of breath and sensibility, I can only nod.


  He slowly shakes his head back and forth, a sly grin magnifying the twinkle in his dark eyes. “You know I need-”


  “The words. Yeah, yeah,” I huff and roll my eyes as if exasperated rather than the more accurate enchanted. “Jefferson, would you like to stay the night with me?”


  “I’d love to,” the spark of excitement in me is undeniable and I must somehow reveal my visceral reaction because his eyes smolder knowingly as his mouth covers mine, hard and hungry. So heated and rapturous, it sends sharp tingles of female awareness throughout my whole body. He shows no signs of relenting, still holding me effortlessly in his arms, and I’m the one who eventually breaks for air.


  “But I have a few conditions,” he taunts breathlessly, his chest heaving. “To make things interesting.”


  “Huh?”


  He laughs, setting me on my feet. “To spending the night. I have a few proposals. You can veto any one, but only one. Deal?”


  I prop both hands on my hips—bluffing my ass off—that there’s even a remote chance I’m gonna drive a hard bargain. “And what do I get in return?”


  “Depends on what you veto,” he winks.


  “I’m listening,” I strum it out slowly.


  “First, we take that bath of yours, together.” His dark brows arch mischievously, waiting for my refusal.


  “Next?” is all he gets. I’m a virgin, not a nun.


  “We get to pick what the other sleeps in.” I don’t think he realizes that his eyebrows just bounced up and down, twice.


  I can only assume he’s going to choose that I sleep naked, which is fine. I’m not ashamed of my body, and he’s more than seen my breasts, gotten a pretty good look at my ass… and let’s not forget what happened at the concert or the way I sat in that chair during “Behavior Modification 101.” My pussy is no longer a mystery to him either.


  I shrug, but flash a challengingly sexy grin. “What else ya got?”


  “You know you have to veto right when I say it. No waiting ‘til the end to decide how to use it. Part of the risk.”


  “Got it, Senator Sexonthebrain. Go on.”


  “Tomorrow, you let me drive you to quit the diner and go apply at that boutique.”


  “I was going to go do both of those anyway, actually.”


  “Like I said, you let me take you.”


  He’s silent, something very endearing about the sudden aura of nervousness around him.


  “Jefferson, was that all?”


  He clears his throat, his tell, and advances a step to take my hand in his, rubbing circles in my palm with his thumb. “I want to keep some stuff here. Maybe one dresser drawer, one in here, a shelf in the shower and some closet space.”


  “Aren’t you forgetting your claim on the left side of the bed?” I giggle. “Seems to be your favorite.”


  “Good thinking,” I’m rewarded with a modest kiss, “that too.”


  “Anything else?” I go up on my tiptoes and wrap my arms around his neck, letting my fingers play in his hair.


  “No,” he says in awe, eyes wide with delighted surprise. “That’s it, and you didn’t use your veto.”


  “My smart, handsome man,” I coo. “Nothing gets past you, does it? I’m gonna run our bath now, hope you like it hot. And take that drawer,” I point. “There may even be an unopened toothbrush to get ya started,” I smile, humming with contentment, and turn to start the water.


  “I think I mistook which drawer you pointed to, baby. Could ya’ turn around and maybe fill me in here, love?” His voice—a mixture of intrigue, shock…and perhaps a lilt of happiness—tells me what I don’t want to acknowledge.


  There’s no question what he found, and no chance this floor is gonna open up and swallow me. Damn.


  I have to forge a steel-grip on my pulse and breathing, deliberately taking as long as blatantly possible to turn toward him, forbidding myself to tremble. As predicted, his lips are twitching to smirk, his eyes brewing with curious, but informed, delight as he holds up the blue, disc-shaped case in his hand.


  Wrong drawer indeed. At least it’s not mortifyingly embarrassing or anything. Except that it so is.


  I glance back, praying the bathtub’s about to overflow and cause such a new catastrophe that the current one is forgotten. No such luck. Slow fucking water flow, I should complain.


  


  Thirty-Eight


  JT


  I’VE NEVER HAD a girlfriend with whom we had in-depth discussion regarding certain matters…because with no intentions of a second night—it didn’t matter. Nor have I ever hung out in a lady’s bathroom, not even my sisters’, ‘cause I knew there’d be at least ten “female type” things I did not want to see. And I’ve damn sure never been at a point with someone to even consider having sex without a condom. Never. Also…I’m not a doctor.


  But I know when I’m holding birth control pills.


  That would be now.


  My baby’s cheeks are scarlet and she’s fidgeting from foot to foot, chewing on that plump bottom lip. I’d say it was adorable, because it is, but now that I know she’s on birth control? “Adorable” has a couple new sub-meanings; including, but not limited to: sexy and fuckable. A whole different stratosphere of fuckable.


  Crude, I know; I try not to be so vulgar when thinking of my Sweet Bellamy—but damn. I’m a man…and she’s protected. That staggering nugget of knowledge does primal, primitive things to the male brain. Both of them.


  “Is there any chance you’d believe me if I said they were vitamins?” she mumbles, staring past me.


  “No,” I chuckle. “Hey, look at me.” When I gain her beautiful, jade gaze, I reassure her with a warm smile. “No need to be embarrassed, baby. I do not consider this a bad thing. I just have a couple questions.”


  Per usual, she waits in silence for me to ask them. “When did you get these?”


  I have to strain to hear her reply. “Not long after I met you.”


  “So not before you knew me?” I reiterate, because…because I’m ate up with the alpha, I confess, and I get-off on the redundancy of anything establishing her as “mine.” And yeah, smugness is unashamedly painted all over my face and my cock stirs to proud life.


  “No,” her eyes fly open wide with her gasp. “Why would I have needed them? Oh, ego,” she shakes her head, a tiny grin unhidden. “I got them after, and because of you, Jefferson. Try to hold back on the happy dance, macho man. That wouldn’t be attractive, and would kill the whole virility thing you got going on.”


  I laugh. “I’ll refrain, for you. Next question. How long before they, um, work?”


  “Seven days.” She had that one ready, firing it off pragmatically.


  I flip the lid on the disc of my dreams open so fast she giggles and do a quick count. “You’re almost out,” I sulk.


  “Yes babe, I’m aware. That’s why they make refills. You just shimmy down to the drugstore and they hand you a whole new month's worth. It’s a groundbreaking system really.”


  “Thank God,” I sigh in relief, earning another laugh from her. “You’re also well past seven,” I wink.


  “Again, aware.” She turns to shut off the bath water, then back to me. “We all done here, Dr. Seuss? Our bath’s ready.”


  “Almost. How foolproof are these magic little pills?”


  She tilts her head and sets both her expression and voice to saucy. “The doctor said they’re up to ninety-nine percent effective, if taken correctly. I’ve been putting the pill in my mouth, then swallowing, so I think I’m doing it right.”


  Smart-ass. “It can’t be that simple or they wouldn’t even say it. Gotta be a catch.”


  “There is, I was just being funny. You can’t skip or miss a dose, especially the first active pill; gotta take one every day. Which I have. And if I get sick and have to take meds or antibiotics, that messes up their potency. Haven’t taken any meds. So…” she hitches both shoulders, “pretty sure I’m good. Why?” Her eyes narrow suspiciously, but it’s an act—there’s a sparkle of aware anticipation in them she can’t conceal.


  “Just want to be educated, informed.” I put up my hands in faux innocence. “No hidden agenda.”


  “You lying straight to my face, Kendrick?” she asks.


  “Never. Come ‘ere, baby,” I crook my finger and add a lopsided grin; what I happen to know is an irresistible combination for her.


  She shivers, muted puffs of air feathering past her parted lips as she comes to stand before me. The light from the bedroom more than enough, I flip off the one in the bathroom; a small attempt at romance.


  “Forgot one condition earlier,” my aroused whisper fills the dimly lit room as I start to remove her top. “I get to undress you.”


  “Veto,” the silky softness in her voice does nothing to cushion the punch to my gut. But she’s too damn sweet to prolong my suffering, quick to rescue me with a sensuous taunt curling her lips. “Only if I get to undress you too.”


  She’s full of surprises, each one more thrilling than the last, keeping me forever looking forward to the next moment with her. There’s no doubt—Bellamy Morgan will be the slow, sexy, delectable death of me.


  “Baby girl, you’ve got yourself a deal. And because I’m a gentleman, I’ll even let you choose who goes first.”


  The tip of her tongue works feverishly over her lips, her eyes darting from one part of me to the next in a lustful frenzy. “I get to go first,” she purrs, pulling up on the hem of my shirt. I raise my arms and bend my knees to help her, and when she’s got it off, she doesn’t hurry toward my pants—already having other plans.


  She takes her time touching every inch of my torso, a hint of nails raking along my skin as she lets her hands roam over me hungrily. “You’re gorgeous,” her whisper holds a lilt of awe, fingers now tracing the grooves of my obliques, teasing at the waistband on my jeans. “And these, so sexy.”


  Her fingertips never lose contact with my skin as she slowly walks around me. Now at my back, her hands begin to play there. No muscle or spot left untouched, every caress followed up by the sizzling brand of her sweet lips.


  My breathing grows ragged, patience all but gone as my body coils tightly from her unhurried perusal. Dark bathroom, bath waiting, woman of my dreams, on birth control, circling me like her very willing prey…does not a tranquil man make.


  “Bellamy,” I growl in more a rough plea, “I love the feel of your hands on me and the fact you seem to approve of my body. But if you don’t hurry up and get my pants off, I’m ripping the motherfuckers off myself.”


  “Jefferson,” she kisses my shoulder, “this exact moment, the first time we do this,” getting closer to where I want her, she licks my bicep, “will only happen once. I want to cherish it.”


  She’s in front of me again, laying open-mouth, sucking tastes on my pecs, her fingers back to exploring the indentations at my hips.


  My cock’s so fucking hard it’s painful, but I give her what she wants—time—and ball my hands into fists at my sides.


  “Thank you,” she says in a breathy little moan. I look down at her and almost sigh in relief; her eyes are filled with desire and flutter shut as she inhales deeply—she’s at the brink too.


  “You’re welcome, baby. But just so you know, I will not be going this slow when it’s my turn.”


  Her answering laugh is melodious. “I figured, which is fine. You let me do things my way, I let you do the same. I happen to love you and your ways, so I don’t see a problem. Do you?”


  “Yes,” I grunt. “My pants are still on. Now, Bellamy. Take. Them. Off.”


  She peers up at me through hooded eyes and long lashes, then whispers in the tone of sex, “You gonna watch?”


  “Fuck yeah,” I groan in brutish need.


  Her trembling hands move to my fly and struggle with the zipper. When she’s got it down, her resolve breaks and my abs clench as she rips my jeans open in one bold tug.


  Finally.


  She’s visibly shaking, so I help her pull the denim down, working my feet out and kicking them aside. I look at her once again, but she doesn’t have any idea—eyes honed in on my cock—head engorged, breaking free over the top of my boxer briefs, pre-cum wetting my stomach.


  Goddamn I love the way she’s staring, sliding that little tongue over her bottom lip, pebbled nipples straining against her shirt with each heaving breath. And I know the answer, but fuck if I don’t wanna hear it anyway…so I ask.


  “Baby, you’ve seen me in my underwear before. What’s going on in your head right now?”


  Despite not meeting my eyes, her cheeks still blush beautifully and she moans from deep in her throat. When she whispers, quiet yet heavy with arousal, the sound feeds my hunger. “I’ve never seen anything more though, like I am now. And I’ve never…”


  Here it comes, the confirmation I have to hear, ‘cause again…I’m me, and it does crazy good things to my ego; I’ll admit it. Not to mention, it turns me all the way the fuck on, unprecedentedly so. To know your woman has, and will, only ever be yours; her every first will belong to me…it’s an intoxicating honor that has my heart hammering at a volatile tempo.


  “Seen another,” she finishes.


  Yeah, absolutely nothing like hearing that.


  “Wanna see more?” I hook my thumbs in my waistband.


  “Unless you wanna lose those hands, you better move ‘em.” Damn, my lil’ tigress isn’t kidding, and the ferocity in her threat’s so fucking hot, my dick twitches.


  She pushes my hands away with a huff and replaces them with her own, peeling my last piece of clothing down and off at a deliberate, leisurely pace.


  And once again I’m reminded—never underestimate my woman—she gives damn good seduction.


  Make that out-of-this-world, fucking unbelievable seduction.


  I watch in anxious shock, the fragile self-control I have left slipping fast, as she goes down with my boxers…To. Her. Knees.


  “Bellamy,” my exhale is a hedonistic release of long-endured anticipation, “what…”


  Coherent thought or words instantly leave me as one soft, dainty hand tries to wrap around my erection. My head falls back, eyes close and a hoarse groan fills the room. My cock grows impossibly harder in her hand, pulsing in time with my racing heartbeat.


  “Help me, babe.” Somehow, I actually hear and comprehend her throaty request. “What do you like? Teach me.”


  I don’t know who answers her, because it doesn’t sound like something I’d ever say…but whoever it is, he’s absolutely right. “Baby, I like you, and anything you want to do to me. Your way.”


  I could show her what I think I like, what I’ve always had, but I don’t want that; to taint it. I want every single nuance of Bellamy’s naivety—each new, natural instinct of how she touches me—which I already know will be what I like best of all.


  


  Thirty-Nine


  JT


  “OKAY,” HER HEAD lowers in insecurity. “But if I’m bad at, stuff, please just tell me. I wanna make you feel good.”


  “Baby, look at me,” I struggle to converse. “My cock, in your hand, feel how hard it is?”


  “Mhmm,” she hums, lifting her head for the visual.


  “That means it feels good. So damn good, I haven’t pounced to get you naked yet because I don’t want to interrupt.”


  “Would you rather if I was naked?” God, my woman is good to me. And I…don’t know the answer. My dick’s in her grip, an inch from her mouth, so my testosterone’s screaming ‘no’ and ‘thrust forward.’ But the vision of a sixty-nine session on the bathroom floor pops in my head and screams at me even louder.


  “Yeah,” I rumble, scooping her under the arms and helping her up. “I would.”


  Not a thing debonair about it; I work like a three-armed madman. “Arms up,” I grate out, tugging her shirt off over her head before she’s even got them all the way lifted. “God, I love your tits.” I cover both with greedy hands, pressing them together. The sharp peaks of her nipples beg for me and I roll my thumb over the right one as I take her left breast in my mouth, flicking its hardened bud with my tongue.


  Her hands fly to my head, fingers digging at my scalp as she pulls me to her and pushes her chest toward me simultaneously. Her little mewls and moans of pleasure spur me on—sucking, licking and fondling between the two huge mounds of delectable flesh. I could stay here forever, truly the best set of tits I’ve ever seen…but I’m dying for a taste of the rest of her.


  I don’t stop to take in, or appreciate, her tiny panties before yanking them down her legs. But then, I do take a moment, and long inhale, to really look at her. Beautifully bare, vulnerable and willing…for me. Absolutely gorgeous. A life-changer. The life-changer.


  Who needs to sit on my face—immediately.


  “Wh, what are we doing?” she asks as I gently lower us to the floor. “Our bath has gotta be ice-cold by now.”


  “We’ll run a new one. Now come ‘ere,” I groan, saliva already pooling in my mouth just thinking about having the taste of her on my tongue. I lie on my back and flip her around as though she weighs nothing.


  “What are we doing?” she asks again, this time in a high-pitched squeal of shock that’d be comical if I weren’t staring up at her pussy. Nothing funny about that.


  She needs explanation, instruction, a gentle hand. I just can’t provide any of those things right now. My dick’s bobbing in her face and her virgin pussy’s about to drip on mine…she’s gonna have to learn as we go or my head’s sure to blow right the fuck off my shoulders.


  “Turn off your mind, baby. Listen to your body,” is all I say before grabbing both her hips and finally, at last, sliding my tongue through her wetness, drowning in her essence.


  “Oh, my God, Jefferson,” she wails, writhing so hard I have to bear down on my grip so she doesn’t squirm away.


  “Sshh,” I soothe against her slickness, the vibration drawing a kittenish moan from her as she settles. “That’s my girl. Stay right here, on my face, baby.”


  My fingers stroke her, spread her open, while I delve in with my tongue. When I lick inside, rubbing her hardened clit with my thumb, ecstasy takes over and my girl morphs into a sex goddess.


  “Fuck yes,” I pull back and roar as she takes my cock in her mouth in a single warm, wet plunge—covering me, lips tightening to caress every bulging vein.


  Crazed and depraved, I thrust up into her mouth and slide one, then two, fingers inside her, gliding them in and out, moving my tongue to her clit. She moans around my dick and I clench every muscle in my body to stave off my release. It’s been so long, too long, and it feels so fucking good, but no way this is over yet.


  She catches on quick, using her tongue to torture the slit in the head of my cock then swirl it, with just the right amount of pressure, around the underside of the rim. She wraps a hand around the base and jacks off, hard, what won’t fit in her mouth.


  I answer, driving two fingers deeper inside her, massaging her slick, swollen muscles while putting air-tight suction on her clit and flicking the detonation switch—grazing my teeth over it with a finishing nip. And with one long, mesmeric moan, she explodes, coming all over my mouth. I lap up her sweetness, easing her down with slow, bold strokes of my tongue, murmuring words of love and worship…of her body.


  She gains control of her shallow pants, and while her body may rest lax and sated against me…my woman’s no quitter. She takes me back in her hand and heavenly mouth, loving me with an effort so driven and sexy, I can’t hold out another second.


  “Bellamy,” I warn her, “gonna come, babe. Watch out.” But she only sucks harder, firming her lips around me so tight I can’t hold back from giving her what she obviously wants—an explosion; shooting endless, thick ropes of cum down her throat. And she swallows every drop, humming around me.


  I lay boneless on the hard tile floor…never more comfortable in my life. Bellamy turns herself around and comes to snuggle up on my chest, fingertips playing with the faint line of hair below my navel.


  “Why did we wait so long to do that?” she asks.


  I burst out laughing with energy I didn’t think I had. God, I love her. “I don’t know baby, but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t my idea.”


  “Are you positive? I’m a smart girl, I don’t think I would’ve made the asinine decision to abstain from that,” she snickers, cozying up closer. “Don’t leave now,” her voice drops, “or act weird and avoid me, okay?”


  I sit up a bit and turn to look at her. “Slow down, woman. You just had a head rush and are talking crazy. We already established I’m staying the night, on the left side of the bed. And I choose for you to sleep naked.”


  “Now I feel better,” she sighs in what sounds like relief, then says, downright giddily, “you’re still being you, funny and bossy. I’ll gladly sleep naked if nothing’s changed and it’ll be next to you. The same you.”


  I now sit both of us all the way up and arrange her on my lap, cupping her cheeks. “I’m glad you’ve got the whole post-orgasmic glow and delirium thing going on, but hear me on this, okay?” I steel my voice, despite my own lingering “just came stupor,” and search to the deepest depths of her eyes. “We only have a few minutes for me to talk sweet, how you need me to, before my dick wakes up from satisfied slumber and fucks with my brain, so listen carefully. Sex, or close to it,” I wink, “doesn’t always mean the guy leaves, Bellamy. I’m not going anywhere, ever, whether I just ate your sweet pussy or ate dinner with you. And the only time I’ll act weird around you is if there’s people with us and I’m trying to hide a hard-on or not attack you. Okay?”


  “Okay,” she nods, then throws her arms around my neck and nuzzles her face into my chest. “I’ve just heard so many horror stories.”


  “Not about us, you haven’t. Baby, I’m only interested in getting in your panties now, and I am, because I know I’m already in your heart, exactly where I belong. And you’re in mine, embedded, for good.”


  “I love you, Jefferson Tate Kendrick,” she coos, covering my lips with hers.


  Unfortunately, I have to pull back, with a laugh. “I sure hope that was romantic enough and convinced you, because ‘sappy me’ has left the building. My dick just woke up. Bath or bed?” I ask, wrapping her legs around my waist and grabbing under her thighs to lift us to standing.


  “Both?” She grins, sleepy but hopeful.


  “Both it is, Love. You run us a new, hot bath and I’ll go grab us a snack and drink. We need to refuel.”


  “Why? We’re just bathing and going to bed. Neither of those are real taxing.”


  I stop in the doorway and turn around, mouth open to explain…mouth remaining open in lewd-minded, dick-hardening, ogling delight. She’s bent over the tub turning on the water, her perfect, heart-shaped ass up in the air and beckoning me.


  “Thought you were going to get a snack,” she teases, back, and ass, still to me.


  Of course I don’t respond; that would require thought, and thought requires at least some blood going to your brain.


  “Jefferson,” she drawls sexily as she gradually turns around. Dammit. Or not. Her natural, perky Ds and bare pussy make for two enthusiastic thumbs-up viewing as well. “I’m gonna let ya in on a lil’ secret I’ve been keeping, to help you out. I know, without having to even look, the second you enter the same room or general vicinity as me. Always have. And, I know when you leave, or don’t leave, that same area. Like now for instance. You never left, stopped and turned at the door. I assume to say something,” she bites down on her grin. “What was it?”


  “I love you?” Fuck if I can remember…that’s as good a guess as any I figure.


  “I love you too, but that wasn’t it.” She lays her arm across her boobs and uses the other hand to cover her pussy. “Now, try again.”


  What the…that actually worked. “Oh, I was gonna tell you not to be so sure that a bath and bed won’t be taxing, ‘cause you’ve never done that routine with me,” I smirk.


  Her body blushes from head to toe and she shakes her head, snickering. “And you shouldn’t presume that I’m ready to jump straight from Alpha,” she cocks a brow; yes, I caught the clever insinuation, “to Zeta. One day, a long time from now when we’re having silent, missionary sex every Wednesday night, after Wheel of Fortune is over of course, I want the memories of our slow-burn, romantic journey to hold onto. So slow your roll, horny toad.”


  “Ve-motherfucking-to!” I yell.


  “This oughta be good,” she rolls her eyes and holds up a finger. “Please stand by.” After she turns off the tub water, she faces me, trying to school her amused expression. “You were saying?”


  “You heard me, woman. I’m using my veto.”


  “Um,” she taps a fingertip on her chin, eyes cast up to the ceiling in mock recollection. “I recall you giving me a veto, when you listed your proposals, but I don’t remember you saying anything about you getting one too.” She basks in smug delight.


  “Bellamy,” I grate, prowling closer. “That’s a given. You know, tit for tat? Ninety-nine percent of the time I’ll pick tit, but this is too important. I’m using my veto.”


  “I’ll decide if I agree, after you tell me what you’re using it on. And,” she slaps my hand away, “you picked tat, so mitts off my tits, cheater.”


  “Yeah, I guess that’s fair,” I poutfully agree. “Here’s the deal. I don’t mind missionary sex, lots of ways to get creative with that, believe it or not. And I’m good with doing it every Wednesday, as long as we also pay homage to doggy style, cowgirl, reverse cowgirl, up against walls and other sturdy structures, you spread wide open on a variety of surfaces, me standing with you bent over whatever’s handy, and anything else I missed, the other days of the week. Unplanned or designated its own day. I’m not checking a calendar to fuck you, baby. And no silence. Ever. I’m always gonna talk filthy when I’m inside you, and if you’re not screaming, you best be making some other sexy noise or talking back, saying the dirtiest things you can think of. And last, fuck Wheel of Fortune. We’ll watch a porno, or Deadliest Catch. Or anything besides Wheel of Fortune. And in return, since loving compromise seems to be my new forte’, I’ll watch any new shows you find that you like at least once. I’ll always be the one to get up for our rejuvenation snacks and drinks. I’ll always make sure you come first. I won’t freak out that you’re already mapping out our life at eighty, and most importantly, I’ll ‘slow my roll’ so you get your fairy-tale. Deal?”


  “That was at least three vetoes. Just because you reel them all off at once doesn’t make it one,” she laughs. “But your ‘in returns’ saved you, quite nicely. It’s a deal.”


  


  Forty


  Bellamy


  I WAKE UP early with a smile on my lips and a fire in my belly. A tangible flame, burning so hot and determinedly, that my mind wouldn’t allow me to sleep any longer. Because while I slept, my subconscious had not, hard at work, feeding me the information I wake with a full knowledge and understanding of—and a readiness to act upon accordingly.


  Last night, the red-blooded, virile man currently wrapped around me like a pretzel— territorial even in sleep—had given me exactly what I needed. More. He’d listened, heard things I hadn’t even said, and seduced me mentally and emotionally.


  He’d bathed me, with slow, tender hands, murmuring sweet words of adoration. He dried me off, taking care to keep his touch gentle and reverent despite his inner struggle, obvious from the veins bulging in his neck, every tense muscle…and appendage. Then as we’d laid in bed together, both naked, our bodies wound together tempting, he’d continued to forego his male instincts and simply held me close, caressing my skin with love, not lust.


  He slowed his roll; surpassing my expectations, to ensure my fairy-tale. Because he loves me…beyond. Beyond “for now,” my body, pleasure, flesh, and the surface.


  Jefferson Tate Kendrick loves me soulfully.


  And because he’d shown me exactly how much he cares, and lengths of self-torture to which he’s willing to go, for me…I’m about to shift my own “roll” into high gear.


  If I can untangle myself without waking him.


  Very slowly, using a series of tactical maneuvers I have no idea where I learned, I free myself from the limbs of the sleeping beast and slink beneath the covers. With a feather light touch, I skim a fingertip up his thigh, and it works—rousing him just enough to reposition, giving me room to crawl between his legs.


  Damn. Okay, I’m a little taken aback by his huge, hard cock. I’ve heard about “morning wood,” and there’s no muted lighting this time, so yeah…damn. Not to mention, I’m on my own now, about to try my hand at pleasuring him without any of his guidance or encouragement.


  I grip him at the base and he stirs, so I freeze, mid-somnophiliac attack, until he settles again. Once I’m confident he’s back in a deep sleep, I take my time studying him. Testing the limits of my small hand around his thick girth, tracing a finger over every engorged, blood-filled vein, and finally lowering my head to glide my tongue up and down him in exploratory strokes. His taste is musky, manly, and inebriating. Hungry for more, I linger at the tip for a moment, then go for it, taking as much of him as I can in my mouth.


  First there’s a sexy, sleepy little hum, as if he probably thinks he’s dreaming, so I suck harder, forcing my throat to open and relax, taking him deeper. His dick swells bigger in my mouth and his hum turns into a rough, throaty groan thickened by sleep and desire. The sound is mesmerizing, and very empowering, so exhilarated by my brave control…I love him with my mouth, hand, tongue and hints of teeth in a sinful, fevered combination.


  Even through the fog of my porn-worthy playtime, I feel the draft—he’s lifted the covers and is now watching. I cast my eyes up, and sure enough, see a smoldering, smoky chestnut pair locked on the sweet spot where my mouth holds his dick.


  I suck harder, lick faster, reaching down to fondle his balls in one hand, using my pointer finger to massage the sensitive skin behind them. He pulses against my tongue, throws the covers completely off the bed and drives a hand through my hair.


  “Goddamn you’re good at that, baby,” his rumbled approval provokes me to new heights, my solitary need in this enraptured patch of time—to please him beyond his wildest dreams. “You like that, Bellamy? Sucking my cock? Hmm?”


  I hum ‘yes’ and bob my head, which bumps his head against the back of my throat, and on reflex, I swallow around it.


  “Fuck,” he bellows, digging his fingers into my scalp. “So good, baby. So. Fucking. Good. Get up here, woman. I wanna turn, too.”


  I release him with a wet “pop” and jerk my head up, shocked. He wants me to stop?


  He laughs and grabs for me, hauling me up his body. “Nuh uh, no little scowl. That felt amazing and was the best wake-up I’ve ever had. Seriously, your mouth just kicked the ass of every Christmas morning when I was little. But I want to play, too,” he dips his head and takes a breast in his mouth, slinking one hand down between my legs.


  My head lolls back and I keen in pleasure. His fingers tease, caress and slide inside me, setting off bursts of technicolor behind my eyelids. My breasts grow full and heavy with an ache of neediness. And…within that exact moment, I change. Irreversibly. No longer and never again will I be the Bellamy Jill Morgan of the last almost twenty years. No, from here forward, I’ll be the version of myself that laid in wait until Jefferson found me and tempted me out of my shell—to bask, flourish and grow in the sunlight. Spin around and dance in the rain, splashing in every puddle. And reflect, love, and follow my womanly instincts in the moonlight.


  Finally living.


  “What the,” he sputters in disbelief when I jump off him in a single bound. “Where the hell are you going, woman? Something better be on fucking fire!”


  “Be right back,” I giggle from the bathroom. Just to be safe, although I know it’s okay to take them at the same time every day, I pop a pill in my mouth and duck my head for a gulp of water from the sink. That takes care of that.


  I walk back out slowly, but with confidence, keeping my head up and eyes on his. I climb on the bed and move to him on my hands and knees. “I love you, Jefferson. Not a young love, or a new love,” I take a deep breath, “a meant love. An utterly consuming, undeniable respect, trust, appreciation and acceptance of everything you alone, and the two of us together, are, and are not. You give me more than I ask for, unselfishly, and knowing you’re with me, for whatever may come, fills me with a peace and happiness that nothing of this world can ever take away. I’m yours.”


  Reinforcing everything I just said, he stares into my eyes, silently telling me he knows what I want. He doesn’t give me a return sonnet, doesn’t say anything, but rather, gently guides me to lie on my back and moves to hover over my body.


  His fingers trace my lips, loving gaze on mine, before he lowers his head to take my mouth in tender leisure. More of his body weight comes to rest on me, skin on skin, and I wrap my arms around his back. I spread my legs, welcoming him into their cradle, swallowing his groan when the most intimate parts of our bodies finally come in contact for the first time.


  “Bellamy,” he tears his mouth from mine and husks my name on the skin of my neck. Raining kisses and slow laves of his tongue everywhere—up to my ear, back to my mouth, across my chest, on my breasts—he primes my body into an eager inferno. Smoothing a hand down my belly, then lower, his fingers explore my wetness and he growls, in careful question, in my ear. “Baby?”


  “Yes,” I answer what I know he’s asking in a passionate whisper.


  “You sure?” His voice is strained as he slides one, then a second, finger inside me and spreads them, stretching me.


  I nod, and immediately grin, already realizing my mistake before his bossy-face takes full-effect. He wants the words. “Yes, Jefferson,” I lift my head and kiss his chest, curling my legs around his waist. “I’m sure. I want you to take me, make love to me.”


  His mouth finds my ear, nose nuzzling into my hair. “I love you so damn much, Bellamy. Just relax for me, okay? I’ve got you.” His fingers leave me as he takes himself in hand, aligns with my core, then ever-so-slightly pushes forward, breeching me.


  I gasp and my body starts shaking, from what, I don’t know…realization, the gravity of what’s happening, love…all I do know is, I can’t stop it from happening. This is no finger or tongue, this is Jefferson, inside me.


  But like always, my man knows exactly what I need.


  “Sshh,” he murmurs in my ear, deep and lulling, “I won’t move until you’re ready. I’d never hurt you, my love. Never.” He worships my neck again, his hot mouth and tongue stoking the fire in me back to fully ablaze, replacing thought, turning me on so that I feel my pussy slicken and relax. “There she is,” he hums, “my baby’s neck is her sweet spot, isn’t it? Drives you crazy, gets you wet for me. You ready for a little more? Want deeper inside you so fucking bad, baby. You want me there?”


  “Yes.” I grab his face and kiss him madly, tilting my hips in invitation. He pushes in further, stretching me to my limits, but I just kiss him harder, ignoring the small bite of pain and choosing to focus on the blessed feeling of fullness instead.


  “God, Bellamy,” he pants on my lips, “you have no idea, woman. So warm. Wet. Tight. All for me, for my cock. Bare, inside you. Only me. Tell me, baby. Tell me it’s mine. Tell me you love feeling my dick filling your sweet lil’ pussy.” He’s growling his passion, thrusting a little bit more with each request as though delirious.


  I drop my legs from around his waist and drink of his feral tone and filthy words, bending my knees and spreading myself wide open for him. I grab his clenched ass in both hands and in a voice I don’t recognize, tell him, “It’s all yours, Jefferson. Take it, fill me up, now.”


  With a boundless, ferocious grunt, he drives into me, his balls slapping against my ass. The pain is intense but short-lived, which surprises me. “You…fuck…you’re…” he breathlessly rambles, squeezing his eyes shut. “Just wanna stay here a minute, feel your little tremors.” And then, as if suddenly coming to, his eyes fly open and he gazes down at me. “You okay, baby?”


  “I’m fine,” I smile, reaching up to cup his cheek. “Wonderful, really. Worst part’s over, now gimme the good,” I taunt.


  We escape, together, into a realm where only the two of us exist. Our own sphere where the light is blinding, with sparks of vibrant color around the edges, the air’s filled with a chorus of male and female sounds of pleasure joining in single, perfect harmony and raw surrender is the only thought or emotion allowed inside.


  Jefferson strokes in and out of my body; fast and carnal, then slow and fervently. His hips grind and pivot in a sensuous dance and I watch him penetrate me, over and over, until my eyes close themselves and I grip the sheets to find leverage, wanting the full impact of every delicious drive inside me.


  “Baby, can’t last much longer,” he heaves out, simmering with rich, male lust, “too damn good. You might-”


  One-minded as ever, I hear what he doesn’t have breath to say. I already know I’m not going to come; the lingering sting of torn flesh and brutally divine invasion just won’t let it happen. But I’ve gotten mine, many times over, in the bliss of an overwhelming, emotional connection. So, I save him any further anguish.


  “Come, babe. Come hard, inside me. I want it,” I beg in indecent whisper, raking my nails down his chest. “Give it to me, Jefferson.”


  “Fuck…coming…take it baby,” his husky roar vibrates through me as he pounds into me with brute force before his body goes rigid and with a low rumble in his chest, he pulls me against him and twitches inside me, a thick, pulsating explosion.


  Breathing staggered and still semi-hard inside me, he collapses on top of me, bearing most of his weight on his forearms, burying his face between my breasts. “I could lie here all day and never find the right words to describe that,” he laughs lightly. “Promise babe, I’ll make it up to you, as many times as you’ll let me.”


  I rub his back, kissing his soft hair. “I wouldn’t change a thing. I love you, and that was…” I sigh dreamily, “beautiful.”


  He lifts his head and flashes me a lazy, but ever smug, smirk. “You do know it’s better when you come, right?”


  “Yeah,” I giggle, “I’m sure that adds to the pleasure, but women, or at least this woman, got off on the connection. I’ve never felt more loved and adored in my life. And next time, it won’t hurt, so I’ll find out soon enough about this better.”


  His brows fold and a glint of sorrow casts across his eyes. “I’m sorry it hurt, baby. Lemme get ya some pills and a hot bath. Be right back,” he pecks me on the mouth and eases out of me, then climbs off the bed. Suddenly, his entire demeanor changes—the vein in his forehead making a pronounced appearance and his expression falling in a mixture of…something along the lines of horror and anger. “Shit,” he grumbles, running a hand through his hair.


  “What is it?” I prop myself up on my elbows, a wave of nauseous worry rolling through my stomach. “I took my pill,” I venture a guess.


  “No, that’s not…” he shakes his head, “just, don’t move. I’ll be right back.” He bolts for the bathroom and I hear the bath water turn on, then he’s at the bed again in a flash. “Come ‘ere baby, let me carry you, nice and easy.”


  Before I can ask about the abrupt, odd shift in his mood, he scoops me up in a cradle-hold and carries me to the tub, easing me down into the warm water as though I’m made of glass. He turns and digs a washcloth out from under the sink and returns to the side of the tub, dropping to his knees.


  “You want me to wash you, angel? I’d be happy to. I love you, Bellamy, so much.”


  “I love you too, crazy man. What’s going on with you?”


  His chin droops to his chest as he speaks in hushed apology. “I guess I didn’t realize. I’ve never been with…no…I mean…”


  “Jefferson, speak, in full sentences and English, please. You’re scaring me.”


  “I didn’t know how bad it’d hurt you and I could kick my own ass. I’m so sorry,” he shuts off the water. “I’ll go grab you some pain pills and a drink, then I’ll take care of the bed. And I’ll buy you new sheets, and anything else you want, just name it. Jewelry? Caribbean vacation? Tiara?”


  Oh. Now I’m caught up. My wonderful, caring man…he’s perfect. And a bit of an overreactor.


  “Look at me,” I demand of him just as he has me so many times. When he does, I try to soothe him with a smile. “Stop. Right now. I will take the pills and drink, thank you, and the new sheets. But it’s not a crime scene, no one was stabbed,” I laugh. “This bath is wonderful. I already feel better. And so help me, Jefferson Kendrick, if you buy me a freakin’ tiara, I will make you wear it through the mall, while I video it. Do you hear me?”


  “So, just some earrings then?” He’s serious.


  “Go get me some Tylenol.” I roll my eyes. “And throw away the sheets. Please.”


  And with that, I lie back and enjoy a nice, long soak.


  


  Epilogue


  JT


  “DON’T FORGET TO act surprised,” I remind her as we drive to my parents’ for the big “meet and greet” party.


  “Got it,” she leans over and kisses my cheek. “Thank you again.”


  “Anything for you.”


  Absolute truth. I would do anything for Bellamy Morgan, the love of my life, the gorgeous embodiment of everything I never knew I was missing, until I found it.


  Every day spent with her just gets better and better, the last few weeks a frenzied blur. She got the job at the boutique and loves everything about it—her boss, the better hours and pay, and the upgrades to her wardrobe here and there.


  I sorda taught her how to drive—still very much a work in progress, but we’ve practiced the route from home to work so many times, I feel okay about her driving it. No veering off course though; that’s our agreement. Especially no impromptu left-hand turns…just the thought throws me into full panic mode.


  Turns out I’m an excellent study partner and she’s already finished the “private setting” section of her Sociology paper.


  In other breaking news, turns out a club owner three states away, that my Uncle Sawyer happened to know and ran into, on the phone when he dialed it, needed a house band, so Fahrenheit got their break….no longer anywhere near my girl…as luck would have it.


  I haven’t slept at my own apartment in so long, Sutton may have moved someone new in, not that I’d care.


  And now…the party, where my whole, crazy family gets to meet, and most likely scare the shit out of Bellamy’s parents and her best friend from back home, Emma. Hopefully, they’ll all blend well together and keep each other occupied, because if they do, I’ve got certain aspirations of my own for the evening.


  “Okay, lemme see your surprised face,” I say when we’re parked in the driveway.


  “No,” she laughs. “You can’t rehearse surprise. That defeats the whole purpose. Come on,” she reaches for her door handle.


  “Woman,” I growl.


  “Sorry, sorry,” she gushes. “I forgot; I’m excited.”


  I head around to open the door and help her out, keeping my hold on her hand. “Just promise me, if your father hates me, you’ll still love me.”


  “He won’t hate you,” she smiles, eyes sparkling. “I won’t let him.”


  “Not sure that plan will work, but okay, here goes.” I take a deep pull of her luscious mouth then lead us into the backyard. “Mom?” I call out the super tricky and covert pre-set signal as we turn the corner.


  “Surprise!” The whole lot of crazies pop up from behind table, chairs, and trees to scream. Except Sawyer. He remains seated, giving a half-ass blow to one of those ribbon horn things. And my dad. He more just turns his head and grins. And Uncle Evan, who raises his beer bottle in the air with a “chin-up” of acknowledgement. And Uncle Zach…who must be in the bathroom.


  So basically, all the women in the yard pop up and scream. Close enough.


  “Oh, my gosh!” my girl squeals, playing it off perfectly. “What’s going on? Mom? Dad? Emma?”


  That one actually was a surprise and when my beauty glances my way, I wink and whisper, “Surprise.” She’s beaming, bouncing in place and about to combust. “Go on, baby. I’ll find ya,” I laugh and set her free.


  Off she darts, across the yard to hug her family and friend, while I head toward my mom and her circle of cohorts. “My baby boy,” she wraps me in a hug.


  “Thank you, Mom. This is wonderful. You’re too good to me.”


  “Ahem,” about four, if I’m guessing, throats clear and I pull against my mom’s unrelenting embrace with a chuckle to address the rest of the gaggle.


  I know who probably did most of the planning—Whitley—but I thank the group equally. “You’re the greatest, all of you. Bellamy’s beyond happy, and that means the world to me, so thank you, very much.”


  They each take turns pulling me in for their own hug and kiss, except Aunt Bennett, who high-fives me and hands me a beer. “Um,” I pause, “maybe I shouldn’t drink in front of her dad.”


  “Aren’t you precious, all pussy-whipped and shit. You are whipping the pussy by now, right?” Presley, shocking, asks.


  “I. Give. Up.” Aunt Emmett throws her hands in the air. “It’s somebody else’s turn to try. I’m going to drink. A lot. And we all know my husband’s already drunk, so we’re sleeping here. Good luck with my heathen daughter!”


  Aunt B opens her mouth to lay into P, but sees it, stifles her laugh, and steps back.


  No way I can hide my pleased, vengeful grin, so I turn my head toward Brynn and Sky, both wearing matching, gleeful expressions. And…let the games begin.


  “Ladies,” he greets the group and Presley’s spine goes pin straight, eyes flaring wide from the voice behind her. “If you don’t mind, I’ll handle this one. Presley, you can turn around now,” Sutton goads her in deeply spoken confidence.


  “What is he doing here?” Pres hisses at me as though he can’t hear her…or she doesn’t care that he can.


  “Oh, I don’t know, P. He’s one of my best friends, roommate, and tells me he’s been having trouble tracking you down. Why wouldn’t I invite him?” I give her a cunning smile. “Aren’t you precious, all cornered, caught off-guard and shit. You are caught off-guard, right?”


  “Very nice,” Bennett hoots. “Atta boy.”


  “So, Miss Potty-Mouth,” Whitley chimes in, “are you going to walk away with this young man or are we all scattering?”


  “Oh yeah? Watch this,” Presley quips…two steps behind me. “Daddy!” she yells across the yard.


  “Yes, Princess?” he screams right back, ‘cause, ya know, we have the manners of apes…sparing no barbarism in front of guests.


  “There’s a boy bothering your little girl! I need help!”


  “Not a boy, already met him, hired him, have fun!”


  Priceless. The sputtering noises coming out of P’s mouth…good damn stuff.


  She whirls around, poking Sutton in the chest. “You got to my dad? How? Hired you? For what? You…”


  “Okay then, we’ll scatter. Shall we?” Whitley says just as sweet and proper as always and we all start to dispense. Even though I’d give a nut to stay and watch. I think everyone would…well, give something.


  “Guess I should go meet Bellamy’s dad,” I say to my mom.


  “Yes, let’s go,” she loops her arm through mine with a pleased giggle. Guess she’s coming with…


  He’s standing with his wife, Bellamy, Emma and my dad when we approach. “Son,” Dad greets me and holds out his arm, to which my mom releases me and walks into the crook of with a smile. “I was just telling Bellamy’s father about the work you do at the office.”


  I nod my head then turn. “Mr. Morgan, I’m JT Kendrick. It’s nice to finally meet you in person, sir.” I extend my hand, which he shakes. “And Mrs. Morgan, lovely to meet you as well.”


  “Oh Bellamy,” she coos at her daughter, “he’s so handsome.”


  “Isn’t he?” my mom proudly adds in. “And Bellamy’s absolutely breathtaking. Sandra, our grandbabies, can you imagine?”


  Bellamy blushes and I give her a secret smile. No babies anytime soon, but yeah…they’ll be lookers, alright. “And you must be Emma?” I say to her friend.


  “That’d be me. Bring it in, hot stuff.” She throws herself around me in a really friendly hug…and squeezes my ass. “Damn,” she finally unwraps herself from around me and looks at Bellamy. “You go, girl.”


  “Um…” I don’t know what I’m doing, saying…“baby, I never keep stuff from you, and I apologize your parents have to hear this, but, your friend just copped a feel.”


  I regret it the minute it leaves my mouth. I should’ve waited and told her after the party, or at least privately. Now she’ll be in a fight with her friend. But dammit, I’d wanna know the second someone touched her.


  “I’m-” I start to apologize when I’m interrupted by the laughter of…everyone except my parents, staring at me in mortification.


  “Of course she did,” Bellamy says happily. “That’s Emma.”


  “Called her out, consequences be damned,” Mr. Morgan’s still chuckling, wiping his eyes. “To be completely, immediately honest with my girl. I approve. Nice to meet you too, JT.” He claps me on the shoulder.


  “Aced that test.” Emma holds out a fist, which I bump, still a little shell-shocked.


  “Dane, you mentioned some aged Scotch?” Mr. Morgan says to my dad, and despite my mom’s disapproving scowl, the two of them head off together like a couple of lifelong buddies.
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  “JEFFERSON, WHERE ARE we going? We can’t just leave our own party! My parents will be looking for me.”


  “Your dad’s drunk, our moms are busy discussing nursery themes, and Brynn’s entertaining Emma. Now hush,” I scoop her in my arms and bound up the stairs.


  “Where are we going?” she asks again in an expectant whisper.


  “My bathroom,” I answer as I kick my bedroom door shut. “Lock that, baby.”


  She does, then says, “Your bathroom? Why?”


  “Because,” I place her on her feet in said bathroom then shut and lock the door. “The last time I was in here, I came, jerking off to thoughts of you. Now, I want the real thing.”


  She licks her lips. “You want me to jerk you off?” she purrs, reaching for the fly of my jeans.


  I shake my head no, grinning. “I want to fuck, naughty Bellamy.”


  Through the last few weeks of much glorious practice, I’ve learned that my woman has two sexual personalities—Sweet Bellamy, who wants slow, romantic lovemaking and Naughty Bellamy, who craves dirty talk and an even dirtier fuck. I love them both, but tonight, I’m dying for a fast, filthy romp with the latter.


  She hesitates, bottom lip snared by her teeth, probably worrying about getting caught or the fact that her parents are outside…but “Naughty Bellamy” finally surfaces for the win. An unruly, sinful twinkle in her heavy-lidded eyes that says those worries are now provocation, holding a certain forbidden allure she can’t resist.


  “So, you probably want me up here?” She feigns innocence in a guilty tone, boosting herself onto the bathroom counter. “Maybe with my feet here?” She lifts both legs and puts her feet flat on the countertop, spreading herself wide open. “And easy access for a quick, hot fuck?” Now she bunches her sundress around her waist, little white panties damp with desire.


  I move between her legs and rip my jeans open, pulling myself out, then yank down the top of her dress so I can watch her tits bounce as I pound into her. “Pull ‘em to the side, baby,” my demand’s a hungry rumble that she obeys immediately. I tease her, sliding the crown of my dick up one slick lip and down the other, ending on her clit that I continue rubbing with my cock. “This what you want?”


  “Yes,” her voice is breathy want.


  “Yeah? What do you want? Where?”


  Answer me fast, baby.


  “Fuck me, Jefferson. I want your big, hard cock inside me, babe. Now.”


  “That’s my girl,” I praise before driving inside the warm, wet haven that is mine, leaning in for a mouthful of huge, beautiful tit.


  It’s raw, raunchy, and animalistic, the sound of flesh slapping against flesh almost as loud as our joined groans when she coats my dick and I fill her full—coming together.


  “Did I tell Naughty Bellamy yet today how much I lo…”


  She hears it too, freezing in the middle of righting her clothes to investigate with me.


  ‘What is that?’ she mouths.


  I shrug and walk to the far wall for a better listen. Well, well…looks like I’m gonna get to torment the tormentor even more that I originally thought.


  Bellamy sees my grin grow wide and whispers now, “What? Tell me!”


  “That,” I all but scream, making damn sure she hears me and starts dreading the payback from this moment forward, “would be the sound of Presley fucking Sutton. Or vice-versa. Right, guys?”


  “Get fucked,” Sutton groan/shouts through the wall.


  “Am I allowed to tell them I just did?” I ask quietly.


  “Not if you ever want it to happen again.” My goddess narrows her eyes, but pulls me in, hand around my neck, for a kiss like only she can give.


  When she comes up for air, I look at her for long seconds, thinking just how lucky I am that I found her that faithful night…squatting in the woods to piss.


  “What is it now?” she asks when I laugh from the memory.


  “Nothing. I just…I adore you, Bellamy. My love.” And I wink, crooking my finger to ask for another one of her kisses.


  


  Playlist


  Bad Boy for Life- P. Diddy


  Love Song- Tesla


  Never Tear Us Apart- INXS
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  When You’re Gone- The Cranberries


  I Don’t Dance- Lee Brice


  Maneater- Nelly Furtado


  Speakers- Sam Hunt
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