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Echo (Archer Creek #1)

Daisy (Archer’s Creek #2)

Blade (Archer’s Creek #3)

Echo & Liv (Archer’s Creek #3.5)

Park (Archer’s Creek #4)

 


 

 

 

 

For Sarah, thank you for listening to me talk shit about my book stuff and never complaining.
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Age 4

 

Mammy says we live in America with Daddy now.

Our house is big and white and it has gates on the driveway. It’s nothing like the house we had back in Ireland.

Mammy says I’m going to like living here, but I liked our old house better. Our old house had my old room with my Superman wallpaper. Our old house was near Granny and Gramps house. Now we live in a different country and Mammy said if I want to see Granny and Gramps, they have to ride on an aeroplane.

People speak funny here and they look at me funny when I talk.

Mammy says that Daddy loves me, and that he wants us to live with him, but Daddy doesn’t look at me, he only looks at other mammy’s.

I don’t like Daddy.

I don’t like it here.

 

 

Age 5

 

Today I started kindergarten. My teacher’s name is Mrs. Miller. She’s old and she smells like smushed up flowers.

A boy called Andy pointed at me and called me stupid. He said I don’t speak properly. I don’t like Andy.

A girl named Taylor called Andy a doo-doo head and gave me a cookie. I like Taylor. She has pretty yellow hair and a pink dress. She says we are going to be friends.

 

 

Age 9

 

Andy says that girls have cooties, and that if I hang out with Taylor she’ll try to kiss me. I don’t want to kiss a girl, but I don’t want to stop hanging out with Taylor either.

Taylor told me that her friend Jessica said that boys smell, and that they had made a pact to stop talking to any of the guys at school.

Me and Taylor agreed that we wouldn’t tell our friends that we still hung out; that we would keep our meetings a secret.

I told Andy that he was my best friend, but he isn’t, Taylor is. It doesn’t matter that she’s a girl. She’s been my best friend since kindergarten and we’ll always be best friends.

I wish she could come with me when I go to visit Granny and Gramps in the summer, but Mammy said that she can’t. I don’t really know why. Granny and Gramps finally got a computer, so Taylor says we have to email each other.

 

 

Age 12

 

Taylor got a boyfriend over the summer.

While I was in Ireland all break, her parents sent her to camp and that’s where she met Chad. He’s all she’s talked about since I came home. We agreed to email every day but as soon as she got to camp she stopped.

I hate Chad.

 

 

Age 13

 

Taylor got boobs!

BOOBS!!

I only went away for the summer and now I’m back and Taylor has BOOBS.

When I asked her about them, she started to cry and went home.

I don’t understand girls. Andy said his mom told him something about girls being from Venus, and that makes total sense. Girls must be aliens, it’s the only explanation.

Beth agreed to go out with me, but Taylor says that Beth is a bitch and that if I make Beth my girlfriend, she won’t be friends with me anymore.

Taylor’s my best friend, but Beth said if I make her my girlfriend she’ll show me her boobs.

I’ll buy Taylor something to make her forgive me, after I see Beth’s boobs.

 

 

Age 14

 

I’m pretty sure I’m in love with my best friend. I can’t stop thinking about her.

I lost my virginity to Madison Sands tonight, but the whole time I was wishing my first time had been with Taylor instead. I don’t even really like Madison, but Tay told me that she let her boyfriend Derek Matherson pop her cherry in the back of his car last weekend. It made me so mad.

Derek Matherson is seventeen. He’s too old for Tay, but she says she loves him and that’s why she let him fuck her.

I hate Derek and right now I hate Tay too.

 

 

Age 17

 

When I first moved to America, the kids at school used to laugh at my accent and say I didn’t speak properly. Now, girls drop their panties the moment I open my mouth.

After thirteen years in the U.S. I really should have lost my Dublin accent, but summers spent with my grandparents have kept me from losing my Irish lilt.

My girlfriend Anna-May is in my lap, grinding her ass against my dick, but as usual I can’t take my eyes off Taylor. She’s fucking stunning; all long legs and big tits.

We’re still best friends, but I’ve been in love with her for years now.

A sigh escapes my lips as I watch Tay make out with her douchebag boyfriend Derek. They’ve been together for two years now and I fucking hate him—he has what I want. I know I should be happy for her, but the guy’s a dick. He cheats on her, then apologizes so she forgives him. Then she cheats on him as revenge and they argue, and I have to console my hysterical best friend because her fuckwit of a boyfriend calls her a whore and tells her he’s done with her.

Honestly, between the two of them they’ve slept with the majority of the kids at our high school. I dream about fucking her. I dream about her big tits bouncing in my face as she rides my cock and how she’ll look at me the way she looks at him.

I’m in love with her and she doesn’t have a clue.

 

 

Age 18

 

I finally have my chance to tell her how I feel.

It’s been three years since I realized that I loved her, and now it’s our time. Tonight’s the night. I told her I needed to talk to her and I’m going to tell her that she’s the one for me, that no-one else even compares to her.

I think she feels the same way about me and after tonight we’ll be together, and she’ll finally be mine. After years of watching her with other guys, this is my chance. I won’t fuck it up; she’s my soulmate and we’re going to be together forever.
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Heaving a wistful sigh, I scan the crowded room full of people. A streak of blonde hair catches my attention and without thought I look for Taylor’s face, desperate to see her tiny, slightly upturned nose; her full lips; and her warm, chocolate eyes.

After all this time I should have stopped this shit. Taylor isn’t coming here. Fuck, I don’t want her here. I can’t have her here!

Tay’s the reason I haven’t been home in ten years. She’s the reason I rarely speak to my parents. We were best friends for fourteen years, and I was in love with her for four of those. I thought we’d end up together. I’d thought she was my soulmate. But one night, one conversation I was never supposed to have heard ruined everything.

A small body sinks down onto the sofa next to me and I know it’s Nikki without having to look. “Hey, Mama,” I say, lifting my arm and draping it across the top of her shoulders. Pulling her toward me, I drop a kiss to her forehead and wait for the inevitable growl from her possessive old man.

As if on cue, Blade appears above me, a scowl etched on his face. “Why do you always have your hands on my woman?” He growls.

I open my mouth to speak, but Nikki gets there before me. “Shut up, Cam. Just because you knocked me up, doesn’t mean you get to dictate who I can and can’t speak to.”

Chuckling lightly, I lean back into the sofa, leaving my arm where it is and settling in to watch the show. I’ve known Nikki for years now, but it’s only been a few months since I realized that she was in fact Dove’s ‘dead’ sister. Obviously, she’s not dead. She’s very much alive and kicking, and when she burst into the club one day, intent on reclaiming her sister, sparks flew between her and Blade and the rest is history.

Nikki and Blade continue to bicker, but my friend stands her ground and eventually Blade simply rolls his eyes, lifts her into the air and kisses the ever-loving crap out of her.

“Better?” He asks her when he releases her.

Nikki nods, then lifts onto her tiptoes until her lips are level with Blade’s ear. “I love you,” she says.

“I love you too, Duchess,” Blade replies, then he turns and points his finger at me. “Keep your fucking hands to yourself.”

Smirking, I lift my hand and salute him. “Yes, boss.”

He growls, then walks away, shaking his head and muttering under his breath.

Nikki sinks back down into the sofa and I watch as her eyes trail him as he walks out of the room. “You guys good?” I ask.

Her hand unconsciously drops to her stomach, and she lays her palm protectively over the baby that’s growing inside of her. “Perfect,” she whispers, almost reverently.

I’m not jealous of Nik’s happiness; she deserves it. I don’t know the full story of what happened to her before she ran away from Archer’s Creek, but I know enough to know it was bad. The kind of bad that can fuck you up for the rest of your life.

Blade’s a good guy—a scary motherfucker, but a good guy—and I’m happy for them both. But when I see them together, I can’t help wondering if Taylor and I could have been as happy as Nik and Blade. In the last year, three of my brothers have found their women, but I’ll never get the kind of happy they have because I can never have the woman that should have been mine, and no-one else will do.

“Are you okay?” Nikki asks, turning her body toward me, her brow wrinkled with concern.

“I’m fine; you know me.”

Her eyes narrow and she looks intently at me, as if she’s trying to read my mind. I almost laugh. She’s no idea what I’m thinking, because no-one here knows about Taylor. All my Sinner family see is the happy-go lucky Irish boy, jumping from bed to bed, never staying long enough to get tied down.

“Do I?” She asks, her eyes searching mine.

“What?”

“Do I know you?” Nikki says, her eyebrow lifting in question.

“Probably about as well as I know you,” I reply tersely. I’m being a dick. Nikki’s secrets are a hell of a lot darker and more disturbing than mine, but it still irks me that for years she never mentioned her sister or her family, or her psycho abusive father. I thought we were friends, but she never told me any of the real things about herself.

“Touché,” she says, a sad smile forming as she stands up and walks away.

“Fuck,” I hiss under my breath. Pushing up from my seat, I jog across the room, reaching Nikki just before she gets to the exit. “I’m sorry. I’m a dick.”

She nods, but she doesn’t look at me. “I mean it. I’m sorry,” I say, reaching out and tipping her chin up with my finger until she’s forced to look up.

“There’s stuff I just can’t talk about,” she says, her voice cracking.

Guilt fills me and I feel like the biggest fucking asshole. I pull her into a hug, and she wraps her arms around my waist. “I’m sorry, Nik. You don’t have to tell me anything. Like I said before, I’m a dick.”

Blade’s furious growl emanates from behind me and I reluctantly release my friend.

“What the fuck did you do?” Blade snarls, reaching out and pulling Nikki into his chest.

“He didn’t do anything, Cam. It’s just me being sensitive. These pregnancy hormones are fucking with my head,” she says, lifting her hand to touch Blade’s cheek.

Blade glares at me, then turns all of his attention back to his woman. A dull thud pounds at my chest. I’ll never have this. I’ve been robbed by circumstances and a twist of fate that’s so fucking cruel it’s almost poetic.

“I’ll see you guys later,” I say, pushing through the doors and out into the cool night air. The dark sky is full of stars and the night crackles with the sound of cicadas and the thudding base of the music playing from inside the club.

Every night is a party night at the Sinners’ clubhouse; debauchery and excess available at every turn. But tonight I don’t want a mindless fuck. I want my girl, my best friend, and it can never happen.

A dissatisfied sigh escapes my lips. Why am I thinking about her tonight? Most of the time I push my memories of Taylor to the back of my mind and pretend we never met, but tonight she won’t be repressed.

Slowly, I plod across the compound and climb onto my bike. My 1968 Triumph Chopper gleams in the moonlight, but even the sight of my baby, my pride and joy, can’t lift the fog of melancholy that’s settled over me.

Starting the engine, I push the bike forward, through the compound gates and toward my home. The quiet road slips past me as I ride, and I wait for the usual feeling of contentment to come, but it doesn’t. Tonight, the freedom, the peace, eludes me and all I can think about is her face: the way she smiles, the way her eyes used to light up when she saw me.

The ride home passes in a daze and moments later I’m pulling up outside my tattoo studio and pressing the button to open the sliding metal door which leads to the yard at the back of the shop. To the outside world, Sinners Tattoos is the same as every other tattoo shop and on the surface it is. But that’s what’s so perfect about this place. The shop is a busy, well known studio, and I have a cult following of clients; ones who are prepared to book six months in advance to have me ink their skin. But beneath the shop and the five buildings that flank it on either side, is a hydroponics wet dream. Row upon row of top-quality Cannabis plants fill the cavernous space, and from here I grow the best weed in ten states.

Cannabis is still illegal in Texas, but it’s only a matter of time before it’s legalized, like it has been in several other states. I love the feel of a tattoo gun beneath my hand. I love the passion and pride I can put into every piece of art I brand into someone’s skin. But my plants… my plants are my solace. Growing weed isn’t as simple as shoving a seed into a pot and watering it. It’s a fine art. A balancing act between light and dark, moisture, fertilizer, and the right mix of cross-pollinated varieties.

Riding my bike into the yard, I close the heavy metal doors behind me, plunging me into complete darkness for a moment until the automatic lights flare to life and the enclosed space is illuminated. I park my bike and climb off, crossing the yard to the door to my apartment. I’ve lived above the shop since the moment I started working here and I fucking love my tiny home.

I key in my code and my door unlocks with a click. Pushing it open, I climb the stairs, turning the handle on the second door a moment later. The familiar scent of spiced apple hits me and a smile slips across my lips. My cleaner thinks it’s hilarious to leave girly smelling air fresheners in my place and the shop, but she won’t ever tell me where she’s stashed them, and by the time I track them down she’s planted another somewhere else.

My apartment is largely open plan: just a single room with a bedroom behind the one and only door inside. It’s the one place in the world where I can always breathe easy. I had a light tunnel installed in the far corner, and paints and an easel are strewn across the floor. The rest of the space is clean and ordered; just how I like it. The walls are all clean white, but canvases I’ve painted hang haphazardly, splashes of greys and blacks in my otherwise colorless life.

Our home in Ireland had been small but filled with warmth and a cacophony of my mother’s erratic, eclectic taste. Tiki lamps had sat next to classic oil paintings; a bright-red patchwork quilt, across a bland cream sofa. Mom had been a free-spirited hippy, forever in tie-dyed dresses she’d made in our bathroom; or at least that’s who she was until we moved to America to live with my father.

It hadn’t happened all at once but moving dampened my mom’s spirit. The garish colors had gradually faded to more muted tones, which had eventually changed to bland creams and whites. I never understood what happened to change her, but it was like she was happy to stand out in lush green Ireland, but over here in perfect LA her eccentricities hadn’t made her unique, they’d just made her weird.

Shaking my head, I push away my maudlin thoughts and head into my kitchen, opening the fridge and grabbing a bottle of beer and some left over Chinese food. While it reheats in the microwave, I twist the top off my beer and flick it across the room and into the trash can. The microwave pings, and grabbing a fork, I take the box from inside and slump down onto the sofa.

The Moo shu pork is hot and spicy, and I eat it while I flick through channels on the T.V. Finally, I settle on a re-run of The Office and laugh at the cringeworthy situations.

It only takes about fifteen minutes for the walls to start to close in around me. I fidget, trying to force my mind to engage with the T.V. show, or to tire enough that maybe sleep might be a possibility. Frustrated, I stand up and pace the room, cursing my inability to forget her. If only we’d never met all those years ago, everything would be different.

Tired of pacing, I slump back down onto the sofa, drumming my fingers against the cushion to try to stop myself from going to find it. I know I should have destroyed the photo years ago, but no matter how many times I try to rip it up or set it on fire, I can never bring myself to actually do it.

The Office ends and a David Attenborough documentary takes its place. Slowing my breathing, I compel myself to stay put. I tell myself that looking at it won’t help. That no matter how obsessed I am, how sad I am, nothing will change. She can’t ever be mine.

“Never going to happen,” I say into my empty apartment.

But ten minutes later, I’m pulling the photo from the inside of my passport and staring at Taylor’s smiling face. We’re sixteen in the picture, posing with our arms wrapped around each other. She’s staring at the camera and I’m looking at her. I can see every ounce of love I have for her reflected back in my face and even though this photo makes me feel sick to my stomach, I still rub my thumb over the image reverently.

I need to let this go, let her go, but as much as I try I can’t. It’s been years since I saw her. She could be married with five kids; she could be a raving bitch and I could hate her on sight. But I’m not obsessed with the real her; I’m obsessed with the girl from all those years ago. The Taylor I knew, the one that should have been mine. The girl that would have been mine, if it hadn’t have been for my fucking bastard of a father.
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Rolling my eyes, I silently listen to my best friend talk through the phone. Taytay is one of those girls who can have an hour-long conversation with you, but never actually needs you to talk back. This isn’t the first time I’ve listened to her rant about Derek; in fact this isn’t the first time I’ve listened to this rant this week. The closer the wedding gets, the more she seems to find to moan about.

I’d tell her that I think she’s making a huge mistake; that I’ve never met two people less suited to a long-term commitment than her and Derek, but she doesn’t want to hear that. Taytay lets the truth roll off her, like water off a duck’s back. She has this amazing ability to only hear what she wants to hear, and anything that deviates from her line of thinking is either ignored or just totally disregarded.

I met Taylor on the first day of college. She was stood outside our dorm room crying her eyes out and screaming into her cellphone. More than once over the years I’ve wished I hadn’t asked her if she was okay that day, but I did and from that moment on I became her shoulder to cry on, her ear to vent to about the men in her life, or as she likes to call me—her best friend.

My brother Eric pushes open my office door and when he sees me with my cell pressed to my ear, he shakes his head, annoyance clear on his face. Dropping into a chair, he lifts his feet and rests them on the edge of my desk. I gesticulate at him to move them while still making uh-huh noises and general sounds of agreement down the phone.

“Rosie, get off the fucking phone,” Eric snarls loudly.

Scowling at him, I flip him my middle finger.

“Rosie, Rosie, Rosie, Rosie,” Eric chants, getting progressively louder and more annoying.

“Taytay, I’m sorry. Eric just came into my office. I have to go. Stop stressing, it will all be fine. I’ll speak to you later, okay? Love you, bye,” I say, then end the call before she has a chance to speak.

Dropping my head to the desk I exhale audibly, exhausted from having the same one-sided conversation with Taylor that I had yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that. You get the idea.

“You need to cut that girl out of your life. She’s a fucking nightmare,” Eric says.

I raise my head a few inches from my desk and glare at him. “She’s my best friend.”

He throws his head back and laughs.

Rolling my eyes at his amateur dramatics, I drop my head down to my desk again and groan. “I can’t wait for this wedding to be over,” I say, my mouth muffled by the paperwork beneath my face.

“Oh the wedding is just the start of it; you wait until she gets pregnant.”

My head snaps up so quickly, my neck cracks in protest, and I stare at my brother, my mouth open in a horrified ‘O’ shape.

He smirks and nods his head slowly. “Exactly.”

“Oh my god,” I cry. “I won’t survive it.”

“What did she want today anyway?” He asks.

“Same as every day for the last two weeks. She hates him. She thinks he cheats on her. She wants to cheat on him to get even.”

“He does cheat on her,” Eric says.

“I know,” I say wearily. “She knows, and he knows she knows.”

“So why are they getting married?”

“I have absolutely no idea. They’ve been doing this exact same thing since high school. But they love each other.”

“That’s not love,” Eric says dryly.

“Who the hell knows what love is? I sure don’t. If this works for them, who are we to judge?”

“You get to judge all you want, because you’re the one who has to listen to her bitch and moan about him all day.”

Sighing, I straighten and lean back in my chair, quickly turning my cell to silent just in case Tay tries to call back. “Did you need something?”

“I decided to quit,” Eric says.

“No, you haven’t.” I say, clicking my mouse and checking my email.

“No, I haven’t, but you should. You’re wasted here and everyone knows it.”

“I like my job,” I say defensively.

“I know you do, but I really think you should consider that job offer.”

Waving him off, I grab for the pile of mail on my desk and start to rip an envelope open. “I’m happy here,” I say, looking at the junk mail in my hands like it’s the winning lottery numbers.

“You’re stagnating here.” He snaps. “I love you, Sis, but you need to take a risk, step out of your comfort zone. This job could be so great for you.”

“Why, when I’m happy, successful and content, would I rock the boat? That makes absolutely no sense to me,” I say, pointing at him with the leaflet still clutched in my hand.

“Because you’re twenty-six years old and this is the only job you’ve had since you left college. Because you’re single and have been since Geoff left, and because you could be so much more than content. There’s nothing wrong with being content when you’re in your sixties and you’ve lived some life, but in your twenties, you should be wild and free, and adventurous,” Eric says, rising from his chair and bracing his hands on the edge of my desk.

I stand too, needing to be as close to eye-to-eye as I can get at my pathetic five feet, three inches tall. “That’s you, not me. I’m happy here. I’m happy being single and working in a safe, secure job. I like my life.”

Eric sighs and looks at me sympathetically. “Sure you do, Sis.” Then with a dramatic slump of his shoulders he turns and leaves my office.

Looking from side to side, I try to figure out what the hell just happened. I’m a journalist for a small paper in my home town of Rolling Hills, California. I got this job straight out of college when Earl, the previous beat reporter had retired, and I love it. Yes, maybe reporting on the weather, parking violations in the town square, and the new all-you-can-eat corn restaurant that just opened in town might not be exactly what I envisaged my career would entail, but in the current job market I’m lucky to have a job at all.

All this is just Eric’s pissy reaction to Taylor. He hates her, always has since the day I introduced them when he came to visit me at college. He’s always telling me that I should ditch her; that she uses me, and I guess there’s an element of truth to that. But Taylor’s my friend and, yeah, maybe she sometimes takes advantage of our friendship, but I know she loves and appreciates me and if I needed her too, she’d drop everything to come help me.

Eric’s attitude toward Taylor has gotten so much worse since she and Derek got engaged. I think somehow he hates Derek even more than he hates Taylor and considering he’s only met the guy a handful of times, I really don’t understand his attitude.

My cell flashes to life on my desk and sighing I reach for it, pausing when I see Taylor’s name on the screen. My best friend doesn’t understand boundaries, or the idea that I can’t spend three hours a day on the phone whenever she has a crisis. I have a job and she doesn’t understand that either.

Taylor is from Palos Verdes, one of the super-rich towns within commuter distance of LA. I’m not entirely sure how she graduated from college, but I’d guess it had a lot to do with her ability to charm everyone she meets, including professors and their TA’s. So far, she hasn’t found a career that as she puts it, ‘inspires her’, so instead of branching out on her own, she moved home after graduation. Now, just like her mom, she spends a lot of time at the gym or at lunch and seems to have made spending her daddy’s money a bit of an art form.

Taylor isn’t stupid by any means; but she’s shallow and self-absorbed, and like she’s told me many times in the past, why would she choose to look after herself when she can find a husband to look after her instead?

Pushing my cell to the side, I ignore it, and instead open my desk drawer and pull out the letter that came a few months ago. My eyes scan the typed words and I can’t help but smile. It’s an open-ended job offer to join the writing team at a kitschy art and lifestyle magazine. I’d applied for the job on a whim one day, when my editor had asked me to cover what he thought was a breaking story about the abundance of red cars in town.

My job morale had been at an all-time low, and the lure of a real writing job with a young, fresh, and creative magazine, had been too tempting to resist. I’d been shocked when they’d invited me out to their Houston based offices to interview, then even more surprised when they’d offered me the job.

I’d said no of course, but for a few glorious days I’d thought about it. Taylor had had a complete meltdown about the job, when I’d told her they’d offered it to me. She’d begged me not to go, burst into tears, and told me she simply couldn’t survive without me, and of course I’d assured her that I had no intention of taking it.

I’d been beyond surprised when the editor had told me that they loved my work so much, that when, or if, I ever changed my mind, there would always be a job for me. Sighing wistfully, I slide the letter back into the drawer and push it closed, turning my attention back to my laptop and my latest expose on price fixing at the two grocery stores in town.

The phone in my apartment is ringing when I push through the front door laden down with my purse, laptop bag, and the takeout I grabbed on my way back from work. Dropping all of my bags onto the kitchen counter, I lunge for the phone, grabbing it and pressing it to my ear. “Hello,” I pant.

“Why haven’t you been answering your cell?” Taylor demands.

“Taytay, I’ve told you a thousand times, I have a job and they expect me to actually do it, not just sit on my cellphone all day talking to you.”

“Then quit, because I needed you and you weren’t answering,” she says, her voice whiny.

Tucking the phone between my neck and ear, I pick up my purse and carry it across the room, hanging it on the hooks on the back of my closet door. Then I grab a plate and serve my Indian food, taking it to the sofa and sliding down into it, with Taylor still talking into my ear.

“Are you even listening to me?” She asks.

“Of course I am sweetie,” I lie.

“So it’s a yes then?”

I wrack my mind, trying to see if anything she’d said in the last few minutes had actually sunk into my brain, but I hadn’t been listening. “I’m sorry Taytay, yes to what?”

“To a week-long bachelorette mini-break,” she says huffing loudly.

“What?”

“You remember Amber from college, right? Well she just moved to New York and she friend requested me on facebook the other day. We got to talking and she said that we should come see her. And well that’s perfect, because I don’t want to just go to a spa or something for my final hurrah as a free woman. So I booked for us to go to New York, in this super exclusive boutique hotel that has this amazing club in the basement.”

I can hear her speaking, but I’m not sure that her words are actually being processed in my brain. “You want to go to New York for your bachelorette party?”

“Mini-break.”

“Yeah, mini-break, whatever.”

“It’s all booked, we go the week after next.”

“I don’t have any holidays booked, Taylor. I can’t just take off work.”

“So quit. It’s all booked, Ro-Ro. I can’t go without you.”

“Taylor, if I quit my job, I won’t be able to pay my bills.”

“God, you’re such a drama queen,” she says dramatically. “Look, it’s booked and paid for and it’s going to be fabulous. Okay, I have to go. Derek just got here to take me out to the club for dinner. Love you bye.”

The line goes dead before I have a chance to say another word and I lower the phone from my ear and just stare at it for a moment. Turning the handset over I dial the first four digits of Taylor’s cell, then press the button to void it instead. There’s no point in trying to tell Taylor that I can’t go. She won’t understand, and knowing her, tomorrow I’ll find her in my office charming my boss.

I do have holiday that I need to use, and I suppose I am the maid of honor. Looks like I’m going to New York.
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Pulling the latex gloves from my hands with a snap, I watch as my client dances over to the mirror to admire her new tattoo. The girl is hot: dark black hair, smooth mocha-colored skin. I should be panting over her half-naked body in my chair, but my cock doesn’t even twitch. Girls like this are ten-a-penny. She’s so skinny, I can see every one of her ribs, and her obvious attempts at seduction are sort of pathetic.

She’s beautiful, but she seems to think that gives her a free pass to any guy she wants. I hate girls like that. Throwing me a seductive smile, she struts toward me, her shirt still pushed up exposing all of her bare stomach and the outline of her breasts. When she reaches me, she strokes her sparkly fingernails up my arm and I sigh and glare down at her. Twisting to the side so her hand falls from me, I step away. Her eyes narrow for a moment, then she turns back to the mirror. She lifts her shirt even higher, under the guise of checking out her new ink, and accidently, but obviously on purpose flashes a nipple at me. She fakes shock and quickly lowers her shirt, but when she looks back at me, her eyes are hooded and I know she’s putting on a show.

Turning my back, I blatantly ignore her and tidy up my station, throwing away all of the ink pots and stripping the plastic from my guns and spray. I couldn’t be making it any more obvious that I’m not interested and when I eventually turn back around to face her, she’s dressed and slinging her purse over her shoulder.

“I need to wrap your ink up, then you can head out front and Greg will sort out your bill.”

“Sure, baby,” she coos, lifting up her shirt again.

Quickly and mechanically, I cover the tat in Saran wrap and tape the edges down. “Leave it covered for a few hours, then follow the care instructions Greg gives you.”

“Maybe you could come to my place later and take care of me?” she says breathily.

Sighing, I cross my arms over my chest. “No thanks.”

Her mouth falls open, like she can’t believe I just turned her down. “Wow, are you gay or something?”

A callous laugh falls from my lips. “I have to be gay to not be interested?”

“Well yeah. Have you seen me? I’m hot.”

“Baby, you’re not that hot. Head on out, Greg will help you with your bill.”

With an outraged huff, the girl leaves the room and I close the door behind her. Sinking down into my chair, I pull my cell from my pocket and dial Smoke.

“Park,” Smoke answers.

“Brother, wanna go cause some trouble tonight?”

He chuckles “Oh it’s gonna be one of those nights is it?”

“Hell yes. I’ve tatted four fucking butterflies today, I need to blow off some steam. I have no idea why these basic bitches want fucking butterflies. Why not have some actual art, something with some soul? But no, they wait six months to have me tattoo a stock fucking pink butterfly on their ass.”

“Brother, I would swap with you in a heartbeat. The amount of hot ass and tits you see every day is like manna from fucking heaven. You sure wouldn’t hear me complaining.”

“It loses its appeal real fucking quick. Nothing sexy about a bony ass or tiny tits on a bitch with a body so skinny she looks like a skeleton. I like my women to have some meat on their bones, tits, and ass. So, are you up for a night out?”

“No can do. I’m working at Beavers tonight.”

“Fuck,” I hiss.

“I ain’t complaining; the view is not fucking bad. Come keep me company. Peaches has been pining for you. I know she’ll put you back in a good mood.”

“Peaches was a one-night thing.”

“She know that?” he asks.

“I spelled it out to her before I got my dick out of my jeans.”

Smoke laughs. “You’re a cold, fucking leprechaun bastard.”

“Fuck off.”

“See you later, Lucky Charms,” he teases, ending the call before I get a chance to respond to his stupid fucking nicknames.

I walk into Beavers a little after 10pm. The music’s booming and the sultry bass permeates through me the moment I walk through the doors. Leave it to Beavers is a titty bar, based a few miles out of Archer’s Creek. Considering there are mostly naked women everywhere, the place manages to feel classy, and not seedy like most other strip clubs I’ve been to before.

The club owns the place and Anders’ old lady Grits runs it. I spot Smoke almost immediately. He’s a fucking man mountain; at least six foot six, maybe more. If he wasn’t so fucking pretty, he’d be a scary bastard.

“Brother,” I say, slapping him on the shoulder and sinking down onto the stool next to his.

“Do you see this shit?” He says, pointing to a rowdy table of women hooting and hollering at the girl on stage.

“Lesbians like strippers too, don’t discriminate,” I say smirking.

“Oh they aren’t lesbians; they’re a goddamn bachelorette party. So far the bride and all her bridesmaids have had lap dances and they are fucking loving it.”

Throwing my head back, I laugh loud enough to catch the attention of the table full of women, who all turn and look at us. I glance from Smoke to myself and scoff; we must look a little fucking intimidating sat side by side. Both of us are tall, but where Smoke is ripped and bulky, I’m leaner. Smoke is a fucking good-looking bastard, too pretty for his own good, where I’m a fucking canvas of tattoos and piercings and a mess of multicolored hair.

The ladies giggle, looking at us then back to the stage. Finally, the bravest or boldest of the table pushes free of the group and crosses the room toward us. “Hey,” she says, her voice sexy and a little raspy. I can’t place her accent, but it’s definitely not the cheery Texan drawl I’m used to hearing these days.

“Hey,” Smoke says, his eyes raking her body, taking in the tight black dress and the wide pink sash that proudly announces that this girl is our bride-to-be.

“You guys want to join us?” she asks, her eyelids fluttering as she looks at us from beneath her lashes.

Smoke leans forward and runs the pink sash between his finger and thumb. “Looks like your busy celebrating your last night of freedom, sweetheart.”

The girl has the good graces to at least blush at being called out by Smoke, then she rallies and straightens, pushing out her chest and placing one hand on her hip, popping her ass. “I’m not married yet. So technically, I’m still single.”

Smoke chuckles and pulls on her sash, drawing her closer to him. “Well, now see that’s true. And it would be truly remiss of me not to show you what a real man is on your last day as a single lady.”

The woman smiles and nods. “Nice southern boy like yourself. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to deprive a little old Californian of the full Texan experience.”

“No, ma’am, I would not,” Smoke says, before he scoops her into his arms and strides toward the exit.

The table of her friends explodes into loud enthusiastic whoops and cheers and I chuckle to myself. A petite blonde separates herself from the table next and walks toward me. I allow my eyes to run up and down her body. She’s slim and toned, small tits, long blonde hair. She’s hot, but nothing about her calls to me. I watch as she takes in my visible tattoos and a salacious smile spreads across her lips.

“Hey,” she coos when she reaches me.

“Hey,” I reply, trying hard not to sound as disinterested as I feel.

“Wow, is that an Irish accent? I was going to suggest that maybe you could show me a little Texan hospitality, like your friend is to Christy, but instead, how about some Irish charm?”

I smile and it’s genuine. This woman has a confidence that I appreciate, and maybe on another night I might have taken her up on her offer, but tonight, with thoughts of Taylor consuming my mind, she holds zero appeal to me. “I’m not feeling particularly charming tonight,” I say dismissively.

Unperturbed by my words, she steps closer until she’s almost touching me. “Then how about I show you why us Californian girls are unforgettable?”

I can’t help it. I laugh. This girl just used a Katy Perry song as a come-on. “Sweetheart, that’s a very nice offer and I’m sure you would be unforgettable, even without the Daisy Dukes and the bikini, but I’m not in the mood for a dalliance with anyone tonight. You’re more than welcome to slide your skinny ass up onto that stool and join me for a drink though.”

The blonde eyes me speculatively for a moment, and then lowers herself onto the stool. Turning, I signal to Lana who’s working the bar tonight, and raise four fingers into the air. She nods and moments later sets four shot glasses on the bar in front of us. In a quick practiced action, she fills the four glasses in one long pour, sliding the bottle from one glass to the next without stopping.

“Tequila.” Blondie says.

With a smirk, I nod, taking two glasses and passing one to her. She takes it from my outstretched fingers and eyes it cautiously. “Not your drink?” I ask.

“Not since college. But this is a lost weekend, bachelorette rules, so bottoms up.”

Then she raises the glass and downs the shot, wincing as the liquor hits her throat. I quickly follow suit, downing my shot, then tapping my glass against the wood of the bar.

“Smooth,” she rasps, her eyes watering.

I laugh, “First shot is always the worst.”

“Yep,” she agrees, moving on the stool and lifting one leg to cross it over the other. “I’m Lacey, by the way,” she says, holding out her hand for me to shake.

“Park,” I say, taking her hand and squeezing it gently.

“Park? Is that your real name?”

“Not quite,” I say, grabbing two more shots. Passing one to her, I throw back the one in my hand, enjoying the burn as the Patron coats my mouth. Lacey throws hers back too, grimacing slightly, but not wincing like she had with the first.

“So are you a bridesmaid, or just here for the party?”

“Christy is actually my sister-in-law, or she was my sister-in-law. Now I suppose she’s my ex-sister-in-law. Her brother and I are divorced now.”

I nod.

“We’re still close, obviously,” she says, rolling the empty glass between her finger and thumb.

I nod again.

“She’s like an actual sister to me, so Lloyd can just fuck off if he thinks I’m going to miss out on her wedding, just because he wants to bring his stupid nineteen-year-old girlfriend to it.”

Turning to Lana, I signal for more shots. Looks like I’m going to need them, at least until Smoke gets done fucking her friend.

“Are you married?” She asks.

“Nope.”

“We were high school sweethearts. He was my first everything and he threw it all away for a nineteen-year-old slut who let him bend her over his desk and fuck her in the ass.”

Wow, I think to myself. Tequila makes this girl a regular old chatty Cathy. Lana places four more shots in front of us and before I get a chance to offer one to her, Lacey grabs one and slams the liquor back, barely even twitching this time. When she turns to face me, her eyes are starting to look a little glassy and a frown is marring her lips.

“Tell me, is anal worth ruining a twelve year relationship for?” She asks, her eyes wide and expectant.

I shrug. “You want me to be real here?”

She nods.

“Anal’s pretty fucking great.”

Her mouth falls open, as if she can’t believe I just said that. Then one by one she lifts the three remaining shot glasses full of tequila to her lips and downs them. She slams the last shot glass down onto the bar and slides off the stool, stumbling slightly, before holding her arms wide out to her sides to steady herself. When her eyes move to mine again, they flash with anger. “You’re a fucking asshole,” she hisses, then spins around and slowly totters back to the table full of her friends.

“She’s right, you are an asshole,” Lana says from behind me.

Turning to look at the bartender over my shoulder, I shrug and offer her an I-don’t-give-a-fuck smile.
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The large black town car slows to a stop at the curb outside my building and I roll my eyes when the window lowers and Taylor shrieks, “Get in here. It’s time to party, bitch.”

A suited driver emerges from the front and lifts my bag from where it’s sat beside me on the sidewalk. “Oh, no, I can get that,” I say.

“It’s fine, Miss Dalby,” he says, opening the trunk and placing my bag next to Taylor’s mountain of luggage.

I watch as he closes the trunk and quickly opens the back door for me. “Thank you,” I say quietly as I lower myself into the rear seat. He closes the door with a barely audible click, then climbs back into the driver’s seat.

Taylor flings herself into my arms excitedly. “It’s my bachelorette. Can you believe it?” she squeals.

“I know,” I say brightly, trying to match her enthusiasm. The car smoothly pulls away from the curb, turning toward the highway. Taylor sits back against the leather seat, her cellphone in her hands as she poses for a selfie, swishing her hair over her shoulder and pouting at the screen.

“Taytay, where are Courtney and Sara and everyone else? Are they meeting us at the airport?”

Taylor’s smile dims for a split-second and a look of guilt flashes across her face.

“Taylor.”

“Take a selfie with me,” she says, holding her cell out in front of us, as she tips her head to the side and smiles a megawatt smile to the camera.

“Taylor, what aren’t you telling me?”

She laughs, lowering her cell, but still scrolls through Facebook refusing to look at me.

“Taylor, what did you do?”

With a huff, she drops her cell into the purse at her side and turns to face me. “God, Ro-Ro, you are so suspicious.”

“That’s because I’ve known you long enough to know that you’ve done something. Something you know I’m not going to be very happy about.”

She shakes her head at me, lifting her hands up in front of her to inspect her perfectly manicured nails. “You’re so dramatic.”

“Taylor, what did you do?”

Her hands fall to her lap with an exaggerated thump, then she turns to look at me, a sullen, teenage pout on her lips. “It’s nothing, just a tiny change of plans.”

“Oh god, what did you do? I only have five days off work, Taylor. I have to be back at my desk on Monday morning, else I’ll lose my job.”

Throwing her hands in the air, she huffs and rolls her eyes. “Oh, for god’s sake, stop being such a drama queen. Don’t worry, you’ll be back at your desk, at your precious little job on Monday morning.”

“So what did you do? And where are the others?” I ask.

Taylor pulls her cell from her purse and taps at the screen.

“Taylor,” I push.

Without taking her eyes from the screen she blurts on a rush. “No-one else is coming and we’re not going to New York. We’re going to Texas.”

“What?” I cry. “What the…? Why?”

Taylor looks at me and rolls her eyes. “I knew you’d be like this. That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

“What the hell is going on, Taylor? Why would you want to go to Texas, and does Derek know?”

“I found him,” Taylor says, turning her whole body toward me, a devious smile spread across her face.

“Who? Derek? Why would you need to find him? You only went out to dinner with him last night,” I say, thoroughly confused.

She frowns at me. “No, not Derek. I found Park.”

“Park?”

“Yes, Park. Park, the guy I grew up with; the one who disappeared just after high school. Park. I’ve told you about him like a thousand times.” She says emphatically.

His name swirls about in my mind as I try to remember who he is. Park. “The Irish boy?” I ask as it all comes to me in a rush. Park was Taylor’s best friend when she was a kid. He moved here from Ireland or something.

“Yes! Park,” she shouts. “Why don’t you ever listen to me? I told you all about him.”

The urge to roll my eyes is strong but I fight it, just like I fight the need to tell my best friend that sometimes she talks so much I just nod and pretend like I’m listening.

“What do you mean you found him?”

“God, Rosie, don’t you remember? Park and I went to school together. He was my absolute best friend; we told each other everything. His mom and dad still live near us; they’re friends with my parents. Park and I had planned to go to the same college and then one day he was gone. He just left and he never even said goodbye. It’s been years and he’s never come home to see his parents. His mom says they have no idea where he is, just that he calls once every few months to tell them that he’s still alive.”

“And you found him?” I say.

She nods, smiling brightly. “Yep. I found him.”

“And he’s in Texas?”

She nods.

“And instead of going to New York for your bachelorette party, we’re going to Texas to find Park?”

“No, silly. We were never going to New York. I just told you that so you’d agree to come.”

“How? I mean, how did you find him after all this time, if even his family don’t know where he is?” I ask, baffled as to why she would go to all this effort to track this guy down when she hasn’t seen him in years.

“I hired a private investigator,” she says simply.

“You hired a private investigator,” I parrot back.

“Yep, and it took him months, but he finally found him, and he’s in Texas, so we’re going to Texas.”

Needing a moment to absorb everything, I turn my head and watch the world slip by as we zoom down the freeway. “But why?” I ask, turning my head back to Taylor. “Why go to all this effort to find him now?”

“Because I want him at my wedding. He was my best friend from the age of five to eighteen. We were supposed to go to the same college. We were supposed to be friends forever. Then he just left. He didn’t even leave me a note. The last time I spoke to him, he said he was going home to get changed before we went to a party, and then he never turned up.”

“Taytay,” I say, reaching out to squeeze her leg comfortingly. “You haven’t spoken to him at all since then?”

Shaking her head, she turns away from me to look out the window. “One day he was my best friend and the next he was gone. Just ripped from my life and I don’t understand why.” When she looks at me again, her eyes are watery and imploring me to understand. “I need to do this, Ro-Ro. To find him and ask him why he left. I need to tell him I’m getting married and that I want him at my wedding. I’m sorry that I lied to you, but I thought that if I told you the truth, you might not come with me and I need you.”

Reaching out, I take her hand in mine. “Of course, I’ll come. We’re going to find him and then he’s going to be there for your big day, I promise.”

She nods, a single tear falling from her eye and rolling down her cheek.

“Tell me about him,” I say, not releasing my hold on her hand.

She smiles. “We used to do everything together. I remember the very first time I met him. It was the first day of kindergarten and my mom had dressed me in this really pretty pink dress. I was so excited to be a big girl and go to school for the first time. There were so many little kids and I didn’t know anyone, so at recess I was playing on the jungle gym and I saw a little boy with red hair, pointing at another little boy with blond hair. The blond-haired boy looked really sad, so I went over to see if he was okay. The red-haired boy was calling him names, so I called him a doo-doo head or something.” She laughs quietly to herself, as she recalls the memory. “Then Park spoke to me and his voice was just so beautiful. I think I told him then and there that we were going to be best friends, and we were. We grew up together our whole lives, right up to the point he left. There’s been a hole in my heart since that day.”

“Oh, sweetie, I had no idea. I’m so sorry, but there was no need to lie to me. If you’d have just told me all that I would have come with you willingly.”

“It’s stupid, tracking down someone you haven’t seen for ten years. But there’s just this ache inside of me and I don’t think it’s going to go away until I have him in my life again, or at least until I find out what happened to make him leave,” she says, wiping another tear from her face.

My heart hurts for my friend. I had no idea she felt this way. I remember her telling me years ago that her childhood friend had left and that she had no idea where he was, but I didn’t know that it had affected her to this extent. Taylor at first glance can seem shallow and vapid. She lives with her parents, who indulge her every whim; she’s never worked a day in her life, and is about to marry a man just like her father, who will keep her in the lifestyle to which she’s become accustomed. But she’s much more than first impressions suggest she is.

Over the years, many people have said that ours is a strange friendship and I suppose they might be right. But while Taylor can be a little selfish, she’s also incredibly generous. My best friend can be self-centered, but if I needed her, I have no doubt that she’d be there for whatever I needed.

“So where in Texas are we going?” I ask.

A huge smile spreads across Taylor’s face. “Ro-Ro, we are going to a tiny little Podunk town in the middle of nowhere called Archer’s Creek.”
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Blondes, blondes, and more blondes. They’re everywhere, torturing me with glimpses of Taylor in every single one of their faces. None of them are her of course, but my mind finds similarities to her in them all.

The clubhouse is filled to the rafters with members, old ladies, the club girls, and an array of hangers-on and partygoers, all reveling in the debauchery of the Sinners clubhouse on a party night. Scanning the crowd, I try to force my brain to only see the brunettes and redheads and the women, who like myself experiment with bright rainbow hues in their hair. But just like so many nights in the last few years, all I can see is blonde.

Scrubbing my hands over my face, I lift my beer to my lips and take a deep pull. Soon I’ll switch onto the hard stuff for the night and block out all thoughts of Taylor, but right now I’m still hopeful of finding a little female distraction.

Smoke appears beside me and sinks down onto the huge leather sofa. “Brother, this place is so packed full of pussy tonight, it’s practically a vagina smorgasbord. What do you want? I’m giving you first dibs; do you want the brunettes, the blondes, or the redheads?”

“Not the blondes,” I reply.

Smoke turns to look at me, his eyes more assessing than I’d like. “Never the blondes. You gonna tell me about her one day?”

“One day,” I reply.

“Okay, so brunettes, redheads, or the rainbow girls tonight?”

I open my mouth, just about to tell him he can keep them all, when a flash of red catches my attention. Scanning the crowd, I search for another glimpse of the color that’s so vibrant and full of life I’m impossibly drawn to it. In a sea of the ordinary and mundane, the ferocious color should be impossible to miss, but no matter how hard I look, I can’t find her.

My heart’s beating wildly in my chest, and I can’t explain my reaction. It was only a glimpse of a color that was probably manufactured in a bottle, but something compels me to find it again. I rake the crowd, scanning each head in turn, but there’s nothing, she’s nowhere.

Then I see her. Hidden amongst the crowd, the woman has her back to me, but her mane of hair flows down her spine like a smoldering flame. To call this woman a redhead would be doing her a disservice. Her hair isn’t red, it’s an intense mix of burnt ember, copper, and amber with some wisps of apricot sprinkled here and there. The artist in me is drawn to it. I want to study the vibrancy, to run my fingers through the strands and watch as the light bounces off it, changing it from bold, to subtle and back again.

I try to take in the woman the hair belongs to, but I can’t force my eyes to look away from the color. I will my feet to move, to push me up and toward her, but I’m rooted to the spot. The color is so vivacious that a fear of the woman being somewhat ordinary terrifies me. Closing my eyes, I drop my chin to my chest and count to ten under my breath. When I open them again the woman is gone and I don’t allow myself to search her out again. A dull sense of dissatisfaction echoes in my chest, but it’s better this way. She won’t be remarkable, she won’t be special, she’ll just be a girl with a great hairdresser.

“I’m not feeling it tonight, I’m going home,” I tell my friend.

“I got an empty spot on my back you can ink, if you need something to fill some time,” Smoke says with a smirk.

“Come on, you wee freeloader. But if you’re getting the ink for free, I get to pick what I put there.”

“Sold,” Smoke says, rising from his seat with an eager grin.

Shaking my head, I push my way through the horde of people and out into the cool night air. The freshness is a welcome relief after the crush of the packed clubhouse. I make my way to my bike, Smoke following behind me and silently we mount our bikes and ride off into the night.

We reach the shop sooner than I would have liked, but the ride calmed my mounting anxiety and by the time I roll into the inner courtyard I feel settled. Smoke parks his bike beside mine and we both dismount and head for the door that leads into the shop.

“Go grab us some beers while I set-up.”

He nods and retreats to the fridge stashed in the corner of the storeroom. I focus on pulling out my gear, taking sterile packaged needles from the drawer to the side of my station and lifting ink bottles from the shelf. The reds and oranges draw me in, and I pull several different shades down, filling tiny plastic tubs with the myriad of colors.

“Here,” Smoke says, holding out a bottle of beer.

Taking it, I point at the huge leather bed in front of me. “On your stomach,” I say. Smoke strips his shirt over his head and lies down on the bed, his long arms hanging over the sides. It only takes me a moment to pull on latex gloves and set-up the rest of my equipment. When I turn on my machine, the soothing buzz of the tattoo gun resonates in my gut and I exhale a long steadying breath.

Smoke’s back is a blank canvas; the only place on his body without at least one piece of ink. He’s been on at me for months to draw something up for him, but my busy schedule hasn’t allowed me any design time. Tonight though, I don’t have to think; my hand and gun work seamlessly together, knowing exactly what to do. Three hours later, I switch off the gun and sit up. My eyes scan Smoke’s skin, taking in the lines and flow of the ink.

“You all done?” Smoke asks as he flexes his shoulders, lifting his arms above his head.

“Yeah, I’m done.” I say, my voice weary, and suddenly exhausted.

Smoke rises from the seat and makes his way over to the mirror. “Holy fuck.”

Silently I wait for more from him. He trusts me enough to let me ink whatever I want on him, but this piece, I think it might be my best work.

Smoke spins to face me, his smile huge. “Brother, you’re a fucking artist.”

My eyes drift to the mirror behind him and there in the reflection is the tattoo I just gave him. A phoenix; its body a riot of fiery heat and flame: red, orange, amber, with streaks of apricot. Its feathers are the exact same color as the woman from the club’s hair.
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“Are you sure we’re in the right place?” I shout to Taylor as we try to force our way through the never-ending sea of people. The music’s so loud I can feel the beat vibrating though my bones and sweat pools on my neck, slowly rolling down my back as the oppressive heat surrounds me.

“Come on, let’s see if we can find the bar and I’ll ask the bartender where Park is,” she shouts over the booming music.

Reaching out, I take her hand and hold on tightly, not wanting to get separated in the packed room. At five foot three inches, some people might call me short. I prefer to use the term vertically challenged. In day-to-day life, my height rarely causes me a problem, but in a club packed full of giant men I feel like a midget.

Taylor seems to effortlessly flow through the mass of bodies, gliding this way and that with ease. Her statuesque, willowy body barely seems to turn as she weaves in and out of the crowd, towing me along behind her. Unlike my friend, I seem to stumble at every turn, narrowly avoiding several people as I try to follow her path and fail miserably.

By the time we finally reach the bar, my hair is damp and my cotton top is stuck to my skin. Taylor looks as cool as a cucumber and the bartender takes a long assessing look at her as she leans over the bar to speak to him. The music prohibits me from hearing their conversation, but Taylor’s body language becomes flirtatious and she arches her back, squeezing her breasts together. Moments later, she hands me a glass of something and waves sweetly at the bartender before she pulls me out of the way.

“The guy behind the bar said that Park is here somewhere, but that’s all he knows. Maybe we should just head to the dance floor and hope he spots me. We could wander around in this crowd all night and never find him.” Taylor says.

“That doesn’t seem like the best plan. Maybe we should just leave a number for our hotel with the bartender and leave.”

She rolls her eyes at me. “Why would we leave? This is a party; let’s have a little fun. If Park’s here, he’ll find us, especially if I’m in the middle of the dance floor where everyone can see me.”

Holding her hand tightly, I scan the people to either side of me. The crowd is a mix of men in leather vests and women in virtually nothing. So many of them are gorgeous, almost as beautiful as Taylor is, and I doubt even she could stand out in a crowd like this. “I don’t know TayTay, there are a lot of people here and some of the guys look downright scary.”

“Oh for god’s sake, Rosie, live a little. It’s a party at a biker club. A night like this features on every girl’s bucket list. Just relax and let’s go dance.”

I open my mouth to argue, but she’s already striding away. If I lose sight of her, I might not be able to find her again, so I quickly follow and moments later I find myself in the middle of a makeshift dance floor. Taylor immediately starts to dance, grinding her body to the beat of the music. I try to relax and enjoy the song, but honestly this place intimidates me. I’m not a sheltered little virgin, but unlike Taylor suggested, partying at a biker club has never made it onto my top ten places to hang out list.

We seem to dance for hours and Taylor garners a lot of attention, despite the fact that many of the women surrounding us are wearing even less than my best friend is. Taylor has a presence that’s impossible to ignore. She looks and acts like the socialite she is, and her inbuilt confidence is so effervescent that if she wasn’t my best friend, I’d probably be a little jealous of her.

I on the other hand, am a decently attractive, normal girl. Bikers are not at all in my remit. I like nice guys, ones that wear chinos and ironed button downs with nice shoes. I put a lot of stock in the adage that you can tell a lot about a man by the shoes he wears, and that’s why I know none of the guys in here are going to be my type. Too many biker boots and not enough loafers for my taste.

Reaching out, I lay a hand on Taylor’s arm. “Are you ready, sweetie?” I shout over the loud music. “I’m tired. We were travelling all day and I don’t think there’s any way of finding him when there are so many people here.”

Her mouth twists into a slight scowl, but she nods and we slowly make our way back through the crowd and outside. Our black town car stands out like a sore thumb parked in the corner of the compound but given that the motorcycle club Tay’s PI sent us to is in the middle of nowhere, I’m glad to have it here.

I can feel judgmental eyes on us as we reach the car and a suited driver quickly climbs out, opening the back door for us. Taylor seems completely oblivious, but then drivers and town cars are something she deals with every day. I’m not even sure if she knows how to drive.

A relieved breath escapes me once we’re both in the back of the car and the driver closes the door with a click. I’m not sure I really want to come back here again, even if this is the club that Park is a member of. Obviously, the man he is now is nothing like the privileged teenager he must have been to have grown up with Taylor and her counterparts.

From everything she’s told me about him, I’d expected him to be a stockbroker type. Nice suit, shiny shoes, you know the sort. But a man like that wouldn’t be welcome here. If Park is anything like the other bikers I saw tonight, then he’s more likely to be a man’s man. Hardworking, unapologetically male, and a little rough around the edges.

Glancing at Taylor from the corner of my eye, I watch as she poses for a selfie, her blonde hair still perfectly straight despite dancing for hours in the hot clubhouse. She’s all class and money and nothing like the place or the people we’re driving away from.

“Are you sure you still want to find him?” I ask, my voice small.

She lowers her cell to her lap and turns to face me, a vacant expression on her face. “Of course I do. Why would I have changed my mind?”

“Sweetie, this guy may have grown up with you. But this,” I say pointing behind us to the biker clubhouse, “is nothing like where you live. These people don’t live in million-dollar houses or socialize at the country club.”

“Well obviously, Ro-Ro, they’re bikers.”

“What I’m trying to say, is that if this is Park’s life now, he’s probably a very different person to the guy you knew in high school.”

She looks at me, but either she doesn’t understand the point I’m trying to make, or she doesn’t get why I’m bringing it up at all.

“Taylor, honey, I just don’t want you to get hurt. There must have been a reason why Park turned his back on his family and his life and disappeared. Did your PI tell you how he ended up here?”

She shrugs. “I didn’t ask.”

“Well, did you get a file on him or just this location?”

“Oh I got a file, but it didn’t say much; just that he was a member of this biker club and an address.” She says absentmindedly, her focus on her manicured fingers she’s holding out in front of her to admire.

“Are you sure he’s going to want to see you?” I say, too exhausted to sugarcoat the words.

“Why wouldn’t he want to see me? We were best friends for over a decade. I was the most important person in his life.”

I feel my eyes widen at her words. Something just doesn’t ring true. If Taylor was the most important person in his life, why would he just leave one day and never contact her again? I open my mouth, intending to verbalize my thoughts, but something makes me pause. I look at my friend and she’s scrolling through Facebook on her cell and smiling at whatever she sees. I want to tell her that maybe they weren’t as close as she thought, or that maybe he doesn’t want to be found. But Taylor sometimes refuses to listen the truth if it’s not what she wants to hear. I have a feeling this may be one of those times, so instead I simply smile, sit back in my seat and enjoy the ride away from biker hell and onwards to our beautiful hotel.
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I wake up feeling like I’m still in the middle of a dream. I can feel the heat from the flames and the cool draft of the wings beating. The phoenix I inked on Smoke last night followed me into my unconscious and I dreamed of the magnificent creature flying above me, close enough to feel the power it emanated, but to still be in awe of its quiet, peaceful strength.

Bolting up from my bed, I pad naked into the living room, walking straight to the canvases and art supplies that have taken over one corner of the room. Pulling a large blank canvas from the pile, I rest it on the easel and immediately start to pull tubes of oil paint from the rolling mechanics trolley that holds my paints and brushes.

I paint like I’m in a frenzy, erratic brush strokes coating the white background with a crescendo of bold colors and lines. The image forms in front of me without thought, the picture so vivid in my mind that I don’t even need to close my eyes to remember.

I’m not sure how long I paint for. Time is unimportant when I’m this inspired. Before I know it, my eyes are drooping, but my body is invigorated. My naked skin is splattered with paint and the floor around me is littered with empty oil tubes, discarded brushes, tools, and paint covered palettes.

Just like always when I’ve been painting, I lower my aching arms to my sides, squeeze my eyes shut and take three long paces backwards. When I open them again, my eyes take in the bold colors and the subtle lines. It’s her, the woman with the magnificent hair from the club last night. Her skin is porcelain and flawless, each curve of her figure so feminine and womanly that I want to reach out and trace the line of her hip and ass. Her face is hidden, just like it was in real life.

My breath hitches. The painting isn’t flawless; like any artist I could spend hours, days, playing with the detail and I normally do. But that’s not how I want this canvas to look. For once I want my art to have a side of vulnerability, and this painting with its rough lines has a softness that I rarely allow to come through.

What shocks me with the painting before me isn’t how flawless her naked back appears to be, or how her hair is a riot of fall colors and open flame. What almost brings me to my knees is that for the first time in over ten years the painting isn’t of Taylor.

The door to my apartment opens and I look over my shoulder, not surprised to find Smoke walking toward me, a brown paper bag gripped tightly in his hand. “Fuck, brother, go put some fucking pants on. Your tiny dick’s putting me off my lunch.”

Chuckling, I turn to face him, grabbing my junk. “There’s nothing tiny about my cock, but feel free to come over here and see how big it feels in your mouth.”

Smoke barks out a laugh. “I think I’ll pass”

I turn my back on him and look at the painting. A smile twitches at the corners of my mouth and a bone deep sigh escapes from me. The image in front of me is so unlike everything I’ve painted in the last decade, that I’m jarred by how it looks and how it feels when I stare at it.

“Holy shit,” Smoke breathes from behind my shoulder.

“I know,” I say. Smoke doesn’t really understand the significance of this painting, but he’s seen me in this exact position, covered in paint and standing looking at what I’ve created, many times before. He knows that my pictures are always the same person, always snippets of her face, her shape, but always blonde and always looking at me.

“Who is she?”

“I have no idea,” I say, an air of wonderment clear in my voice.

“You ready to tell me who the blonde is now?”

Am I ready to tell him about Taylor? I don’t really know, but the fact that this painting isn’t of her feels momentous, like maybe I’m finally moving past her, getting over her. Maybe ten years without laying eyes on her is long enough. “She was my best friend.”

There’s a long pause when neither of us speaks. My heartbeat quickens and I feel the pulsing inside my head.

“Did she die?” Smoke asks, his voice rough.

“What? No,” I say spinning to face him.

“Oh, shit, sorry. I just figured.”

“No, she’s alive. She lives near my folks, or at least she did the last time I saw her.”

“So what the fuck happened then?”

“I fell in love with her,” I say bluntly.

Smoke’s brow wrinkles in confusion. “Okay, so…”

“So it can’t happen. Ever. And if I can’t have her, then I can’t stand to be around her. So I left, end of story.”

“End of story,” Smoke says, incredulity clear in his tone and expression.

“Yeah, end of story. It was ten years ago; it’s done.”

He laughs, “Right. It’s done, of course it is. That’s why every time I’ve seen you paint anything it’s her and it has been since I met you five fucking years ago.”

“Fuck you, Smoke. You have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about.”

“So tell me. If you’re so fucking obsessed with this girl ten fucking years later, then go get her. What the fuck’s stopping you?”

“None of your fucking business.” I shout. “Don’t you think if I could claim her, I would have done it by now? She’s it for me. There will never be anyone else except her, and she can never be mine.”

“What the fuck happened?”

“Doesn’t matter. It is what it is,” I say airily.

“What the hell, Park? What’s with this bla-fucking-se attitude?”

“Fuck you. Why the fuck are you here anyway?”

“Lane said you didn’t turn up for your appointment. We figured you were up here, so I brought you food, in case this ended up being an all-day session again. Go put some fucking clothes on. Your dick is putting me off my lunch.”

A laugh bursts from me and I thrust my hips, shaking my cock toward him. “You fucking love it.”

He shakes his head, shoving at my shoulder with his huge fucking paw like hand. “Come on, Lucky Charms, the subs are going cold.”

Turning, I take one last look at the painting, then cross the room to my bedroom, the image twisting my gut and making my heart boom at the same time. I quickly shower then pull on sweat pants, trying hard not to think about Taylor or the redhead or anything really. If I try hard enough, I can quiet my thoughts and push everything beyond the here and now out of my mind. I don’t really understand why, but today it feels like I need to do it more than ever.

When I return to the living room, Smoke’s on my sofa, a huge meatball sub held up to his mouth, his teeth just about to sink into it. He groans as he bites down and begins to chew, then motions with his head to the other sub in a bag on the table. Suddenly starving, I reach for it, quickly unwrapping and taking a bite. The taste of the rich tomato sauce, tender beef, and soft bread explodes in my mouth and I sigh contentedly.

We both remain silent as we eat, too engrossed in the food to acknowledge anything else. Popping the final bite of the sub into my mouth, I screw up the wrapper and throw it onto the table, rubbing at my stomach contentedly. “Best fucking subs I’ve ever tasted. I’d stay in this town for no other reason than just those sandwiches.”

Smoke nods his agreement, chewing and swallowing his last bite before dropping his wrapper to the table as well. “You coming to the club later? I’m working the bar, but it looks like it’s gonna be a good night. The Alabama chapter are riding through and partying with us.”

“Hell yes, I need some pussy tonight.”

“That’s what I’m talking about!” Smoke says pumping his fist in the air. “I’m gonna assume that you want the redheads tonight,” he says with an exaggerated nod to the painting on the other side of the room.

I laugh dryly. “If that redhead turns up then hell yes, but if not then I think a brunette might be just what I need tonight.”

With a chuckle he rises from the sofa and slaps me on the shoulder. “See you later, brother. Oh and Prez mentioned something about wanting to know about this crops volume and levels.”

I nod, but I don’t think he sees as he’s already halfway across my apartment and heading for the door.

Several hours later, I push through the main doors and into the clubhouse. The place is heaving again. The Alabama boys are mixed with my brothers, and between us a sea of leather and tattoos fill the bar from wall to wall. When other chapters visit, we like to put on a good show for them, so a stage has been set up and one of the girls from Beavers is enthusiastically spinning around a pole.

The regular club girls have all brought their friends and an array of ass is on display, some dancing, some already grinding on a guy. Or in one girl’s case, face down against the bar being slammed into from behind.

I can’t help the smile that spreads across my face as I take in the room. If my parents could see me now. My world is so far removed from the life I left behind. After we moved to America, my mom and I joined the ranks of the seriously fucking wealthy. It was all country club dinners, charity galas, and expensive cars. Appearance was everything, see and be seen.

My father always hated that I preferred my modest Irish roots; he only tolerated my summers with my grandparents in Dublin every year because it meant getting rid of me. A memory of my Granny and Gramps fills my mind and warmth effuses through my chest. My mom’s parents are salt of the earth working class Irish folk and proud of it. I spend every summer with them and have done since my mom moved us to the states when I was small. Now I’m grown, the visits are shorter, but I always go home for at least three weeks in the summer months to see them. My parents might not be a part of my life anymore, but I’m just as close to my grandparents now as I’ve ever been. They’re the only people who really know what happened to drive me away from LA ten years ago and the only ones who know how much it’s affected me all these years.

Pushing my way through the crowd, I’m stopped every few yards to speak to the Alabama guys and catch up on what’s been happening since they last passed through. Unlike us, the Alabama chapter still dabbles in the transport game and regularly ride in convey to ensure the prompt delivery of whatever they have on board. Their road captain is a skinny guy called Stamp. Despite his weedy appearance, the guy is an absolute psychopath and not someone I’d ever like to encounter in a fight. When he sees me, his face lights up and he moves toward me, his hand held out.

“Park, you crazy, pink-haired motherfucker. How the fuck have you been?”

“Not too bad, you wee nut job. How the fuck are you?”

“Be better if I had a mouth around my dick, but other than that I can’t complain,” Stamp says, raising his beer into the air like a toast.

“Well, let’s find you a mouth, shall we?” I offer, leading the way through the crowd until I spot Jessie, one of the regular girls. “Jessie, sweetness, have you met Stamp?”

Jessie turns to face us and grins at me. “Hey, baby,” she coos.

When her hands hit my chest, I turn her until her back is to my front and she’s facing Stamp. Leaning down, I talk against her ear. “Stamp here is the road captain for our Alabama guests. The poor fucker’s been riding all day long and his dick is as dry as a nun’s cunt. He needs someone to kiss it all better for him. You have the sweetest mouth of all our girls, and I just knew you’d want to play nurse for him.”

I glance up at Stamp and find him looking down at Jessie, a sad pout at his lips. “I need to be nursed back to health, Jessie. Are you the woman for the job?”

Jessie giggles mischievously. “Well, I don’t know. I should probably take a look and see what the problem is.”

Stamp nods solemnly, his eyes drifting to his crotch and then back to Jessie. She laughs again, then looks at me over her shoulder and winks. A moment later she drops to her knees right where she is and is wrapping her lips around Stamp’s hard dick seconds later.

Stamp buries one hand in her hair and salutes me with the other. With a chuckle, I turn my back on them and head toward the bar.

A flash of orange in the crowd to my right makes me freeze mid-step. Spinning toward where she was, I search the heads of the people but there’s nothing, she’s gone. Another glimpse a few feet in front of me has me barging through the crowd, pushing people aside as I chase her. She’s tiny, five feet five or maybe even smaller. No wonder she keeps disappearing; she’s so small she could be easily hidden in a room full of this many men. I spot her again only a pace ahead of me and without thinking, I reach out and take hold of her arm.
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I’m going to kill my best friend.

The hotel we’re staying in is beautiful; ridiculously expensive and lavish. If Taylor hadn’t booked this without me knowing anything about it, I would never have agreed to stay somewhere this exclusive, because this stay is probably costing more than I earn in a month.

I’d expected to spend the day continuing the search for Taylor’s long-lost best friend, but instead she’d insisted that we needed to spend the day in the spa being pampered. What I hadn’t expected, but really should have guessed, was that Taylor had planned this day of massages and manicures so she could meet up with one of the bikers she’d met at the club last night.

Taylor and Derek are in a committed relationship, apart from the increasingly regular times that they cheat on each other. I don’t know if they’ve always been this way, but Taylor has been indulging in any man that takes a fancy for as long as I’ve known her. On the many occasions I’ve expressed my concern for her inability to stay faithful to Derek, she’s always laughed it off and told me that it was perfectly normal to cheat on your significant other, as long as you didn’t get caught.

Since I met Taylor, I’ve found myself agreeing with her, simply to avoid one of her overly dramatic and guilt-filled arguments, but when it comes to this issue I refuse to back down. Deep down, I’m a one man kind of a woman, and if I were to find a partner I loved, I’d never cheat on them.

My brother’s words from my office spring to mind and as I lie face down on the table being massaged, I can’t help but think he might be right and that at times maybe Taylor does take advantage of my forgiving nature. She knows it bothers me when she cheats and that I hate it when she actively tries to find a guy when I’m with her. Yet she’s lied to me, dragged me to Texas, then to a biker club, and now she’s disappeared for God knows how long with some random guy she met last night.

When my spa session is finished, I make my way back up to our suite. I should be boneless and relaxed, but I’m not. Instead, I’m angry at my friend for dragging me into this situation. When I enter our room, I’m bombarded by shrill screams of pleasure coming from Taylor’s bedroom. Slapping my hands over my ears, I dash to my own room, quickly dressing then rushing back out, slamming the door to the suite behind me.

Before I can consider my actions, I pull out my cell-phone and dial my brother. He answers on the third ring. “Hey, honey nuggets, how’s New York?”

“I have no idea, we’re in Texas.” I say dryly.

“What? I thought this whole bachelorette party thing was in New York? Wasn’t this trip all about seeing that girl from college? Amy? Alice?”

“Amber,” I say correcting him.

“Yes, Amber, that’s right. So what gives? Did you miss your flight?”

“Oh no, we were never going to New York. When Taylor picked me up, she admitted it was all a lie and that she never planned to have a girl’s trip. We were coming to Texas all along.”

“Typical fucking Taylor! I swear that girl is a compulsive liar; there isn’t an honest word that comes out of her mouth.”

“I’m so angry with her, Eric. She’s dragged me here to search for some childhood friend. Turns out he’s a biker, as in leather cut, clubhouse, the whole nine yards. If that wasn’t bad enough, today she ditched me to hook up with some random guy she met at the biker club last night. I can’t even go to our room because she’s in there getting her brains fucked out while screaming like a goddamn porn star.”

My voice has risen to a shout and as I glance around the decadent lobby, all eyes are on me. I quickly lower my head and scurry outside, embarrassment heating my cheeks.

“Are you okay?” Eric asks, concern lacing his voice.

“I’m fine. Pissed, but fine. I mean, I can get over the Texas plot twist, but taking some random biker to our room is just a step too far.”

“I’m on my laptop right now, sweetie. I can get you a flight home at seven tonight. It’s only in Coach, but at least you’ll be able to sleep in your own bed and not have to listen to Taylor being railed by some dirty biker.”

“I’d love to,” I sigh. “But I can’t leave her here alone. She’s adamant she’s going to find this guy, the childhood friend, and if I’m not here to keep an eye on her, God only knows what kind of trouble she’ll get herself into.”

Eric’s silent for a long pause. “I think you’re making a mistake. Taylor uses you. She lies to you. She disrespects your feelings, and she takes advantage of how good a friend you are. I mean, is this biker club even safe? Could you be in danger around these people?”

Holding my cell to my ear with one hand, I rub at my temple with the other. “I don’t think I’m in any danger. We took a town car to the biker club last night and Taylor had the driver wait outside for us. Nothing obviously bad happened. I mean, I saw a girl giving a group of guys a not-so-private strip show, but beyond that I didn’t see any guns or drugs. It was just a lot of guys with tattoos wearing leather, and a lot of girls wearing practically nothing.”

“I’m worried about you, Rosie. Maybe you should ditch the bitch and go check out the offices of that magazine again. Weren’t they based in Texas?”

“I’m not moving to Texas, Eric.” I say, suddenly exhausted.

“Why not? I don’t understand what’s keeping you in LA.”

“Look, I don’t want to talk to you about this again. I told you I’m settled. I’m happy where I am. So just drop it.”

“All right,” Eric says quietly. “You gonna be okay?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine. Hopefully when we go back to the biker club tonight, this Park guy will be there. She wants him to come to the wedding, but honestly from what she’s told me about how he just upped and left ten years ago, I can’t see him being that interested.”

“Wow, someone not interested in the one and only Taylor Marie Carrington.”

“Don’t be mean,” I say with a laugh.

“Yeah, yeah. Stay safe, Sis, and I’ll see you in a few days.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too,” he says and ends the call.

Unwilling to return to our room, I head for the hotel bar and indulge in two very large glasses of wine. I charge them to the room without a hint of the guilt I would normally feel, and an hour later my cell phone buzzes to life in my pocket. Pulling it out, I see a text from Taylor.

Taylor: Where are you?!!!!

Shaking my head, I scoff loudly and place my cell on the bar, ignoring it. I continue to sip my wine and people watch. It buzzes again a few minutes later.

Taylor: Ro-Ro, are you there?

I ignore it again, watching as an older couple sit side by side, his hand on her thigh, her body turned into his as they talk. I try to decide if they’re a long-term couple who are still madly in love, or a new relationship still basking in the honeymoon period. My cell buzzes again.

Taylor: Seriously, Rosie, where are you? This is my bachelorette week, you know?

My mouth falls open and I have to close my eyes to keep in the frustrated scream that’s building in my throat. Downing the rest of my wine, I grab my cell from the bar and march toward the elevator. I stab at the call button, tapping my hand against my leg as I wait for it to arrive. When the doors part, I’m the only person to board and I quickly hit the button for my floor, arriving only moments later. My stride is fast and angry as I make my way to our suite, sliding the keycard in and turning the handle. Angry words are on the tip of my tongue. How dare she question where I am, when I had to flee our room to avoid the sex noises she was making with a complete stranger.

Pushing open the door, I stomp into the room. “Taylor,” I call.

I don’t realize she’s emerged from her bedroom until her body hits mine and the sound of her sobs register in my ear. “Oh, Ro-Ro,” she cries.

My anger dissolves in an instant and I wrap my arms around her. “What? What happened?”

She speaks, but her sobs distort her voice and I can’t understand her.

I push her away from me slightly and hold her at arm’s length, taking in her tear-streaked face. “Are you okay?”

“I think the wedding might be off,” she says, her voice full of tears.

“What? Why?”

She dissolves into loud sobs again. Her full body weight making me take a step back when she collapses against me. “Derek cheated on me.”

All the fear and sympathy that had built in my chest evaporates like mist. Gripping her arms, I push her away from me a little until I can look her in the eye. “Sweetie, you were fucking a biker in that room right there less than an hour ago. You still smell like sex.”

At my words, her expression hardens, and she straightens; the sobs, tears, and histrionics forgotten. “We’re not talking about me, we’re talking about him. He cheated on me with Marcy Gilbert. Her husband walked in on them and now the entire country club knows what happened. Do you have any idea how humiliating it is that he got caught?”

Baffled, I just stare at her. Who is this person in front of me? I’m used to Taylor being flighty, overly emotional, and incredibly high maintenance, but where did this cool, controlled, angry person come from? In the decade we’ve known each other, I’ve seen her angry on hundreds of occasions, but I’ve never seen the hard, calculating expression she’s sporting now.

She must sense my shock, because a moment later she’s in tears again, sinking to her knees on the plush carpet, her head in her hands. The switch from hysterical, to controlled, to blubbering mess took less than two minutes; but I’d seen it and a suspicious sense of uncertainty washes over me.

“Oh, Ro-Ro, what am I going to do?” She wails from the floor.

Unable to move, I watch as she lifts her head from her hands, flashing me her beautiful face, fresh tears coating her cheeks. A hundred different questions swirl around my mind, but I don’t ask any of them, because Taylor holds out her hand to me, a fat tear rolling down her face and says. “Ro-Ro, I need you,”

I try to resist. My subconscious is screaming at me to question the sincerity of her actions, but then she croaks out a single broke word.

“Please?”

I’m helpless to resist. Taylor’s my friend, my best friend, and I never want her to be hurt or in pain. So I go to her, sinking down to the carpet beside her and wrap my arms around her, telling her in a soft, soothing voice that everything is going to be okay.
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The biker club is even busier tonight than it was last night. The large space is filled with what feels like hundreds of leather clad men and for someone as short as me, I feel like an ant in a city full of skyscrapers.

My eyes scan the people surrounding me as I follow Taylor to the bar. After waiting for a few moments we grab drinks from the beautiful bartender. I listen as he playfully flirts with Taylor, then step to her side when he slides our drinks across the bar. When he sees me, he freezes mid-turn and just stares at me. His head tilts to the side, his eyes running up and down the length of my body from the tips of my toes all the way up to the top of my head.

Wrinkling my brow, I glance down at myself, trying to figure out what it is about me that’s making him stare, but my skinny jeans are still plain black, and my deep cut white tank top is still as simple as it was when I got dressed an hour ago. In comparison with every other woman in the room, my outfit is conservative, but despite Taylor’s urges, there was no way I was going to come here and prance about in a short skirt and barely-there top.

The bartender’s eyes soften and if I thought he was beautiful before, the kindness I see now only heightens his Adonis-like bone structure. He doesn’t speak to me and I make no effort to speak to him either, but his unrelenting scrutiny starts to make me feel self-conscious, so when Taylor huffs and spins to walk away, I stare at her back for a second before I move to follow her.

“Hey,” the bartender calls out halting me.

Looking at him over my shoulder, I raise my eyebrows in question.

“You single? I got a buddy who would lose his fucking mind over you.”

Wrinkling my brows, I try to decide if he’s being facetious, but his expression is open and honest.

I open my mouth to tell him yes, that I’m very single, but before the words can form, I swallow them down. This isn’t the type of place to pick up the kind of man I’m used to, so instead I point in the direction Taylor went. “I should find my friend.”

When I look back in the direction Taylor was headed, she’s gone, disappeared amongst the crowd, and despite how much she normally stands out, right now she’s just one person in a very busy club. I take a few steps into the fray, heading in the direction I think the makeshift dance floor was in last night, hoping that Taylor is heading that way. I meander in and out of the crowd, shuffling past people, holding my hands up to my chest as I twist and turn muttering, “Thank you” and, “Excuse me,” every few feet.

When I reach a gap in the crowd, I stop, taking a minute to gulp in a lungful of fresh air, before I head back into the claustrophobic masses again. Taking a quick sip of my drink, I step forward, trying to find a route with the least amount of people, but before I can move, something grips my arm.

I quickly look down and see a huge, tattooed hand wrapped around my upper arm. The grip isn’t tight, but it’s so unexpected that I jolt in fear. Twisting my head over my shoulder I follow the hand up a tattooed arm until I’m looking into the face of a man.

He’s unconventionally beautiful. Warm grey eyes look at me from a strong male face and for a moment I’m mesmerized by his gaze. Apart from his face, every inch of his visible skin is covered in a riot of colorful tattoos, gauges are in both of his ears, his nose is pierced with a silver ring, and his hair is a shock of pink and blue spikes.

His face is handsome, but when you add in his tattoos and hair, he looks like a walking work of art.

“It’s you,” he says, his voice a melodic tone that instantly enchants me.

“Me?” I say stupidly.

He releases his hold on my arm, but instead of stepping away he reaches up and strokes his fingers along a strand of my hair. I flinch. This man is a complete stranger. We’re at a biker club, where I’ve lost my friend, I’m alone, and this guy is playing with my hair. What the fuck is happening right now?

His eyes have moved from my face now and are entirely focused on my hair. I know some people would hate being a redhead, but I’ve always thought that my unusual colored hair was my best feature. My mom told me when I was little that having hair the color of molten lava made me special and honestly I’ve always agreed. The way this guy is caressing the long strands sends a frisson of fear running across my skin and I timidly step back, my hair sliding from his fingertips and falling back into place by my shoulder.

“What’s your name, wee one?” The guy asks.

“Rosie,” I reply before I can think better of it.

“Has anyone ever told you that you have beautiful hair?”

I can’t help the laugh that bubbles from my throat. “Once or twice,” I say.

The guy smiles a rueful smile. “I swear to fuck I’m not normally a weird asshole that strokes women’s hair, but yours… well, yours is just so many fucking colors.”

“Okay then…” I say, taking another step back.

“Have a drink with me,” he asks as he notices my tactical retreat.

I raise my glass into the air. “I already have one thanks.”

He edges closer, his eyes looking from my hair to my face and back again. “So have another.”

“Look I’m sorry. I just… I need to find my friend.”

“What does she look like? I’ll help you find her. You’re so tiny there’s no way you’ll find her when the club’s this packed.”

“Look…” I pause, because although he asked my name, he hasn’t given me his.

“Park,” he offers.

“Park?” I cry, my eyes wide.

“Yes, little one. My name’s Park.”

I just stare at him wide-eyed as he steps into my personal space and strokes his knuckles across my cheek. My skin heats as his touch does something to me, something I’m not sure I can explain.

“Your skin just turned the most exquisite shade of pink, like a rosebud,” he says, leaning in toward me, his minty breath fanning across my cheek.

“Park?” A shrill familiar voice cries from behind me.

Parks lifts his head at the sound of her voice, then his face pales and his knuckles fall from my face, until his hand is hanging limply at his side. I take a step away from him and turn, unable to do anything but stare as Taylor closes the distance between them and throws herself into Park’s body.
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What the fuck is happening right now? This must be a nightmare, because if I’m not asleep then Taylor is actually here; she’s actually pressed against my body, her tits molded to my chest. I open my eyes and they lock with Rosie’s. She’s stood to the side of us, her body language tense.

Taylor wiggles against me, her arms gripping my neck tightly. “Oh, Park. I can’t believe I finally found you,” she cries, her shrill voice drilling into my brain.

I force myself to look away from Rosie. A small brittle smile is on her lips and her skin is still slightly flushed from when I’d touched her. My arms are hanging uselessly by my side and I will life back into them and force them to move, to touch the woman hanging from my neck.

Tentatively, I reach up and place only my finger and thumb on her shoulder, gently prying her from me. When her body is far enough away and her grip on my neck loosens, I take a step back, forcing some space between us. My eyes take in the woman I thought was the love of my life. Her body is remarkably similar to how she looked the last time I saw her, still svelte and slim. Her long blonde hair is pinned up in an elaborate twist and she’s wearing a pair of tiny black shorts and a strappy white top that’s cropped to show the toned, tan skin of her stomach. If I didn’t know that she was the same age as me, she could easily pass for a teenager.

The rush of lust and love I expect doesn’t come. All I feel is a thud of painful familiarity that stabs at the bottom of my gut, but it’s nothing like I’d expected it to be. It’s been ten years since I last saw her, but she’s starred in every dream and nightmare and fantasy I’ve had for a decade. Only a few days ago, I was tracking every blonde I saw, searching for her, and yet here she is standing right in front of me and all I want to do is turn and stare at the woman standing to my right, quietly watching us.

“Oh, Park.” Taylor cries again, pulling my attention back to her.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I ask, my voice harsher than I’d intended it to be.

Her smile falters and she tilts her head to the side as if she doesn’t understand my question. “I came to see you,” she says with a bright smile.

Words form and then dissolve in my mouth. I never expected to see her again and now that she’s here and it’s nothing like I expected it to be, I have no idea what to say.

“Aren’t you pleased to see me?” She asks, standing up straighter; subtly arching her back and pushing her tits toward me.

The word no is on the tip of my tongue, but I swallow it. It’s not her fault that any chance of happiness—of us being together—was ripped away from us ten years ago. After all, she still has no idea what they did. Reaching up, I run my fingers through my multicolored hair, trying to decide how to respond to her.

“Jesus, Park, what have you done to yourself? I barely recognized you with all the tattoos and that bizarre hair. I bet your dad shit a brick when he saw you.”

Steel fills my spine and I narrow my eyes at her. “My dad can go fuck himself. What I do is none of his concern. I haven’t seen the bastard in ten fucking years.”

She throws herself at me again and on instinct I catch her as she hits my chest. “God, it’s so good to see you, baby. I missed you so much,” she says, her voice dropping to a seductive tone just as she tilts her chin up and plants her lips against mine.

Acid fills my stomach and I fling her away from me. She stumbles on her high heels, glaring at me as Rosie rushes to her side, wrapping her arm around Taylor protectively. Suddenly it all clicks into place, the friend Rosie was searching for was Taylor. They’re here together, looking for me.

“Park, what the fuck?” Taylor screeches.

Gripping at my hair with frantic fingers, I take a step back, needing space between me and them. “You need to leave.”

“What?” Taylor asks.

“Where are you staying?”

“What? I don’t understand?”

“Where are you staying? Are you in a hotel?” I say, my voice shaking.

Taylor looks at Rosie and then back to me, confusion clear on her face. “Yeah, we’re in the Olympic. It’s about twenty minutes from here.”

“Okay, I’ll come see you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? But I’m here now,” Taylor says, her hands planted on her hips.

“Tomorrow. Err, 10am. I’ll come tomorrow. What room are you in?”

Taylor looks from side to side as if she can’t believe what I’m saying, her lips parted, and a look of consternation etched across her face.

“What room, Taylor?” I snap, unable to hide the tension in my voice any longer.

“The Alaskan Suite,” Rosie says, speaking for the first time since Taylor appeared.

“Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I say dismissively, leaving no room for arguments.

Smoke’s hand lands on my shoulder and I flinch, unaware that he was anywhere near me. He squeezes briefly then steps in front of me, blocking me from the women’s view. Stretching his arms out wide, he positions himself between Taylor and Rosie, capturing one on either side of him, his arm resting across their shoulders. “Ladies, let me show you out,” he says, already turning them and heading toward the exit.

Taylor twists her head and looks at me like she wants to argue, but Rosie catches her attention and quickly shakes her head. I watch as Smoke leads them through the packed crowd, then right before they’re swallowed by the hordes of people, I see Rosie glance over her shoulder and look at me. Our gazes lock, then she’s gone, hidden from view.

The moment I can’t see them I head for the bar. I don’t wait to be served. I just walk straight behind the counter, take a bottle of bourbon and walk away with it. Smoke finds me before I get too far and without saying a word, he simply follows me as I head for the exit. A shiny black town car is pulling out of the compound gates and I know that Taylor and Rosie are inside. A shudder rushes across my skin. I should probably take the time to figure out if it’s from fear, shock, or anticipation, but right now all I can think about is the bottle of oblivion in my hand and getting the hell away from here.

Climbing on my bike, I start the engine and push forward. The journey is a blur as I fly through the quiet streets and into the courtyard behind the shop with Smoke following closely behind me. We both kill our engines and he silently waits for me to unlock my apartment door, following me until we’re standing at my kitchen counter.

With shaking hands, I unscrew the bottle of bourbon and bring it to my lips, taking a long drink. The neat liquor burns my throat as I swallow, but I keep drinking, needing the alcohol to soothe my frayed nerves. Eventually, I lower the bottle to the counter and push it across to Smoke.

“Want to explain what the fuck just happened?” he says.

Bracing my palms against the countertop, I exhale shakily. “Everything just went to shit.”

Smoke takes a quick drink, then pushes the bottle toward me again. I take it gratefully, swallowing another large gulp as I try to prepare myself for the questions I can already see on my friend’s face.

“That was the blonde? The girl you grew up with, right?”

“Taylor,” I rasp, the sound of her name on my lips making my heart boom uncontrollably.

“Considering you’ve been pining for her for ten years, you didn’t seem that pleased to see her.”

“I don’t want her here. She should never have come looking for me.” I snap, slamming the bottle down onto the counter.

“And the redhead?”

At the mention of Rosie, I reach for the bottle again.

Smoke chuckles dryly. “So, let me get this straight. For the first time in ten fucking years you don’t paint the blonde.”

“Taylor,” I interrupt.

“Yeah, yeah, Blondie, Taylor. But like I was saying, for the first time in a fucking decade you don’t paint the blonde. Instead you paint the redhead.”

“Rosie,” I offer.

“Rosie,” he repeats, rolling her name across his tongue. “You painted Rosie.”

“Yeah,” I say scrubbing my eyes with the heel of my hand.

“And Rosie is Taylor’s friend?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“And Taylor is here to see you?”

“Yep.”

His laugh is deep and booming. “Well fuck me, brother.”

Taking the bottle in my hand, I glare at him and walk away, crossing the room and slumping down onto the couch. Steepling my hands on top of the bottle, I rest it on my stomach and lean my head against the neck, the glass cool against my skin. The cushion depresses next to me as Smoke joins me, kicking his feet up onto the coffee table and pulling the bottle from me.

“Your shit just caught up with you, Lucky Charms. I think you might need to tell me what the fuck happened between you and blondie so I can help you sort this clusterfuck out.”

Sighing wearily, I let my head fall back against the sofa cushions. “I think I was four or five when I met her. She was my best friend my entire childhood. We grew up rich. My dad is a wealthy fucking asshole and we lived in a McMansion in LA.”

“I thought you were born in Ireland, or have you been faking that accent all these years just to get the ladies?”

With a chuckle, I twist my head to the side and flip him the bird. “I was born in Dublin, you feckin’ idiot. My mom moved us here when I was four because my dad asked her to come, or some other bullshit like that. The day we moved to America, was the first time I ever met him.”

“So when did you and Taylor get it together?” He asks, swigging from the bottle before passing it to me.

“We didn’t.”

Smoke sits up and looks at me, his brow wrinkled in confusion. “I have no idea what the fuck is going on right now. Are you telling me you’ve never fucked that girl?”

“Never,” I say, shaking my head.

“But you’re in love with her. You’ve been brooding over this bitch for ten fucking years, painting pictures of her like some lovesick douchebag and you’ve never even fucked her?” Smoke shouts, outraged.

“It’s fucking complicated,” I hiss.

“What the fuck is complicated about it? She’s panting for you; her tits were rubbing all over you less than an hour ago. She’d have let you pull down those tiny ass shorts and bang her in the middle of the club if you’d have asked. Just go fuck her, get her out of your system.

Sitting up, I slam the bottle down onto the coffee table. “That can never fucking happen,”

Smoke throws his hands into the air. “Why the fuck not? Are you too pussy to fuck your childhood crush or something?”

Lurching up from the couch, I thrust my hands into my hair, pulling at the strands. “It can’t ever happen, because on the day I left ten fucking years ago, I found out that the girl I was in love with was actually my fucking sister.”
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It’s been ten minutes since the bartender ushered us out of the biker club and into our waiting town car. My mind is whirring; a million thoughts all trying to rush to the forefront at once. But the one thought that keeps repeating, the one that’s pushing the hardest to be acknowledged, is that Park—Taylor’s long-lost friend, the only reason we’re here in the first place—made my heart ricochet against my chest and my panties go damp.

I swear that before Taylor appeared, he and I were having a moment. His eyes had been locked on mine, so intense and penetrating that I felt seared. His painted skin was so vivid and full of life against my porcelain flesh. So different from me, but there was something, just something, between us.

Shaking my head, I force the thought away. It doesn’t matter now. He’s Taylor’s. Her long lost friend and she’d been so happy to see him. This is why we’re here—so she could find him—and now we have.

A niggling thought sneaks in. As happy as she’d seemed to see him, he’d looked like he’d seen a ghost. He hadn’t smiled or hugged her. In fact, his hands had either hung loosely at his side or had been trying to pry her from him. The more I think about the way the color had drained from his face and the almost frantic way he’d tried to get us to leave, the more positive I am that Park is not pleased to see his childhood best friend at all.

I turn to look at Taylor in the seat next to me. She seems oblivious, her cell in her hand, scrolling through some social media site. Didn’t she feel his displeasure at seeing her? Isn’t she bothered that he seemed almost desperate to send us away? “Sweetie, are you okay?”

She lifts her face from her screen and smiles at me. “I’m fine. Do you maybe want to find another club to go to?”

I look at her bewildered. “TayTay, are you okay with how that all went down with Park?”

She shrugs, “I don’t really understand why he wanted us to leave, but whatever, he’ll come see us in the morning and then everything will be perfect. He’s so hot, isn’t he? I mean he was cute back in high school, but now with all the tattoos and knowing he’s a biker, he totally has that sexy bad boy thing going on.”

My mouth falls open a little; surely she isn’t this oblivious? “Taylor, is that how you expected it to go down? He didn’t seem that excited to see you.”

Flashing a bright smile at me, she winks. “I don’t know. Maybe he has a girlfriend he has to get rid of or something. He was probably just shocked. His cock was hard when he was hugging me, so he must have been pretty happy to see me, if you know what I mean.”

I school my expression, not wanting to show the incredulity I’m sure would be clear on my face if I would allow it. Taylor seems to have interpreted their reunion completely differently to me. I saw an enthusiastic Taylor and a shell-shocked Park, but if he was hard for her, perhaps he was just genuinely overwhelmed and not panicked like I thought.

“God, I’m so glad we didn’t fuck in high school. He’s so much more perfect now anyway.”

“What?” I ask.

“Park’s my unicorn,” she says matter of factly.

“Your what?”

“He’s my unicorn. Park has always had a crush on me. He basically followed me round like a lost puppy for years pining for me, but I was with Derek. The last summer of high school, Derek and I broke up and I decided that as a graduation gift I was going to fuck Park. I think maybe he was in love with me or something, so what better gift to give him, than me. I mean he was hot and tall, and he had that accent. If it hadn’t been for Derek, I might have really gone for him. But anyway, I broke up with Derek because Park was always going on and on about how people should be faithful and blah, blah, blah. But anyway, we’d all arranged to go to this field party straight after school and Park had gone home to get changed, because I’d told him I wanted him to wear this shirt that he looked really hot in. I mean I waited for like, hours for him, but he never turned up. I called him, but he didn’t answer, and when I went to his house the next morning his mom said he’d gone.”

“Wow, he just left?”

“Yeah, he didn’t even come back for graduation and I never got to give him my gift.”

“Where did he go?”

“I don’t know,” she says as though it’s a ridiculous thing to have asked.

“Didn’t you try to find him?”

Taylor shrugs. “Well, I mean I emailed and called him a few times, but he never replied. Derek never liked him, and I didn’t want to cause arguments with him, so I just sort of forgot about Park.”

“But you hired a private investigator. Why would you do that now, ten years later?”

“Because he’s my unicorn,” Taylor says, obviously exasperated at my lack of understanding.

“Taylor, you haven’t seen this guy in years. Excuse me for not having any idea why the fuck you think he’s a unicorn.”

Taylor shakes her head at me. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“No, it really isn’t.”

“He’s my unicorn. I decided to fuck him and then he left before I got the chance. It’s why I’ve never been able to one hundred percent settle with Derek, because at the back of my mind I’ll always know there was one more guy I was supposed to have sex with. He’s my unicorn.”

Completely dumbfounded, I open my mouth to speak but nothing comes out. I try to talk again, but snap my mouth shut without saying a word, because really how the hell do I even respond to that? Turning to face the driver, I stare at the cars in front of us for a moment as I try to formulate a response to Taylor’s declaration.

“Ro-Ro,” Taylor says.

I hold up my forefinger, motioning for her to give me a minute and surprisingly she settles back into the seat and looks at her cell again.

I’m not sure how much time passes while I process, but finally I turn my body as much as I can without removing my seatbelt. “Okay, so let me get this right. You think your childhood best friend Park is why you can’t stop yourself from cheating on Derek?”

Her beautiful face lights up and a wide smile spreads across her lips. “Exactly. I mean it’s obvious really. Every time Derek and I argue, I go out and find a guy to fuck, but afterwards I never feel like it was the right guy. So the next time we argue I go and search for a different one. My whole life I’ve never decided to fuck a guy and then not gone through with it, except for with Park. So really when you think about it, it’s obvious that he’s my unicorn. All I need to do is find him and fuck him, and then I can marry Derek and I won’t want to cheat on him anymore.”

Lifting my hands to my face, I place my palms flat against my cheeks and just stare at Taylor. “Are you serious right now? You told me you missed your best friend and that’s why you lied to me and dragged me all the way to Texas to track him down. Now you’re saying that really you just wanted to screw the one guy who got away? What the hell, Taylor?”

Sighing, she rolls her eyes at me dramatically. “Oh my god, Rosie, stop being such a drama queen. So I told a few white lies. This trip is hardly a hardship for you. You’re living it up in a gorgeous suite, in a beautiful hotel, having full spa days, all of which I’ve paid for by the way. And wow, it’s not like I’ve never done anything like this for you.”

“When have you ever done anything like this for me, Taylor? When have I ever lied to you, or dragged you along on a wild goose chase so you can screw another random stranger?”

“Rosie, you’re being a really shitty friend right now.”

I feel my eyes widen and I bite my lip to stop myself from snapping at her. Eric always says that I hide from confrontation and he’s right; arguing makes me cry and I don’t want to look weak by bursting into tears right now. “Maybe when we get back to the hotel, I should get my own room,” I say, my voice small.

“Oh for god’s sake, Rosie, I’m so tired of all your needy bullshit. Derek is always telling me I need to stop letting you be so reliant on me; that I need to give you boundaries in our friendship and I think he’s right.”

My mouth falls open and I just stare at her. “Wow,” I say.

“Oh whatever,” Taylor scoffs, turning her back on me and instead concentrating on her cellphone.

Shocked and a little heartbroken, I turn back to face the front and stare out of the windshield. Moments later we reach the hotel and when the driver opens the door for me, I rush from the car, through the lobby, and into a waiting elevator. When I reach the door to our suite, I pull out my keycard and open the door. Before Taylor has even made it to the room, I have all of my belongings packed and I’m wheeling my case behind me. She enters the room just as I’m laying my keycard on the coffee table. Her eyes widen when they take in my luggage, but I ignore her and walk away, my head held high and my tears barely restrained.
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“Come on, motherfucker, stop wasting time. The quicker we get up there, the quicker you can get this shit over and done with.” Smoke chides, shoving me in the shoulder.

My pulse is hammering and I feel sick. I never planned to see Taylor again. I’ve loved her for most of my life, but I hadn’t realized how childish a love it had been until I’d seen her yesterday. I’d thought that not being able to have her meant I’d never love anyone else and I’d festered in my teenage obsession and let it consume me.

I know that I should tell Taylor the truth; that I should explain what I heard all those years ago, but I don’t know if I can. When I told Smoke yesterday, it had been the first time I’d ever spoken those words aloud. Taylor is my sister—or more accurately, my half-sister—but regardless, however our relationship is entwined, we still share DNA.

The girl I’ve loved for as long as I can remember is my fucking sister. Just thinking the words in my head makes me feel sick to my stomach. What kind of fucked-up bastard must I be to lust and fantasize about my sibling?

I remember the day I found out like it was yesterday, how could I ever forget?
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“Holy fuck! By the end of the night Taylor is going to be mine. I’ve watched her with other guys for years, but she’s finally single and the time is right. I’m gonna tell her that I love her and then we’re going to go away to college together,” I say to Andy.

Andy holds out his fist and I bump it, a huge smile on my face.

“Dude, you sound like a pussy. But she’s so fucking hot and I bet she fucks like a porn star too. Your dick is gonna get so wet tonight.”

Shoving at his shoulder a little harder than was probably needed, I scowl at him. “Don’t fucking talk about her like that.”

He holds up one hand in a gesture of surrender, rubbing at his shoulder with the other. “My bad, dude. I forgot she’s the one,” he says with an eye roll.

“I need to go get changed. I’m meeting her at the party in like an hour-and-a-half and she wants me to wear this shirt. She thinks I look hot in it or something.”

“Fuck, dude, she’s not even your girlfriend yet and you’re already whipped,” Andy says, making the whip gesture with his hand.

“Fuck you,” I say, slapping him around the back of the head as I walk past him and toward my two month old Mercedes, an early graduation gift from my parents. Opening the door, I slide into the soft black leather seat and fire the engine to life.

Driving away from the school parking lot, I cruise along the highway: music loud, one hand on the wheel, the other resting out of the window. Smiling and eager to get to Taylor, I accelerate and pull onto our street a few minutes later. We live in a gated community and I wave at the guard at the gates as he gestures me through. The houses here are all huge monstrosities, ugly and ostentatious in an attempt to appear richer than all our neighbors who are doing the exact same thing.

This town, this life, is nothing like my home in Ireland. Every summer since we moved, I’ve gone home to Dublin to visit with my grandparents and their home could not be any more different than the McMansion we live in. My grandparents’ modest three bed semi in Dublin is warm and homely and comfortable. My mom’s parents are working class but live a comfortable life in a pretty suburb. I miss the simplicity of Ireland. With my grandparents there’s no fakeness, no keeping up appearances. LA is a festering hot bed of false platitudes and ostentatious gestures.

Pulling into our driveway, I stare up at the ugly house my father adores. It’s all ultra-modern lines and curves, hideous but outrageously expensive, and all my father’s friends and colleagues know it. This house is a symbol of his success; in his eyes it’s perfect. Maybe that’s why I hate the place so much.

My car beeps as I lock it, but I don’t need to secure it. The only people who have access to this street are the residents and their approved guests. There are prisons with less security than Mulholland View Falls. Opening the front door, I go straight up the stairs to my room. I’m gonna shower then dress in the shirt Taylor likes so much. I have no idea why it matters what I wear, but if this is what she likes me in, I’m happy to oblige her.

Dragging my t-shirt over my head, I walk into my bathroom and turn on the shower. My dad went all out when he renovated the bathrooms earlier this year, so my new temperature control shower is at the perfect 38 degrees within seconds. Stripping off my sweatpants, socks, and underwear, I step into the stream of water and exhale slowly as the heat soothes my tense muscles.

Tonight’s the night. Finally, after years of wanting and waiting, she’s actually going to be mine. I can’t wait to tell her, to see her perfect face when I let her know I love her and that I want us to be together. A smile covers my face as I rub shower gel across my skin and shampoo into my hair. Most people have to wait until they’re in their twenties or thirties to find their soulmate and I found mine at five. An image of her gorgeous face pops into my mind. Her long blonde hair; her full, perky tits, always peeking out of her shirt; her tight ass encased in denim.

Fuck, my cock’s hard. I can’t see her like this, I’m a loaded gun. Tonight is gonna be the first time we make love and there’s no way I’m going to be a fucking two pump chump. I need to pre-game. Taking my cock in my hand, I grip it tightly, stroking my fist up and down my rock-hard length. The warm water gushes over me, making my hand glide up and down with ease. The first few strokes send a shiver up my spine and I grip tighter, gradually moving my fist quicker. An image of Taylor, her eyes hooded, her tits full, her nipples rosy-pink and begging to be sucked fills my mind and then it’s no longer my hand wrapped around my dick, it’s hers. I imagine her soaking wet, her lips parted, lust filling her eyes as she sinks to her knees in front of me and takes me into her mouth. Her eyes never leave mine as she slowly licks all the way up my dick, before she swallows me whole, taking me all the way to the back of her throat. The image fades and is replaced with her spread wide on the counter, her fingers at her pussy, holding her folds apart waiting for me to cover her cunt in my cum.

That’s it, that’s all I can take. My balls tighten and my muscles tense and I have to brace my free hand against the wall to keep myself upright as stream after stream of cum pulses into the running water. Panting hard, I force my eyes open. The bathroom light feels too bright, the water punishingly hot against my lust-soaked skin. With an audible exhale, I turn off the water and reach for a towel, smiling the whole time.

I dress quickly, grabbing my car keys and cellphone and rush eagerly down the stairs. When I reach the foyer, loud and angry voices make me pause. I recognize my dad’s voice. I hadn’t noticed his car, but then he usually parks in the garage. Shaking my head, I walk toward the front door, but a shrill female voice stops me in my tracks.

It’s not my mom’s voice. Her Irish accent isn’t as strong as mine, but it’s still there, especially when she’s angry. This voice isn’t hers; so who the fuck is it?

My feet turn and I head toward my dad’s office without having made a conscious decision to do so. The voices get louder and angrier the closer I get, and a trickle of apprehension moves up my spine.

“It’s right there in black and white, David. How much more proof do you need?” The woman screams.

“This is bullshit. Why the fuck are you doing this now?” My father replies.

A few more strides brings me right outside his office. The door is ajar and I can see my father pacing behind his huge mahogany desk. He pauses, planting the palms of his hands against the wood and scowls. I recognize his expression; the same face has been aimed at me more times than I can remember. It’s his ‘you’re not doing what I want’ face.

I can’t see the woman, but when she speaks her voice is familiar. “You know why I’m doing this. She’s your daughter. You can’t deny it forever; especially now.”

“Fuck you, Diane. I don’t care what that piece of paper says. She’s nothing to do with me. I wasn’t interested when you turned up on my doorstep pregnant and I’m not interested now.”

Diane. My mind whirls. I know why she sounded familiar. It’s because she is familiar, because I’ve known her for thirteen years. Her voice is full of steely determination. On the hundreds of times I’ve spoken to her over the years she’s never sounded like this before, her normally soft, cajoling tone is nothing like the unwavering resolve I can hear in her every word.

I creep around the door, trying not to be noticed, but needing to actually see what my mind has already confirmed. All of the breath stills in my lungs when the woman comes into view. She’s emotionless, sitting calmly in the chair in front of his desk, her legs crossed primly, her feet clad in no doubt very expensive shoes. Her hands are clenched together in her lap, her skin white with the pressure of the fists she’s making—the only hint that she’s not as calm and unaffected as she appears. Her blonde hair is neatly pinned back in a smooth twist and her features are so similar to her daughter’s.

I think a whimper must escape my throat. She immediately looks up and then there’s no denying it, because in front of me is Taylor’s mom.

Something flickers across her expression—triumph. Did she want me to hear this? Did she want me to know that my dad cheated on my mom?

“Park,” Diane calls.

I take a step back, unprepared to deal with this. Today is a great day. The day I finally get my girl. I don’t want to hear what either of them have to say. Taking another step away, my back hits the wall and I stumble.

“Parker,” my father calls, his voice grim and stern. “Get in here.”

I want to scream at him, at her. I want to turn and run away. But it won’t matter where I go, I can never un-hear those words. The truth of them sinks in as I step through the threshold of my father’s office. I scan both my father and Taylor’s mom’s faces. His is hard and hers is jubilant. Both look poised to speak, but I get there first.

“She’s my sister?”

 

 

Present Day.

 

Steeling my spine, I inhale a deep breath and step into the hotel foyer. The gleaming, black marble tiles shimmer beneath my feet, and the stench of too much money exudes from every inch of the place. I’ve never missed the opulence and excess of the world I grew up in, and today like never before, demonstrates that I didn’t belong in that world in the first place.

Two security guards scurry across the large space, their hands moving to the guns holstered at their waists. Ignoring them, Smoke and I cross the room and head for the reception desk. Every eye in the place is turned in our direction and when I rest my elbows on the desk, the woman behind the counter visibly stiffens.

“How may I help you?” She asks, her voice shaky.

Glancing over my shoulder at the security guards now only a single pace behind us, I smirk at them before turning back to the receptionist. “We’re here to see Miss Carrington in the Alaskan Suite. Could you call up and tell her that Mr. Acton is here?”

The receptionist looks from me to the security guards and then back to me again. “Is she expecting you?”

“She’s expecting me, sweetheart.”

Her eyes rake over my tattoos and piercings and I swear I see a gleam of appreciation. She might be a little frightened by my appearance, but she’s turned on as well. My lips spread into a half grin and I wink at her. She flushes bright red and quickly looks away, lifting the phone in front of her and pressing a series of buttons.

“Hello, Miss Carrington? Yes, it’s Melissa down in reception. We have two gentlemen here to see you.” Her eyes lift to me again, before quickly dropping. “Yes, a Mr. Acton and one other.” She listens to whatever Taylor is saying for a moment and then looks back up at me, a smile etched on her lips. “Of course, yes. Thank you, Miss Carrington.”

I watch as she carefully places the phone back into the cradle.

“Okay, Sir. Miss Carrington has asked for me to send you up. Daniel will escort you,” she says, her tone significantly more congenial now as she gestures to a bellboy standing to the side of the elevator.

The guy scurries over to the desk, his eyes widening comically as he takes in me and Smoke.

“Daniel, could you escort these two gentlemen to the Alaskan Suite please?”

The guy nods and holds an arm out in front of him, gesturing for us to walk ahead of him.

Glancing over my shoulder at Smoke, I tip my head toward the bank of elevators and slowly walk away from the desk. Each of my footsteps seems loud in the still hushed foyer and eyes follow us as we move. A quick look over my shoulder shows the two security guards have remained at the desk, suspicion still clear on their faces.

“This way please, gentlemen,” the bellboy says, pressing the button to call the elevator and motioning for us to enter when the doors immediately slide open. He follows us as we all step inside and then swipes a key card against a sensor, pushing the button for the floor containing the suites.

“This is some kind of fancy,” Smoke says quietly.

“Rich folk like to make sure everyone knows how rich they are,” I reply acerbically. The luxurious surroundings have only heightened my anxiety at being here. I don’t want to have this conversation with Taylor. It’s not my responsibility to explain to her our fucked-up connection, but the other alternative is to call my dad, or her mom, and I want to do that even less than I want to tell the woman I thought was my soulmate that she’s actually my sister.

The elevator stops at a floor and a tiny ‘ding’ heralds our arrival just as the doors glide open. The bellboy steps out first and motions for us to head down the corridor. “This is the Alaskan Suite,” he says, gesturing to a set of double doors to our right.

“Thanks,” I say sliding a bill into his hand and then turning to dismiss him. With a nod, he silently walks away, and I’m left standing like an idiot staring at a door.

“You gonna knock?” Smoke asks a few moments later.

“I’m trying to figure a way around it,” I say. The night before, I’d told Smoke everything about the day I found out Taylor was my father’s daughter. We drank far too much whiskey, drowning my sorrows and discussing my novel worthy tale of woe.

“No way around it, brother,” he says slapping a hand against my shoulder. “Find some fucking balls and knock on the door. Only way to get rid of her, if that’s what you want to do, is to get in there, tell her, and then hope she leaves.”

I nod, without looking at him. He’s right; if I tell her the truth, she’ll leave. I doubt she’ll believe me, but it’ll be enough to send her running back to our hometown or wherever the fuck she lives now. As long as she’s away from me, I don’t care. Lifting my fist, I pull in a deep breath and then knock.

The door flies open and a sobbing Taylor throws herself into my arms. Instinctually, I catch her; one arm wrapping around her and holding her to me. Too late I realize what I’ve done and push her away from me, holding her literally at arm’s length.

“She’s… she’s gone,” she says between sobs.

I glance over my shoulder to find Smoke smirking at me. I raise an eyebrow at him, silently asking him what the hell I should do, but he just shrugs, so I carefully walk her backwards until there’s enough room for us all to enter the room. Smoke closes the door behind us and once I hear the reassuring click that means privacy, I release my grip on her arms and take a large step away from her.

“What the fuck is going on?” I ask.

Taylor looks up at me, her eyes glassy and wet with tears. “She’s gone.”

“Who’s gone?”

“Rosie.”

A tingle runs up my spine and a vision of the captivating redhead springs into my mind. Rosie. Somehow her name doesn’t quite fit her. Then I remember the color her cheeks had turned when we’d spoken, the color of a spring rosebud. It takes me a minute to realize I’ve stopped listening to Taylor, and that she is looking at me expectantly. “What?” I say.

“Ro-Ro and I had a fight. She was awful to me. She told me I was a shitty friend and then she left.” Taylor says, a childlike pout forming on her lips.

“When did she leave?” Smoke asks.

Taylor focuses all of her attention on him, and a single tear rolls down her cheek. “Last night,” she says, her voice all lost little girl and completely at odds with the sex kitten looks she is throwing at both me and Smoke.

“Taylor, what are you doing here?” I ask bluntly, unable to keep it in any longer despite her tears.

“This is my hotel room” she replies, all signs of her early tears forgotten.

“I mean in Texas, at my club. Why are you here?”

A seductive smile curves across her lips and she prowls toward me, all feline grace and ease. “I missed you,” she purrs.

“It’s been ten years,” I take a step back, forcing coldness into my tone and trying to put some distance between us.

“We were best friends; we were everything to each other,” she coos, her eyes becoming hooded.

A long familiar ache blooms to life in my gut. She’s my sister. Any lust I felt for her dissolved the moment I saw her again. I’ve had ten years to resolve my feelings for her, but instead I’ve ignored them, buried them and pretended they don’t exist. I’ve put this woman on so high a pedestal, crowned her the love of my life cruelly ripped away by circumstance, when instead I should have been accepting her new role in my life and embracing it. My teenage self craved her and I’ve kept that craving alive with dreams and fantasies, but in real life when she’s standing in front of me, those feelings are gone. The love I’ve harbored for her for so long is still there, but I hadn’t realized until now that it’s more of a wistful childish folly.

The realization I’ve wasted ten years of my life pining for her rocks me to my very core and I sway on my feet. Taylor is still speaking but I’m not listening. I know what I need to do, and I open my mouth ready to tell her, to explain what I found out all those years ago and apologize for not telling her the truth, just as her lips land against mine.

This kiss is so surprising that I shove her from me, harder than I should and she stumbles back, falling into Smoke’s body.

“Park, what the fuck?” she screeches.

“Taylor, you’re my sister,” I shout, my voice almost a roar.

She sinks back, her mouth falling open and her eyes widening. Then I watch as she visibly regroups, straightening her spine and flipping her hair over her shoulder. A crashing realization implodes within me.

She already knew.

“You know, don’t you?” I ask.

She scoffs, her nose lifting in the air almost regally. “There’s nothing to know; it’s not true.”
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Age 18

 

“She’s my sister?” I say, the rasp in my voice the only tell that I’m on the verge of a complete meltdown.

“No,” my father says at the same time that Diane says, “Yes.”

I look from my father to Taylor’s mom and take in the expressions on their faces. My father looks angry, a hateful sneer etched across his features. Diane is equally hard, a granite edge steeling her attractive youthful face.

Taylor’s mom steps toward me, a piece of paper gripped in her hand. “It’s the truth. Here’s the most recent DNA results.”

“The most recent?” I ask, taking the paper she’s holding out.

“This is bullshit, Diane, don’t involve my son in this.” My father growls. “Parker, it’s not true, she just wants money.”

My eyes move to my father. He’s stepped from behind his desk, his anger clear in his tense shoulders and lined brow.

“They have money, Dad. Why would she want yours?” I ask, my voice much calmer than I feel.

“Look at the results, Park. I have another five sheets just like that.” Diane says calmly.

My fingers fumble with the folded piece of paper in my hands. I open it and there in black and white are the results of a DNA test. I read it aloud, needing to hear the words that my eyes are seeing. “Alleged Father David Allen Alton. Mother Diane Louise Carrington. Child Taylor Marie Carrington, probability of paternity 99.99997% that David Allen Alton is the biological father of the aforementioned child Taylor Marie Carrington.”

My eyes swing to my father’s and I see it in his eyes—he knows it’s the truth. He knows that Taylor is his biological daughter, my half-sister. “How long have you known?” I ask him.

He sighs and turns his face away from me, so I look at Diane. “How long?”

“He’s always known. I told him the day I found out I was pregnant and there have been twelve DNA tests since then. All of them show he’s her father, but he refuses to acknowledge her.”

I turn to my father again. “Does mom know?”

He shakes his head, a single movement that sends my entire world crashing down around me.

 

 

Present Day

 

“What the fuck, Taylor? You know I’m your brother and you just tried to kiss me.” I shout, taking another step back, needing to not be near her.

“You’re not my brother,” she shrieks.

“We have the same dad. You’re my sister, or half-sister or whatever, but either way we’re related.”

“No, that’s a lie. It’s a lie,” she says, shaking her head from side to side emphatically.

I look at Smoke and he lifts his shoulders, obviously unsure what to do now too.

“Taylor,” Smoke says.

She turns toward his voice.

“You doing okay, sweetheart?”

Taylors face morphs into a serene smile. “Of course. Maybe we could all go out for a drink or some brunch? Park and I have lots of catching up to do.”

“Taylor, we need to talk. When did you find out?” I ask, taking a step closer to her, wishing I could pull her in for a hug, but in the same breath not wanting to touch her.

“Park, I have no idea what you’re talking about. Now I’ve come all the way from LA to Texas to find you. My best friend has abandoned me, and my old best friend is trying to tell me that somehow we’re related. This seems like a mimosa type of conversation.”

I narrow my eyes at her. It might be ten years since I last saw her, but she hasn’t changed that much, and I can still see the lies in her words, even after all this time. “You’ve known all along, haven’t you?”

Her back stiffens and she scowls.

“We were gonna hook up that night. You were all over me that day and you already knew. Were you going to let me have sex with you knowing it was incest?”

Her eyes flash with anger, but she doesn’t speak.

“Answer me, Taylor. What the fuck is wrong with you? Yesterday you kissed me; you tried to kiss me today, and you know. You know that we’re siblings, you’ve always known, and you were still going to let it happen.”

“Because it’s not true,” she screams. “My mom first told me that David was my father when I was ten. TEN! She sat me down and said my dad wasn’t my real dad and that we were going to a hospital. That wasn’t the first time they did a DNA test, I’d been for tests like that once a year since I was a little kid; it was just the first time she told me what the test was for. She took me to your house and told him that I was his daughter and he kicked us out. He told my mom it was a lie and that the DNA results were wrong. Twelve DNA tests I had to take before I was eighteen and every single time, he refused to believe the results. He’s not my father and you’re not my brother.”

“Taylor, I’ve seen the results. Why wouldn’t you tell me?”

“You are not my brother,” she spits.

“Yes, I am!” Bile rises up my throat. Was she actually going to have sex with me knowing who we really were to each other?

Turning, I look at Smoke, and he looks as freaked out as I feel. “Maybe we should go?” he says.

I nod and immediately turn to leave, taking one last look at Taylor before I go. “You’re my sister, Taylor. I was so in love with you. I had no idea. I found out when I overheard your mom and our dad talking about the DNA results. That’s why I left that day. I couldn’t stand the idea of being near you and having to think about you platonically. But that’s all we should ever have been to each other, Tay, siblings. This isn’t our fault; it’s theirs. But you can’t just bury your head in the sand and ignore the truth. I’ve done that for the last ten years and it hasn’t done me any favors. Talk to your mom, maybe even talk to our dad if you think it will help. We were friends, best friends, maybe even closer than siblings, and that’s all it should ever be between us. It took you coming to find me for me to really see that. I know this is fucked up, and it all got dumped on you when you were just a kid, but now we both need to deal with our shit and get on with our lives.”

Real tears pool in her eyes and as she blinks two of them fall. “I’m sorry.”

Dropping my head, I close my eyes for a second then look back up at her. “It is what it is. Speak to your mom. It’s time to grow the fuck up.” Then I turn and walk away, opening the door and exiting without saying another word.
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“Are you sure?” I say incredulously to the girl behind the counter.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, we’re fully booked, but I can direct you to our sister hotel in Austin.” She says, her saccharin sweet smile so false I want to flick her in the nose just to see it falter.

“I can’t go to Austin. Surely there are other hotels? We’re not that far from Houston.”

“I’m sorry, but it’s company policy that I can only recommend hotels within our chain.” The girl says, her smile slipping slightly to reveal a chagrined look.

Sighing deeply, I turn away from the desk and reach for my purse. My place is immediately filled with another guest and I glance around the hotel lobby, unsure what I’m going to do now. After mine and Taylor’s argument last night, I’d managed to book a room in our hotel for an exorbitant amount of money, but tonight they’re fully booked and I have no idea what I’m going to do.

Reaching into my purse, I fumble around searching for my cellphone, but just as my hand wraps around it I collide head first into a huge, hard object. With my head down, I can’t process exactly what I walked into, but I know, I just know, that I’m about to fall on my ass. Time seems to slow as I flail, desperately throwing my arms out wide trying to slow myself or find something to grab hold of to stop my inevitable fall.

It feels like hours as I wait to hit the ground. My eyes go wide and I know I must look ridiculous. Unfortunately, it’s impossible for a redhead to slide under the radar. Even as short as I am, I’m still impossible to miss with my bright carrot-colored hair.

I wait for the crash and the slice of pain, but it never comes. Instead, a strong arm wraps behind me and instead of falling to the floor, I’m hauled back upright. My fingers find purchase in soft fabric and as I blow my hair out of my eyes, I see it’s a t-shirt. Tracking upwards, I have to tip my head back to see who my savior is and then I laugh. Of course it would be him. Because there, looking back at me with twinkling eyes, is Park.

“Falling for me already, Rosebud?” he drawls, his Irish accent so rich and sexy.

“Errr, thanks for the save,” I reply lamely. “Are you here to see Taylor?”

He nods, “Yeah, we’ve just been up there.”

“We?”

He glances over his shoulder and I spot the hot bartender from last night stood a few feet away from us. At Park’s nod, the guy walks over; a broad, charming smile stretched across his lips.

“Well, hey there, sweetheart. We never got a chance to get acquainted last night. I’m Smoke.”

“Smoke?” I say, a hint of laughter in my voice.

Smoke leans toward me. “It sounds cooler than Justin,” he says with a wink.

Another laugh escapes me. “Rosie,” I say offering my hand.

Taking my hand, he turns it, lifting it to his lips and kissing the top magnanimously. I laugh again, enjoying his playful banter.

“You going somewhere?” Park asks, his eyes fixed on my luggage that’s in a heap on the floor, courtesy of my almost fall.

“Oh, err,” I stutter, looking down at my bags and then back to him. “Yeah, Taylor and I had a falling out and I’m moving to another hotel until I can get a flight back to LA.”

“Which hotel?” Smoke asks, leaning down and picking up my luggage.

“Err, well, I’m not sure. The receptionist would only recommend a hotel in Austin, so I plan to just jump in a cab and see if they can suggest somewhere.”

“What happened between you and Taylor?” Park asks.

“We had a disagreement. About you actually. It’s the first time we’ve really ever fallen out since we met,” I say, a sudden rasp in my voice as tears clog my throat. A large arm settles across my shoulders and Park pulls me into his hard chest. His touch is unexpected, but I can’t help but lean into him, enjoying his comfort.

“She’s pretty cut up too,” he whispers into the top of my head. “Maybe you should go up there and sort things out instead of leaving?”

Shaking my head, I pull away from his embrace. “No, we both need some space. She said some pretty harsh and uncalled for things last night. I’ll forgive her, but I’m not ready to talk to her yet.”

“Why don’t you come with us?” Smoke says, his playful smile replaced with a sympathetic one.

“What?” both Park and I say at the same time.

“Yeah, come chill with us for a while, then call your girl later. If you make up, we’ll bring you back; if not, we can help you find a decent hotel.”

A polite rejection is on the tip of my tongue. I know I should say no, but apart from Taylor I don’t know a soul in Texas. I don’t know the area, or honestly what I plan to do that doesn’t involve calling my brother and begging him to rescue me.

I look to Park and he nods, “Come with us, Rosebud. You can decide what to do later.”

“Why do you keep calling me Rosebud? You know my name’s Rosie, right?”

Park’s eyes lazily scan my face, then his lips curl into a smile. “I know your name, little Rosebud.”

I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t, and for some reason a blush stains my cheeks.

Lifting his hand, Park brushes at my heated skin with his knuckles. “Come with us.”

My head moves without thought. I nod and his smile grows wider and for some reason I feel like everything is going to be okay.

“Let’s get out of here then, those security guards look like they’re getting twitchy again,” Smoke says with a smirk and a mock salute to the two guards who are watching us warily.

The guys walk on either side of me and we must make a ridiculous sight. Park towers over my five-foot-three frame to my left, but Smoke looks like a giant on my right. Looking down at my cute ballet pumps, I wish I was wearing my skyscraper heels; not that an extra six inches would really make any difference.

I know I should have expected it, but I still stumble slightly in surprise when the two huge black motorcycles come into view.

“You ride with Park. I’ll strap your bag onto the back of mine,” Smoke says.

I turn my attention to Park. “I’ve never ridden a motorcycle,” I say stupidly.

His lips twitch into a small smile. “You gonna be okay?”

I nod, my chin bobbing up and down quickly. Park throws his leg over his bike, then holds his hand out for me. “Climb on, Rosebud. Put your foot here,” he says pointing to a part of his bike.

Nodding, I place my hand on his shoulder, stepping as close to the bike as I can, then I pause. The motorcycle dwarfs me and despite me being fairly agile, I still can’t see a way for me to climb on without a ladder or at least a step.

“You okay?” Park asks.

“Err, yeah. It’s just that the bike is huge, and I’m… not.” I say, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment.

Loud chuckles come from both men and I scowl at them. “Shut up. It’s not my fault I’m vertically challenged,” I hiss. This invokes another laugh from them both. “You’re both dicks,” I say, my hands on my hips as I turn to walk away.

“Hold up,” Smoke calls, quickly jumping off his bike and jogging toward me. In the blink of an eye, he lifts me off the ground and places me on to the bike’s leather seat. “There you go, sweetheart,” he says with a cheeky lift of his eyebrows.

“Thank you,” I say, grabbing Park’s shoulder for support before I spin to the side, straddling the bike and placing my feet where Park had said.

“Arms around my waist,” Park says, as he reaches back and grabs one of my hands.

I do as he says, wrapping my arms tightly around his waist and clamping my knees to his side.

“You good?” Park asks as the engine roars to life.

“I think so.”

“Hold on tight.”

His words are my only warning, and seconds later we’re moving, the bike eating up the asphalt as the hotel fades into the background behind us. Riding on a motorcycle is nothing like I expected it to be. It’s loud and the wind is rushing at us. The roar of the bike’s engine is monstrously noisy and vibrates through every inch of the machine beneath me. But despite that, it’s also exhilarating. My hair is blowing behind me, the warm sun beats down overhead, and the warmth of Park’s back is soothing where I’m wrapped around him.

I never considered myself to be the type of person who would enjoy any kind of vehicle other than a car but riding on the back of Park’s motorcycle has completely converted me. When we pull up to the clubhouse, I find I’m disappointed that the ride is over and that I’d love to do it again, only next time maybe Park would let me drive.

It takes me a moment to process that he’s brought me to the biker club. I’m not sure where I expected us to go, and really, I should have established that before I climbed onto the back of his bike, but it’s too late for that now. “Is it okay for me to be here?” I ask.

“Sure, sweetheart.” Smoke answers, striding toward me and plucking me from the back of the bike like I weigh nothing at all.

“Really?” I say, as he places me on my feet, my legs a little wobbly now that I’m on firm ground again.

“Its fine, Rosebud. The girls will be getting lunch ready soon, so we can have a few drinks, maybe play some pool before we eat,” Park says, placing a hand against the base of my spine and guiding me forward.

“Err, okay,” I agree, stepping free of his touch and following a grinning Smoke into the building. Unlike last night, the room is practically empty with only a couple of guys sitting in groups on the large leather sofas chatting and drinking coffee. I’m surprised. The normalness of the situation is unexpected, and I think I’d just assumed that this place would always hold the debauchery I’d witnessed the last couple of nights.

“Rosie, what do you want to drink?” Smoke asks.

“Just a soda please.”

He nods, then looks to Park. “Beer, or you need something stronger after this morning?”

“Beer,” Park replies.

Smoke walks away and I turn to look at Park. “Did something happen this morning with Taylor?”

He scoffs and turns away from me, walking across the room to the pool table in the corner. Unsure what else to do, I follow after him, pausing at the side of the table as he racks the balls.

“You could say that,” he answers wryly.

“Is she okay?” I ask, suddenly worried about my friend, and feeling like an idiot for leaving with these two strangers rather than checking on her.

“She’s fine. Or at least she will be once she deals with some of her shit, instead of ignoring it. Although I guess I’m just as guilty of doing that as her.” Park says, a weariness creeping into his slumped shoulders and resigned voice.

“She told you about the wedding then?” I say, idly running my fingers over the fabric of the pool table.

“Wedding?” He asks. “Who’s getting married?”

“Taylor is, to Derek Matherson. You went to school with him, I guess.”

“She’s marrying Derek fucking Matherson?” he cries.

“Err, yeah. They’ve, err, they’ve been together since high school.”

He scoffs, shaking his head and his eyes drift to mine. For a second, I swear I can see a hint of something—jealousy perhaps—but it’s gone a second later.

“You know him then?”

“I did ten years ago before I left, and I can guess what type of man he is now.”

“Oh,” I murmur, unsure what else to say. Luckily Smoke returns with the drinks, handing me a large glass of soda and ice. “Thank you.”

He flashes me another cheeky smile, then steps past me and hands a cold bottle of beer to Park. “So, Rosie, where are you from?”

“LA. A small town by the coast.”

“You got a job, a husband, 2.4 kids?”

Smiling, I shake my head. “Yes to the job. No to the husband and children.”

“Let me guess,” he says, appraising me with his eyes. “Lawyer.”

A loud laugh escapes from my lips and I shake my head.

“Hmmm,” he says, tilting his head to the side as he stares at me. “Doctor?”

“Ewwww no, too much blood and guts for me.”

“Florist,” Smoke says with a shrug.

I shake my head again, “Not even close. I’m a journalist.”

My eyes flick between both men and I swallow the amusement I feel at their obviously shocked expressions.

“Well, sweetheart, I wasn’t expecting that. Do you work for a newspaper, or a glossy?” Smoke asks.

“I write for a small-town newspaper. It’s not exactly hard-hitting war reporting, but it’s steady and I’m comfortable.”

“Steady and comfortable. Sounds fucking awful,” Park sneers, his eyes focused on the balls on the table and not on me.

“No, it’s… it’s good. I have a job, I make rent. That’s more than a lot of people can say in this climate.” I snap, feeling defensive.

“Uh-huh,” Park says.

Our eyes lock, but I can’t hold his gaze, so I look away.

Sensing the tension, Smoke claps his hands together, shattering the stifling silence that has fallen between us. “Okay then, what are we playing for? Bragging rights, money, sexual favors?” He winks at me and I blush.

“I’ll play to win, if you pair start kissing if I do.” I say, with a smirk.

Smoke smiles as he circles the pool table until he reaches Park’s side. He slides his arm around Park’s shoulders then locks his gaze with mine. “Sorry, sweetness, Lucky Charms isn’t my type.” Then he smacks a loud kiss against Park’s cheek with a laugh.

A giggle escapes me as Park wipes at his cheek with his hand and shoves at Smoke’s shoulder playfully. “So how about we play twenty questions pool? Every time someone pots a ball you get to ask a question.” Smoke suggests.

Park looks at me and I shrug. I’m not sure why I need to get to know either of these guys, but I’m not averse to making new friends, even if they aren’t the type of people I’d normally hang out with.

“Sure, why not,” I say, lifting my glass to my lips and taking a drink of the cold soda.

Park’s grin makes butterflies bloom to life in my stomach, and for a second my thoughts turn to Taylor. I’m angry at her. She’s lied to me again and again, manipulated me, all so she can sleep with this man. He’s nothing but an item to be checked off a list, her unicorn. The idea of only seeing Park as a conquest feels wrong. Even in the short time I’ve known him, I can tell he’s not someone who could be dismissed that easily. Everything about the way he looks screams loud and in-your-face, but from what I’ve seen so far, his personality is nothing like that. He has a quiet way about him; not stoic or subdued, more that he doesn’t need to be gregarious to be heard.

Smoke lines up the white ball and breaks. We all watch as a single ball darts away from the group and slides effortlessly into the corner pocket. “Well, would you look at that,” Smoke gloats with a smug grin.

“Why do I feel like I’m being played?” I say, eyeing the two men suspiciously.

Both of the guys laugh loudly, and I roll my eyes, grabbing a cue and taking my place at the table.

“Not so quick, Rosebud. Smoke hasn’t asked you a question yet.” Park says, his Irish accent made more musical by the clear amusement in it.

“Okay,” Smoke says, rubbing his hands together and pursing his lips. “Is that your real hair color or a great dye job?”

I laugh and run my hand through my hair. “Nope, this is real. I have the childhood scars to prove it.”

“Scars?” Park asks.

“Metaphorical, not literal. I was a pale-skinned, freckled kid, with bright orange hair. I was a walking target for every bully and mean girl in my school.”

“Well, that must have sucked.” Smoke says, sympathy in his eyes.

Flapping my hand dismissively, I scoff. “Show me a kid who wasn’t bullied over something trivial at school. I’m not too traumatized and I love my hair. I’d never dye it; I barely have it cut.”

“Don’t change it, it’s beautiful,” Park says, reaching out and running his finger down a wayward strand.

I follow his movement with my eyes. Normally if a stranger touched my hair, I’d slap their hand away, but this is the second time Park has done it and strangely, I find that I don’t mind. His touch doesn’t feel sexual, and weirdly, I don’t even feel like he’s actually looking at me. It’s more like he’s drawn to the color, or texture, or something. “I won’t,” I finally say, as he pulls his hand away.

He steps back and I feel cold without him close. The pool cue is still clamped in my hand and with some effort, I lift it and turn to the table. Eyeing the balls, I spot an easy strike and quickly line up the cue, sending the ball sailing into the pocket.

Smoke whistles through his teeth. “Sweetheart, I think maybe we’re the ones being played here.”

Giggling, I twist so my butt is resting against the table. “I worked in a bar all through college; I played a lot of pool after closing.”

“She’s a total shark,” Smoke says to Park with a grin. “It’s always the quiet ones.”

“In my defense, it’s on you if you assumed I couldn’t play.”

“She’s got you there.” Park laughs.

“Okay, so…” I wrinkle my brow trying to decide on a question. “How long have you guys been part of this club?”

Both men turn and smirk at each other, then look back to me. Park speaks first. “I’ve been a member for almost eight years.”

“Seven for me,” Smoke offers. “I prospected not long after Park.”

“Prospected?”

“Anyone who wants to become a member has to prove themselves. You have to serve the club as a prospect, basically a trainee without any of the benefits, for as long as it takes for the club to trust you and see you as an asset and an ally.” Park says.

“Wow, I had no idea. How long does that take?”

“There’s no fixed time. It really just depends on the person.” Smoke replies, before lifting his beer to his lips.

“Well, how long were you guys prospects?” I ask, intrigued.

“Fuck if I remember. A year? Somewhere around that.” Smoke replies.

I turn and look at Park. “Eighteen months,” he says.

“Wow, that’s a lot of commitment with no guarantees.”

“The gift of faith is part of the test,” Park replies.

I nod, because it makes sense. Waiting without any assurances is an act of faith and I can see why that would be important when trying to enter this kind of institution. I don’t really know anything about biker clubs, but to the best of my very limited knowledge, I assume it’s a lifelong commitment, and this extended waiting period for acceptance suggests that they don’t take admittance lightly.

Park pushes up from his perch against the wall and strides toward the table, his long legs eating up the short distance. His tattooed, lean body folds over the table as he lines up his shot, sinking a difficult ball into the center pocket. When he turns his gaze on me, his eyes are full of mischief. “You got any tattoos, little Rosebud?”

I shake my head. “No.”

“None at all?” Smoke asks, shocked.

“Nope. I’ve always wanted one, but I could never find what I wanted and honestly, I didn’t feel comfortable just walking into any random tattoo shop and trusting them to do a good job.”

“Virgin skin,” Park says, a wistfulness in his voice that seems a little strange.

Smoke drains the rest of his beer, placing the empty bottle down on a shelf along the wall. Grabbing his cue, he looks at the balls on the table, tilting his head to the side before stepping to the right, pausing, and then walking further around the table and lining up his shot. Striking the cue ball, he groans when it hits off-center, sending the ball careening past the pocket and back into the center of the fabric. “Well fuck, who wants another drink?”

Park holds up his bottle signaling for another, while I shake my head. Smoke turns and walks to the bar as I take up position at the table and quickly pot another ball.

“You could clear this table right now, couldn’t you?” Park asks, his eyes warm but assessing.

“Probably,” I answer honestly.

“I like you, Rosebud. You’re not what I was expecting.”

“My name’s Rosie.”

“I know.”

“What were you expecting?” I ask, reaching for the chalk and covering the tip of the cue in the blue powder.

“I guess I thought you’d be more like Taylor.”

“And what’s Taylor like?” I ask, unsure how I’ll react to his words.

Park sighs and the sound is weary and anguished. “Complicated,” he finally says, rubbing at his temple with his fingers.

“And you don’t think I’m complicated?” I say, raising my eyebrow and smirking.

He laughs, but the sound seems forced. “Maybe, but in a very different way.”

“Aren’t you happy to see her?”

“I left for a reason. Her coming here has made me question that. I’ve buried my head in the sand for ten fucking years and now I don’t even know why.”

When our eyes meet, his are full of turmoil and confusion. I want to question him, but it’s not my place. We don’t know each other, but despite everything Taylor has done, she’s still my friend. I know she won’t move on from this crazy unicorn idea without some kind of closure with this guy, her childhood friend. “Why did you leave?”

The words are out of my mouth and it’s too late to take them back, but I wish I could. Park’s whole body tenses, like the words are a physical blow.

“Why did she tell you she wanted to find me?” he counters, stepping forward and into my personal space.

“To begin with she told me she wanted to reconnect with her childhood best friend, that she wanted you at her wedding.”

“To begin with?”

“That wasn’t the whole truth,” I admit quietly.

“What was the whole truth?” Park asks, moving closer, until I have to tip my head back to look at him.

“I think that’s between you and her. All I’ll say is that I don’t agree with her reasons and that’s why we argued.”

His eyebrows raise in surprise and he steps back, not moving far, but far enough that I inhale sharply, grateful for the space that’s now between us. Park’s assessing eyes are focused on me and he opens his mouth to speak, but Smoke’s voice interrupts. “I’ve had a great idea. If you miss a shot you have to take a shot,” he says in a sing-song voice, bottles of beer gripped in one hand and a tray of shots balancing in the other.

“But you’re the only person who’s missed so far,” I say cockily, forcing myself to look away from Park’s intense grey eyes.

“True,” he says with a nod, lifting a shot glass to his lips and throwing back the liquid. “But I won’t be. One of you two fuckers is gonna miss sooner or later.”

Park laughs, moving to the pool table, then barely glancing at the balls, he leans over and sends a yellow ball flying into the pocket. “Yeah, dude. I’m gonna be slamming shots like an Amish kid on Rumspringa.”

Smoke flicks him the bird, then winks at me.

“So,” Park starts.

“Hey, hey,” I say stopping him. “Not all of your questions can be directed at me. You need to ask each other stuff too,” I chide.

“But I already know everything about dipshit over there,” Park says.

Shrugging, I offer him a wry grin, and cross my arms across my chest, raising my eyebrows expectantly. In my head my body language is exuding ‘don’t mess with me’ vibes, but from the amused look on both of their faces I’m not sure I’m as badass as I think I am.

“Fine,” Park whines. “Smoke, did you fuck?”

“Stop, stop. I don’t want to hear any of that.” I cut him off frantically.

Both men laugh and I shoot them a narrow-eyed glare. “Park, you forfeit your go for being a dick.”

Smoke wags a finger at Park, chuckling. “Dude, don’t piss off little miss sassy pants over there, or she’ll make you go sit in the corner.”

“Justin, shut up and take your shot,” I scold Smoke. His mouth drops open and he gawps at me, shocked that I called him by his first name.

“OHHHHH,” Park cries, covering his mouth to stifle his laughter.

“You did not just first name me?” Smoke says.

“I did. Now take the shot or grab a shot,” I say pointing at the tray of shot glasses.

Smoke shakes his head, his smile so wide it could split his face in two. “Yes, ma’am.”

Two hours later we’re on the second tray of shots and all of our aims are a little worse for wear. I know more random stuff about these two men now, than I do about most of my long term friends, and I’m having a blast.

“Do you wear a thong?” Smoke asks, his voice slightly slurred.

“Ewww no! Thongs are evil, always stuck up your butt.”

Throwing his head back he laughs loudly. “Sweetheart, you’re hilarious. You don’t give a fuck about impressing us; it’s fantastic.”

“Why would I try to impress you?” I ask, attempting to focus on Smoke’s face, even though he’s swaying a little and it’s making my head hurt.

“Exactly,” he cries, throwing his hands into the air. “Park, why couldn’t Rosie have been your sister and not Taylor? That would have been awesome.”

“What?” I say, the room dipping out of focus as I swing around to look at Park.

“Oh fuck,” Smoke says from behind me. “She didn’t know. Fuck. Brother, I’m sorry. I thought she knew.”

My eyes lock with Park’s. “What’s he talking about? Taylor’s your sister?”

He nods, his eyes solemn. All traces of the happiness from only moments ago lost.

“Does she know?” I ask, as my heart hurts for my friend. If she just found out, she’s going to be losing her mind and instead of comforting her, I’m here, playing pool and getting drunk with two strangers.

“She’s always known,” Park says, his usually lilting accent now raw and husky.

“I don’t understand? She didn’t know, she can’t have,” I ramble, thoughts of our last conversation about Park running through my mind.

“I found out ten years ago. That was the day I left. But apparently her mom told her when she was just a kid. She’s knew for eight years of our friendship and never said a thing.”

“No. No, that’s not right, that can’t be true. If she knew then she wouldn’t have, she couldn’t have… No.” I say, my words a jumbled-up mix of thoughts and denials.

“Rosebud,” Park says, pulling my attention to him.

I look up into his face.

“She knew.”

I can see the sincerity in his words. I can see that he’s hurting, see that it’s deeper than surface betrayal. But he’s a virtual stranger and she’s my best friend. “I need to get back to the hotel.”
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Rosie barely makes eye contact with me as she searches for her cellphone in her purse. “Rosebud, you won’t get a cab out here. Let me get someone to give you a ride. I’d take you myself, but I’ve had too much to drink.”

She nods, her cell gripped tightly in her hand. “I need to call her.”

“Okay, go make your call and I’ll find you a ride.”

She agrees, but her attention is focused on her cell and the number she’s dialing.

“I’m sorry. I thought she knew,” Smoke says as he moves to my side.

“I thought she did too. She said something earlier about Taylor lying. I figured it was about me.”

Pulling my cell from my pocket I dial Nikki’s number. “Hey, sweetie,” she says as she answers.

“Hey, Nik, I need a favor.”

“Okay, is it gonna piss off Blade?”

“No.”

“Boo,” she says with an amused laugh.

“I’ll do something to piss him off later, but right now I need you to give me and a friend a ride.”

“What’s wrong with your bike?”

“Nothing, but we’ve been drinking.”

“Okay, give me thirty minutes. Are you at the club?”

“Yeah, and Nik… thanks.”

I can practically hear all the questions she wants to ask me in the silent pause before she speaks. “No worries, see you soon.”

“Bye, babe.” Ending the call, I push my cell back into my pocket and cross the room to where Rosebud is pacing, her cell to her ear, her body rigid with agitation.

“Rosebud,” I say, softly placing my hand on her shoulder to get her attention.

She spins to face me, her eyes a little glassy and wide with worry. “She’s not answering my calls,” she says, a catch in her voice.

“Our ride’s on her way. She’ll be here in thirty minutes. Taylor will be fine.”

“She won’t. She…” She cuts herself off without finishing her sentence.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing,” she says too quickly.

“Rosebud, anyone ever tell you that you’re a shitty liar?” I ask. Her cheeks flush that fucking perfect shade of rosebud pink as she avoids my eyes and I know that she knows more than she’s letting on. “Rosie.”

Still avoiding my gaze, she fumbles with her cell, tapping at the screen with her fingers.

“Rosie,” I say again, placing my hand over her cell and preventing her from looking at it.

“What?” she snaps, still avoiding my eyes guiltily.

“What’s going on? Did you know I was her brother?”

She looks up at me and shakes her head. “No. I had no idea.”

“Then why do you look guilty?”

“I don’t look guilty, I’m just worried about my friend.”

I stare at her for a moment, searching for the lie, but it’s not there. She’s worried about Taylor, but why do I feel like this isn’t just about our DNA revelations? I don’t know her well enough to call her on this shit, so instead I just nod and watch as she calls Taylor again and again as we wait for Nikki to get here.

Twenty minutes later, Nik struts into the clubhouse, her barely visible pregnant belly showing through the fitted vintage dress she’s wearing. In an ideal world, Nikki would be my perfect woman: she’s tall and covered in tats, with enough attitude to make her a stunning ball of fire, but enough softness to make her a jewel. Unfortunately, I’ve never felt that way about her and she’s never felt that way about me. We’re friends, not close friends, at least not as close as I thought we were. A lump of dread pools in my gut. For months I’ve been pissed at her for keeping a huge part of her past a secret and I’ve been doing the exact same thing.

When she spots Smoke and I sat on bar stools watching Rosebud pace back and forth calling Taylor again and again, she looks at me, a clear question in the rise of her eyebrow.

“Hey,” she says, leaning into me for a hug when she reaches my side.

“Hey, babe, thanks for doing this.”

“What exactly am I doing?”

“Hey, Rosebud,” I call to her and she pauses, turning to look at us. “This is Nikki. She’s gonna give us a ride.”

Rosie looks to Nikki and flashes her a polite smile. “Thank you so much, Nikki. I’m Rosie.”

Nikki smiles back at her, waving slightly, her car keys gripped in her hand. “Are you guys ready then? Blade’s taking me out to dinner, and I want to go see Dove before I need to get ready.”

“Sure,” I say, rising from my seat and reaching for Rosebud’s hand. She allows me to take it, but when I look down at her, her brow is wrinkled in consternation and she’s looking from our entwined hands to me and back again.

“See you later, sweetheart,” Smoke calls as we move away from the bar.

“Bye, Smoke.”

“So where are we going?” Nikki asks.

“The Olympic hotel, if that’s okay?” Rosebud says shyly.

“Oh, is that the new fancy place out past Lanlan?”

Rosebud shrugs uncomfortably, so I answer for her. “Yeah, that’s the place.”

“Okay then. You guys ready?”

“Yes, thank you for doing this,” Rosebud says, pulling her hand from mine and walking quicker to catch up with Nikki.

It shouldn’t matter that this girl doesn’t want to hold my hand; she’s no-one to me, just the friend of my half-sister. But a subtle twinge of hurt pulses in my stomach. I want to touch her, not even fuck her, I just want to be able to pull her close and be near her. The unexpected realization makes my fingers clamp into fists at my sides, but I grit my teeth and follow behind the two women as Nikki leads us toward her car.

“Wow, this is a beautiful car,” Rosebud says.

“Isn’t she?” Nikki says, pride evident in her voice.

We all climb in and Rosebud settles into the backseat, her bags beside her, while I sit up front.

“So how do you guys know each other?” Nikki asks, her head swiveling between me and Rosebud.

“Oh, well, we don’t really. I’m a friend of Taylor.” Rosebud says.

“Taylor?” Nikki asks, her assessing eyes laser-focused on me.

“I’ll tell you later,” I mutter quietly.

Nikki stares at me for a long moment, then nods and starts the engine. The ride to the hotel is short and quiet. Nikki and Rosebud exchange a few words, but mostly all I feel is the tension-filled silence between us.

I exhale as we pull into the hotel’s parking lot. A uniformed valet steps to the curb, but Nikki waves him off and he subtly retreats back into the shadows.

“Can you wait for a minute?” I ask Nikki.

She nods and I quickly climb out, lifting the seat so Rosebud can follow suit. She reaches for her bag, but I take it and gesture for her to lead the way.

“Thank you, Nikki. I really appreciate the ride,” Rosebud says, before she turns and walks into the brightly lit lobby.

Looking over my shoulder, I catch Nikki watching me, and I know, just know that there’s going to be fewer secrets between us by the end of the night.

Closing the distance, we walk side by side, her hand hanging limply between us. I want to reach for it, to take her hand in mine, but I don’t. Instead, I place my palm lightly at the base of her spine and guide her into the waiting elevator. When we arrive on their floor, Rosebud darts out as soon as the doors open, rushing down the corridor and toward the suite she and Taylor have been sharing.

Music is pouring from beneath the door to the suite and I glance warily at Rosebud. Her fist is raised and she’s knocking gently on the wood, but there’s no way anyone would hear that over the blaring music. Rosebud knocks again, slightly more insistently, but the noise doesn’t lower, and Taylor doesn’t answer. As she lifts her fist to knock again, I reach over her head and bang on the door several times with my fist. A few moments later the door cracks open and a disheveled looking Taylor answers the door.

She looks from me to Rosebud and when her eyes land on her friend she bursts into loud, dramatic tears. The girls throw themselves into each other’s arms, stumbling to the side with the force of their embrace.

“Ladies, how bout we take this inside?” I suggest, making sure I only touch Rosebud as I steer them out of the doorway and inside the suite. The girls stumble into the room in a mass of tears and hugs and drama.

Standing back, I watch as they converse in a language that I swear isn’t fucking English. It’s a high-pitched whine-like sound that may well be dog or possibly primordial man, or something equally as random. Whatever it is. I don’t have a fucking clue what’s going on.

“Ladies, how are we all doing here?” I ask from near the door.

The room falls silent and both women turn and look at me. As if realizing for the first time that I’m actually here, Taylor jumps from the sofa, brushing down her creased shirt and trying to be discreet as she wipes away the stray tears that are running down her cheeks.

“We’ll be fine thanks, Park.” Rosebud says, as she rises from the sofa and takes up an almost submissive position slightly behind Taylor. I barely acknowledge my half-sister; my eyes are riveted on Rosebud. How is it possible that in only a day Taylor has gone from the center of my universe to an insignificant blip?

“Park,” Taylor snaps, her voice an annoyed yap.

I don’t want to look away from Rosebud. I don’t understand why I’m this captivated by her, but I am. Despite how beautiful Taylor is, she pales in comparison with the pixie like redhead and everything about Rosebud is compelling me to want to know more.

“Park,” Taylor yaps again.

I force myself to look at Taylor. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to be around her. This morning’s revelation that she’s known for years that we were siblings has left me sick to my stomach. She knew all along about our parentage and decided to keep it to herself, even though she knew I had more than platonic feelings for her.

Taylor’s eyes rise to mine and a look flashes across her features. It could be mistaken for longing, but I doubt it. If she’d have told me at ten, twelve, or even thirteen that we were more than best friends, that she was my sister, I’d have been over the moon. Fuck, I spent most of my childhood wishing she was my family, but instead she stayed silent and I found out she was my sibling when I’d been planning for her to be my soulmate. Unable to hold her gaze for a moment longer, resentful anger fills my gut and I look away.

Without thought or provocation I seek out Rosebud. Her glorious explosion of hair is mussed and windswept and just from a single glance I feel a wash of calm slither over me. I don’t know what it is about her, but she feels peaceful and relaxed, like her aura emanates soothing juju.

She looks back at me, confusion wrinkling her expression, but she smiles at me, and I feel more of the tension dissolve from my muscles. “Where’s your cell? I ask her.

“Mine?” Taylor asks haughtily.

I ignore her and keep my gaze pinned on Rosebud.

Rosebud looks to Taylor, then back to me. “Me?” she asks, pointing at herself like I could mean someone else.

“Yeah, you,” I reply, a ghost of a smile hovering on my lips.

“Err.” She pats at her jean pocket, then reaches for her purse off the floor where it must have dropped when she and Taylor were hugging. “Oh, err, here it is,” she says, pulling a battered looking cellphone from the depths of her purse and waving it in the air.

Stepping closer to her, I pluck the cell from her hand. She doesn’t have a passcode so I quickly add my cellphone number to her contacts, then call my phone so I have her number too. “You have my number and I have yours. Call me if you need me.”

Offering the phone to her, she reaches out to take it and I hold it for a second too long. “Call me,” I say again.

“Okay,” she breathes, her pupils dilating and her voice barely audible.

Releasing the cell, I step back, and both women watch as I retreat to the door. I ignore my half-sister, unable to find the resolve to deal with her right at this moment and instead address Rosie. “Rosebud, I’ll speak to you soon.”

“Err, sure, err, okay,” Rosebud replies, her eyes glancing at Taylor to her right.

With a last look at my sister and Rosebud, I turn and open the door, leaving the room behind me. A weird sensation of both joy and sadness at leaving consumes me. Before I know what’s happening, the elevator I don’t remember boarding pings, heralding its arrival in the lobby. Exiting, I hurry across the expensive marble floors, unknowingly holding my breath until I step into the bright afternoon air and stride toward Nikki’s car. When she spots me, she starts the engine and I climb in, closing the door behind me.

We leave the hotel in a cloud of thick, question-filled silence. I can feel Nikki’s eyes looking toward me every few moments and I know she’ll expect answers, but I have no idea where to start. “Are you meeting Dove?” I ask.

“It can wait,” she replies.

“Okay.”

“My place or yours?”

“Yours. Blade will lose his shit if you tell him you’re at mine.”

“Cam can go fuck himself; I don’t need his permission to go to my friend’s place.”

A bark of laughter escapes me. “I know you don’t, babe. But pissing off my V.P. is never the best plan. Let’s just go to yours.”

Her indignant huff is audible even over the whoosh of the wind as we zoom down the highway toward her beautiful house. When we pull into the driveway, she kills the engine and we both climb out. We walk the path to the front door in silence and I wait as she twists her key in the lock and opens the door. Jock, her dog, rushes at us, scurrying around our feet until I bend down and stroke his midnight-black fur.

“Is this a coffee or whiskey kind of a conversation?” Nikki asks, breaking the silence.

“Whiskey.”

Her lips twist into a concerned line and I straighten and follow her into the kitchen. She opens a cupboard and pulls out an unopened bottle of whiskey, then takes a glass tumbler from a different cupboard. Crossing the room to the freezer, she drops a large cube of ice into the glass then pours two fingers of whiskey over the top, before sliding the glass along the counter toward me.

“I can’t drink, so you’re gonna have to enjoy that for the both of us.”

Lifting the glass to my lips, I take a deep pull at the amber-colored liquor. The smoky flavor hits the back of my throat and I hum approvingly. “That’s some damn fine Irish whiskey.”

“I thought you’d approve. Now do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

“It’s a long story. We should probably sit.”

Nikki nods, moving away from me to unlock the French doors that open from the kitchen onto a great patio and seating area. I follow as she makes her way to a huge sectional sofa and we sink down into the soft cushions facing one another. Nikki curls her legs beneath her and stares at me expectantly. “So,” she prompts.

Lifting my glass to my lips I drink down some more of the whiskey, rolling it across my tongue before swallowing. “It’s a really long story.”

“That’s okay. This baby isn’t due for another five months. I have time.”

“It’s so fucked up,” I say, rubbing at my brow with my fingertips.

“Look, Park.” She pauses, inhales sharply and closes her eyes then speaks. “I was raped by my father’s friend, while daddy dear sat and watched, his hard dick in his hand. I promise you, whatever you’re about to tell me, I’m not gonna judge you or be shocked. We all have a story to tell, just tell me yours.”

“What?” I yell, leaping to my feet.

Nikki doesn’t move, and her expression doesn’t falter. She simply opens her eyes and calmly says, “We can talk about me another day. I didn’t bring it up so we could dissect my history. But I wanted you to know my secrets so you could feel comfortable trusting me with yours. Only Cam knows, so I’d appreciate it if you don’t tell anyone else though.”

Sinking back down onto the sofa, I pull my friend into my arms and hold her against my chest. I want to comfort her, but this hug is for me almost as much as her. I always knew she had a darkness tormenting her, but I never would have dreamed she’d had to deal with so much.

“Okay, okay,” Nikki cries, batting my arms and pushing herself away from me. I don’t miss the way she wipes the tear from the corner of her eye, but I don’t mention it and neither does she. Instead, I pull in a deep breath and tell her everything.

I tell her about meeting Taylor when I first moved to the US. I tell her about us being best friends and growing up together. I tell her about the first time I knew I was in love with her. I tell her about how shitty I felt for years having to watch the woman I loved date other guys. Then finally I tell her about that day ten years ago when I found out the truth about my father’s affair and my half-sister.

Through it all Nikki listens, never judging or commenting. “So what happened after you found out that the girl you’d loved for years was actually your sister?”
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Ten years ago.

 

“Why?” The single word escapes from my horrified lips. I’m not sure who I’m directing my question to, but I need one of them to confirm why the hell this happened.

“It was a mistake; just a drunken indiscretion, son. You know how these things happen.” My father says, his voice mild and cajoling.

“No, I don’t. Explain to me how your dick managed to fucking fall into her pussy, Dad! Explain how you cheated on your pregnant girlfriend? Taylor’s six months younger than me, so you must have known that mom was pregnant. You were still together then. Why would you do this?” My voice is frantic, searching for something, anything to make this not be true.

My father retreats behind his desk and sinks into his chair. “Your mother wasn’t happy here. She wanted us to leave.”

“So you slept with someone else?”

“Yes,” he replies, his head down, unable to look at me.

“Taylor’s my sister?” I say, knowing that it’s the truth but unable to truly believe it.

My dad raises his head and defiantly shakes it. “No, she’s not.”

Breathing becomes hard and my vision blurs at the edges. I can hear the sound of the beating of my own heart and feel the tears prickling at the sides of my eyes. “I’m in love with her,” I whisper.

Diane’s shocked inhale is so loud I swear it shatters all of the glass in the office’s windows.

“No,” my father says, his voice firm and unyielding. “No.”

“I’ve been in love with her for years,” I rasp, a tear escaping and rolling down my cheek as the truth finally begins to sink in.

“Have you…?” Diane starts, then stops, unable to ask the question.

“Have I fucked my sister?” I shout, the words so full of venom they both flinch.

“Parker,” My father warns, his voice a steely rasp.

Rounding on him, I stalk across his office and for the first time ever, I lean across his desk and shout into his face. “I’m in love with her. She’s my soulmate, and because you pair couldn’t keep it in your fucking pants, if I’ve touched her it’d be incest. That’s what it would be, isn’t it, Dad?”

My father cowers beneath my words. My entire life he’s been this angry, unmovable force. Always scowling at me, always disappointed. Only now, because I happened to overhear the truth about his tawdry little affair, he’s cowering, like the pathetic, spineless bastard he is. “So ask me, Dad,” I hiss. “Ask if I’ve fucked my sister?”

His eyes widen and he visibly swallows. “Have you been intimate with Taylor?”

“No.”

His shoulders slump and I back away from his desk. “You pair disgust me. Own your fucking shit and sort out your problems without fucking up your kids’ lives. I’m leaving, and I’m never coming back here. You people are fucking poison.”

“Parker,” my father says, his voice broken.

“Fuck you. I hope I never have to see you again. Don’t come looking for me. If you do, I’ll tell mom everything.” Turning on the spot, I look to Diane. “And you, I have no idea what you’re hoping for from him but trust me when I say Taylor is better off without him as a father. Cut your losses and stop whatever this is with him. Make sure Taylor doesn’t come looking either. I can’t be around her, so you need to make sure I never have to be.”

With a quick glance at both of their ashen faces I leave the room.

 

 

Present Day

 

“So you just left?” Nikki asks.

“Yeah, I packed a bag and left. I had some money, so I got a cab to the airport, then jumped on the first flight to Ireland. I arrived at my grandparents’ house sixteen hours later and sobbed like a baby into my granny’s arms.

“That’s where you go every summer?”

“Yep. Every year since my Mammy moved us here, I’ve flown home to see them.”

“And, do they know about Taylor?”

“Yeah they know, but I made them promise to never tell my mom. It’s up to my dad to tell her. He did her wrong. He needs to be the one to break her heart, not me.”

Nikki sighs and switches position, her hand falling to her stomach and caressing lightly across her slightly rounded stomach. “Your mom doesn’t know?”

“She didn’t ten years ago. If she knows now, then she’s never mentioned it. But we don’t speak often.” I say, steepling then un-steepling my fingers.

“So, who’s the redhead?”

“Rosebud?” I ask.

“I thought she said her name was Rosie. Why do you call her Rosebud?”

Sighing, I rub at my face. “I don’t know… she blushed and her cheeks, they just went this perfect color, and with all that hair, and… fuck, I don’t know. She’s just Rosebud.”

Nikki smirks. “You like her.”

“I don’t think I do. It’s just that Taylor has haunted me for so fucking long. She was all that I could see and then all of a sudden I saw this flash of red and I thought there was hope for me.” I admit, leaning back against the sofa and letting my head fall back to the cushions.

“There’s still hope,” Nikki says softly.

“I thought Taylor was my soulmate. I thought she was the woman I was going to spend the rest of my life with, the mother of my kids. I loved her—as much as an eighteen-year-old kid can—and then that day when I walked into my dad’s office, well, everything just fell apart. Taylor’s been all I can see and paint and dream about for the last ten fucking years and then along comes Rosebud. I painted her you know? The other morning I woke up and she was all I could think about; I just had to get the picture onto canvas.”

“That’s great,” Nikki says, leaning forward in her seat.

“I thought maybe it meant I was finally getting over Taylor. Then last night I saw Rosebud again. I chased her down, like a fucking stalker, and there she was… nothing like I expected; all sweet and nice and calm. But life’s not quite done fucking with me yet, because the moment I find Rosebud, Taylor literally crashes back into my life again. Rosebud’s her best friend. How fucking ironic is that? The only woman in ten years to make me forget Taylor is the one woman in the entire fucking state who actually knows her.”

“That doesn’t mean that you can’t get to know Rosie.”

“Taylor knew.” I blurt out.

“What?”

“Taylor knew all along that we were half-siblings.”

Nikki’s mouth falls open.

“Apparently she’s known since she was ten. She’s even more fucking repressed and fucked-up than me, because she just refuses to acknowledge that we’re related. She tried to kiss me.”

“What, ten years ago?” she asks.

“Nope. She tried to kiss me last night and then again this morning.”

A strangled gasp falls from Nikki’s lips. “Wow,” she mouths, her lips forming the word without any sound coming out.

“Oh yeah, she’s quite the little fucked-up treat,” I say acerbically.

“I don’t get it,” Nikki says, her brows wrinkled in consternation. “Why would she just deny that you’re related?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say money. We grew up with the mega rich in LA. My dad’s rich, but Taylor’s daddy is mega rich.”

“But what about you?”

A loud scoff escapes my throat and the sound is angry and sad and disappointed all in one. “Who the fuck knows. I was all in, one hundred percent in love with her, and I thought she felt the same way, but obviously not.”

Nikki lays her small hand against my thigh. “This must have been hard for her.”

I nod. “I’d agree if she hadn’t tried to stick her tongue down my throat twice in the last two days.”

A small laugh bubbles from Nikki and she rushes to slap her hand across her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she starts.

I shake my head as a laugh builds within me too. “Don’t be. It’s so fucked up, it is kind of funny,” I say as a shaky chuckle escapes.

“So what about Rosie?”

Scrubbing my hand across my face, I shrug. “What about her?”

“You like her.”

“I like that she isn’t Taylor. I like that’s she’s funny and chilled out. I’m drawn to her, but I don’t think it’s a lust thing. Maybe it’s just my subconscious’ way of telling me it’s time to get over my fucked-up incestuous obsession with my ex-best friend/sister.”

“Wow, Park, that’s the title of Jerry Springer’s next episode.”

“Fuck you,” I say playfully, nudging Nikki with my shoulder.

“I get that this last couple of days has been a huge mind fuck for you, but now that you’ve seen Taylor, ignoring the sibling shit, how do you feel about her?” Nikki asks, her shrewd eyes watching me cautiously.

“Weirdly, I don’t really feel anything for her. I expected to still want her, but thank fuck, my dick didn’t even twitch.”

“Not that I really want to discuss your dick, but no hard-on for your sister is a good thing.”

Shaking my head at Nikki’s no-nonsense words, I smile and nod. “Definitely a good thing.” Glancing down at my hands, I clench my fingers into fists, all traces of my good humor evaporating. “She’s known for years that we shared the same father. We were best friends, she should have told me. She knew I had feelings for her that were nowhere close to platonic and she encouraged me. She knew I was in love with her. She’s my sister and she played with me, she flirted with me. Fuck, she probably would have let me have sex with her, all the time knowing we were related.”

Nikki’s small hand wraps around one of my fists and she squeezes lightly. “It’s fucked-up, sweetie. But she’s your sister and although I have no idea what they might be, I’m sure she had her reasons for behaving the way she has. I’m in no way condoning her behavior, but she’s family, and you guys can maybe forge some kind of relationship. I think you’ll regret it if you don’t try.”

Lifting up my free hand, I run my fingers through my hair. “How do you get past someone lying to you your entire life?”

“You don’t have to decide now. Take some time and think about it. If you decide you don’t want her in your life, then fine, but otherwise this is a chance to start afresh with her.”

“Maybe.”

“What about Rosie? Do you want to see her again?” Nikki asks, a sly grin twitching at the edges of her lips.

I think about Rosebud, her easy charm, her flame-colored hair. Then I consider never seeing her again. A pang of unease thuds in my chest. If Taylor leaves then Rosebud would leave with her and I don’t want Rosie to disappear. Silently examining my feelings, I try to explain my strange desire to see her again. I don’t want to fuck her. I mean I do, she’s beautiful, but I know what lust and want feels like, and this need I’m feeling for Rosie isn’t like that.

Whatever it is, one thing is completely clear to me. I’m not ready to say goodbye to my Rosebud just yet, so I’m going to have to figure out a way to make her stay, at least for a little while longer.
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My eyes follow Park as he walks out the door, closing it behind him, then I turn my focus back to my friend. “Taylor, what the hell is going on?”

Her eyes are riveted on the closed suite door. She’s in front of me, but slightly to the side, enough that I swear I watch her mouth twist into a scowl and her eyes narrow before she crumples into a heap and begins to cry. Like the dutiful friend I am, I fall to my knees beside her, and pull her shaking body into my arms. I coo platitudes into her hair, assuring her that it will all be okay, but my mind is still fixed on the scowl and her cruel words from last night start to run through my mind.

After a few minutes of loud sobs, she pulls out of my embrace and her tear-streaked face comes into focus. “My life is such a disaster,” she whimpers, then dissolves into tears again, collapsing against me.

Pushing her upright, I manage to disentangle myself from her completely and shuffle back. “Sweetie, I need you to pull yourself together and tell me what’s going on here. Park said that he’s your brother.”

Taylor’s large doll-like eyes fill with tears again and her lips quiver. In all the years I’ve known her, I’ve never seen her look so genuinely upset. The woman sat in front of me is my best friend, but I’m not oblivious to her ability to cry at will, or the way she uses emotional blackmail to get her own way. I know she’s not perfect, but for years I’ve overlooked her more deceptive personality traits, because at the end of the day she’s my friend and she loves me.

Right now, I’m questioning everything. Staring at her intently, I try to figure out if her dramatics are genuine or fake. Is this all for show? To garner sympathy and understanding when she finally tells me the truth and explains why she came here. Less than twenty-four hours ago, Taylor glowed with excitement as she told me Park was her unicorn, the one sexual conquest who escaped her. But why would she want to have sex with him if she already knew he was her half-brother?

Taylor’s a little indulged and shallow but considering the idea that she would deliberately have sex with her sibling makes me want to laugh at the absurdity of it. But why would Park lie? He has nothing to gain here; no reason to make up something so distasteful.

“Taylor.”

She doesn’t lift her hands from her face and instead sobs loudly, her body shaking dramatically from the intensity of her emotion as it wracks through her slim frame.

“Taylor,” I say again, sterner this time.

Her shoulder stiffen, so I know she heard me, but she doesn’t lift her head.

“Taylor.”

Slowly her head lifts and her sobs subside to exaggerated whimpers and sniffles. Eventually, she parts her fingers, then gradually lowers her palms into her lap. Her eyes are swollen and puffy and streaks of mascara run down her ruddy cheeks.

“Did you know Park was your brother?”

Her eyes widen, then narrow, barely perceptibly. If I didn’t know her as well as I do, I would have missed it, and then I might have believed the words she’s about to speak. But I’ve known the woman in front of me for ten years. I know her, and because of that, I know that the next words out of her mouth are going to be a lie.

“I had no idea,” Taylor says.

My heart actually hurts. She knew, she knew all along who Park was and she was still going to have sex with him. A horrifying sense of realization crashes into me. I don’t really know the person in front of me. This isn’t a little white lie or a mistruth, this is a fucked-up deception that could damage and scar a person for life.

“Why are you lying to me?” I ask, my voice robotic. The shock at her behavior still barreling through me.

“I’m not,” she says, widening her huge eyes and faking outrage at my suggestion of her dishonesty.

“Yes, you are. You’re lying to my face. Just tell me the truth. Be honest.”

Taylor turns her eyes away from me, shakes her head and sighs. “I can’t believe you’re being like this. I just found out that I have a brother. You’re supposed to be supportive and help me through this, not accuse me. You’re supposed to be my best friend.”

My breath becomes ragged and tears well in my eyes. But they’re not tears of sadness. Instead they’re tears of outrage, anger, and disappointment. My voice breaks as I speak, but I force the words out. “I have no idea who you are. You’re lying. You knew. You’ve known for years, but you still planned to have sex with him.”

When Taylor turns back to me, the tears have disappeared, vanished like they were never there in the first place. Instead, anger and indignation replace them. “He is not my brother,” she seethes. “My father is Elliot Daniel Carrington the third. I am Taylor Marie Carrington. I don’t have any siblings and I can sleep with whoever the fuck I choose to.”

My body physically bows away from the vehemence in her voice and spit hits my face with the intensity she’s hissing the words at me. “You’re right. Elliot is your father,” I say quietly. “But biologically, another man provided half of your DNA.”

“No,” she says, shaking her head back and forth as if she can physically push away the truth.

“And Park is your half-brother.”

“No,” she snaps, a cruel gleam flashing in her eyes. “He wants me; he’s always wanted me, and I was finally going to give him what he always wanted. Me.”

“Why would you do that to him?” I ask, genuinely unsure what would possess her to be so cruel.

“Because he left me,” she roars, her words sounding almost feral.

My mouth snaps closed. All the words that had formed melting away in the face of her anger.

I push up from my seat on the floor and take a step away from her, my skin prickling with sadness and unease. “I think I should go,” I say.

“Oh my god, Rosie, why do you have to make everything about you? I just got told that I have a brother and you’re just going to leave?” Taylor says, her venom replaced by annoyance and bitterness.

In the space of five minutes the woman in front of me has gone from inconsolable tears, to fury, to petulance. I have no idea if she realizes she’s acting like she’s mentally unstable, but it’s obvious to me that despite all of her words to the contrary, she knew exactly who Park was, and she plotted to sleep with him this weekend to either prove something to herself about her lineage or as revenge on Park for leaving. Either way her motives are heartbreaking and horrifying.

Keeping my mouth tightly closed, I walk backwards for a few paces then turn, pick up my luggage and flee from the room. I hold my breath until the door is closed behind me and I’m walking into the elevator that will take me downstairs and away from my best friend.

I don’t realize that I’m shaking until I lift my hand to press the button for the lobby. When Park told me about him and Taylor being siblings, all I could think about was getting to her and helping her through this. I planned to console her and support her through this adjustment in her life, but the person I just left in that room isn’t the same girl I’ve known since the first day of college.

Regret claws at my stomach and for a second, I consider turning around and going back to her. She’s my best friend, and I know that for Taylor, finding out her dad isn’t biologically her father must have tormented her. She’s such a daddy’s girl and Elliot dotes on her, but then DNA doesn’t denote the ability to be a parent. Elliot is her dad. He has been her whole life, and a few strands of DNA won’t change that. But what she’s doing, what she’s done for years, is wrong, and for the first time in our friendship, I can’t overlook her behavior. I can’t dismiss it or downplay it. If she had carried out her intentions to have sex with Park, she could have ruined him. She could have scarred him and tarnished him for no good reason.

No, I can’t condone that, and I can’t be around someone who could knowingly ruin someone else’s life.

The elevator dings, heralding my arrival in the lobby, and even though I know I can’t go back to her, I pause on the precipice, my legs unwilling to take that final step. The elevator doors begin to close, and my body is forced into action. I step out and into the opulent hotel lobby. Reaching for my cell in my purse, I lift it out and swipe the screen to bring it to life. My cell lights up and there on my screen are the details of a new contact. Park added himself before he left and for some reason seeing his name firms my resolve.

Taylor planned on sleeping with her half-brother, with Park. Tears fill my eyes, but I will them away. I let my eyes fall closed for the merest of moments and push down all of my building feelings, then I open them again, and with a nod to myself, I walk decisively toward the doorman and ask him to get me a taxi.

The uniformed man smiles warmly at me. “We offer a complimentary car service to guests in the Alaskan Suite, Miss Dalby. If you’d like to wait in the bar, I’ll have Herman bring the car around and then have someone come and fetch you.”

Biting my lip uncertainly, I consider refusing and insisting that I’d prefer a cab, but then I realize how stupid that would be. Right now, I need to get away from this hotel and decide what to do next. I know I could ring Eric and ask him to book that flight, but I don’t really have the money to pay him back, and our return flight is already booked for only few days’ time. Offering the doorman a smile and a quick thank you, I turn around and walk to the bar on the opposite side of the room.

In direct contrast to the bright sunlight, the bar is dimly lit, making it feel warm and intimate. A smoked black glass bar and booths run along two walls and the low bluesy jazz music playing adds to the seductive environment. I seat myself and a uniformed bartender effortlessly slides a bar mat in front of me and places a small bowl full of caramelized nuts and pretzels on it. Lifting my head, I smile at the man and order a glass of wine. He delivers it a moment later, shaking his head when I slide a bill toward him.

“You look like you need a drink,” he says with a thick Italian accent.

“You have no idea,” I say, lifting the glass and toasting him before taking a sip. The cold, fruity liquid slips down my throat and a small sigh of relief escapes me. I’m not a big drinker. I enjoy a glass of wine or a beer every now and then, but I’ve never felt the medicinal purposes of it before this moment.

Nursing the glass in my hand, I swirl the liquid a little, watching as the light reflects through it. Several soothing sips later the glass is empty, and a warmth has filled my stomach as the alcohol starts to take effect.

A uniformed man appears at my side, smiling congenially. “Miss Dalby, my name is Herman. I apologize for the delay. Your car is ready.”

“Thank you,” I say, quickly rising from my seat and dropping a bill into the tip jar at the side of the bar. Herman picks up my bag and I follow as he walks toward the exit. A step away from the doors, I glance over my shoulder to the elevator that would take me back upstairs to Taylor. A pang of regret hits me, but my steps don’t falter and without another pause I exit the hotel, leaving my best friend and more issues than I ever imagined, behind me.

Climbing into the back of the black town car, I slide across the seat as the driver closes the door behind me with a decisive thud.

“Miss Dalby, where can I take you this afternoon?” The driver asks me.

I freeze at his question. Where do I want him to take me? I actually hadn’t thought that far ahead. All I know is that I need to leave, to get away from the person I thought I knew in that hotel suite. But now I’m sitting in the back of a car, it hits me that I have no idea what I’m going to do now.

Looking at my purse, I consider calling Park. He and Smoke are the only other two people I actually know here in Texas. Shaking my head, I dismiss the idea. He’s a virtual stranger: a biker and Taylor’s brother. Plus, it’s not like we’re friends and I could call on him for help. No, that would be weird.

“Miss Dalby,” The driver calls my name.

“Oh, err. I’m sorry. Err.” I stall, hoping that an idea will pop into my mind. “Archer’s Creek,” I blurt. “Could you take me to Archer’s Creek?”

Smiling, he nods and starts the car engine. “Of course, ma’am. Anywhere in particular?”

“No, just somewhere with a nice restaurant or coffee shop please.”

He nods again, his eyes leaving mine and turning to face the road ahead as he smoothly pulls away from the hotel.

Twenty minutes later we come to a stop outside a cute looking Mom & Pop’s diner. When the car stops, the driver jumps out and opens my door before I have a chance to. “Thank you,” I say, climbing out and handing him a tip, before taking my luggage from him as he retrieves it from the trunk.

As I turn to leave, his voice stops me. “Miss Dalby.”

“Yes,” I say.

“There’s a guest house just across the way. New owners took it on about six months ago. It’s real nice.”

Smiling at him, I nod my appreciation. “Thank you. I’ll go check it out.”

Tipping his hat at me with a wink, he climbs back into the car and moments later pulls away from the curb. Looking around me, I easily spot the sign for the guest house just across the street and make my way towards it. The Creek Guest House is a beautiful old house, with a pretty yard, and when I knock on the door, I’m greeted by a smiling man with a shiny bald head and hipster tortoiseshell glasses.

“Well, hello there. Welcome to The Creek. Come on in.”

His contagious happy grin infects me and within moments I find myself booked in for two nights and sitting at Gary, the owner’s, farmhouse kitchen table, drinking coffee and eating home-made muffins.

“So what brings you to Archer’s Creek?” Gary asks.

“I came with a friend, but there’s been a slight change of plan, hence why I’m here at your beautiful guest house.”

Gary beams at the compliment and I’m amazed at how comfortable I feel in his presence. “Why, thank you. It’s taken us months to get the place to how we like it. Gregory, my husband, has done such an amazing job with the place. It was in complete disarray when we bought it. The last owner died, and she had no family, so we brought it from auction. Let me tell you, there was more chintz in this house than in the entire Laura Ashley spring catalog.

I can’t help the laugh that escapes at the look of horror on his face. “Well, it’s truly beautiful now, clean lines, and modern but homely decor. It’s wonderful. In fact, maybe I could write an article about the place? I work for a small-town newspaper back in LA, but I’d love to feature you in the travel section, especially if you wouldn’t mind me taking some photos as well.

Gary’s smile somehow manages to become even wider. “Well, I would love that.”

We spend the next thirty minutes talking about my job and his until a wave of lethargy hits me and Gary shows me to my room. Just as I’d expected, the room is beautiful. An antique wooden sleigh bed complements the clean, modern soft furnishings; and warm, muted cream and sage tones on the walls.

Dropping my bags by the door, I flop onto the cloud-like comforter, and a wave of tension bleeds into the mattress beneath me. Reaching for my purse, I drag my cell out and swipe the screen to life. I should call my brother, although I’m not sure I can deal with his hatred for Taylor right now, or the ‘I told you so’ I’m sure I’ll get when I fill him in on what’s happened.

My cell beeps, informing me that I have a new text message and I’m surprised to find it’s from Park.

Park: Hey, Rosebud. I just wanted to check in with you. Is everything okay?

Rosebud. What the hell is that about? I know he knows my actual name, but he’s yet to use it. So much has happened in the last few days that I’ve barely had time to process it all. Park hasn’t been at all what I’d been expecting.

Lifting my cell, I try to decide what to reply. We’ve known each other for less than two days; yet even though we’re almost strangers, it feels completely right for him to message me. I don’t understand and I can’t explain why I knew I’d hear from him. Perhaps it’s that the idea of never speaking to him again just feels wrong, or maybe we were meant to meet, fate playing her hand. Shaking my head, I laugh to myself, cursing my ridiculousness. I need to stop making this more than it is. This is just a beautiful Irish boy checking up on his sister and her friend. I quickly type a reply and hit send.

Rosie: Hi, Park. Taylor was upset and has a lot to work through, but I’m sure she will be okay.

Reading back the short but succinct message, I drop my cell to the mattress next to me and close my eyes. Seconds later it dings with another text message.

Park: But are you okay?

Furrowing my brow, I reread the words several times. I’m so confused. My heart hurts and this man’s concern is almost more than I can take. But why is he concerned about me? Why hasn’t he asked about Taylor?

Rosie: Yeah, I’m fine.

He texts back immediately.

Park: Are you still at the hotel?

Is he trying to figure out when we’re leaving?

Rosie: Taylor’s still at the hotel. Our flight isn’t for another two days.

Expecting that to be the end of it, I drop my cell back to the mattress again and kick off my shoes, stretching my toes and groaning at how good it feels. My cell dings again.

Park: Okay, Taylor’s at the hotel, but where are you?

Sighing, I reply, purely because I don’t have the energy to be evasive and really, why would I be? He’s obviously just being nice. He is nice, or at least he seems nice, and nice people can be concerned about strangers. Right?

Rosie: I’m at a guest house.

Hitting send, I click into my contacts, but before I can select Eric’s name, my cell starts to ring in my hand. Park’s name flashes across the screen and my stomach tightens. What’s going on? Why would he be calling me? Is it to scold me for leaving his sister? That wouldn’t make much sense given he had just walked out on her despite her tears, but why else would he be calling me?

I debate answering. Sure we had fun this morning at the biker club, but we’re not friends. I’m not normally a cynic. As a general rule, I assume people are nice and good, unless they do something to make me believe otherwise, and he seems a nice guy; so why am I so suspicious of his intentions? Mentally chastising myself, I swipe my screen and lift my cell to my ear.

“Hello.”

“Rosebud, I didn’t think you were going to answer,” Park says.

For a millisecond I swoon at the sound of his voice, then I pull myself together. “Sorry, err, it was in my purse,” I say quickly, hoping he doesn’t call me on my obvious lie, given that I only texted him moments before.

“What happened?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why are you at a guest house and which one?” Park demands, his voice taking on a rough edge.

“Taylor has some stuff she needs to work through, so I found a cute little guest house.”

“You didn’t answer my question. What happened?”

Sighing lightly, I push myself up the bed until my head is resting against the headboard. “Look, Park, maybe you should be speaking to Taylor about all of this. She is your sister.”

“Rosebud, I don’t give a fuck about Taylor right now. I’m asking you if you’re okay and where you are. I know we only just met, but fuck, I don’t know, I’m worried about you. So just put my mind at rest and let me know you’re okay.”

“I’m fine, Park,” I say, my voice softer than before. “I’m at a little place called The Creek Guest House. It’s in Archer’s Creek, just off Main Street.”

“Yeah, that used to be Miss Mimi’s place. I heard it got sold.” Park says, his voice less rough and demanding than before.

“It’s nice,” I say, just as Park speaks.

“Go out to dinner with me?”

My mouth falls open and a tiny gasp of surprise escapes from my lips. “What?”

Park is silent for a long moment. “Dinner. Back home we call it tea, but you know, it’s the meal you eat in the evening.”

“Err.” My mind blanks as I try to think of an excuse. I don’t know why I’m trying to avoid him, he’s been nothing but sweet and caring and attentive. But he’s Taylor’s brother and something about spending time with him right now feels a little weird, like I’m betraying her, or something.

“Rosebud, it’s only dinner. Just a meal between new friends. I’ll pick you up in thirty minutes,” Park says and ends the call.

My mouth falls open as I lower my cell from my ear and stare at my home screen. What just happened? Did he really just tell me he was coming and then put the phone down on me? Who does that?

A laugh bubbles up from my chest and I can’t help the smile that spreads across my face. Who does that? None of the well mannered, shiny shoe wearing men I’ve ever known would have told me I was going to dinner with them and then just ended the call before I got a chance to say yes or no. But then Park, isn’t like any of the polite, LA men I know.

Dragging my tired body from the bed, I pad into the bathroom and spend a few minutes freshening up. I pull my brush from my bag and I run it through my tangled strands, then quickly braid my long hair into two fancy braids that hang down my back. Pulling my shirt over my head I replace it with a pretty white and pink tank and pull a pale pink cardigan over it. Twenty-five minutes later I grab my purse, slide on my shoes and head downstairs.

I don’t really understand his motivation to spend time with me. I mean obviously this isn’t a date, but he called us new friends. I mean, I think being friends with your possibly ex best friend’s, half/estranged brother is okay. Right?

With a quick wave to Gary as I pass the little desk he’s using as a reception area, I make my way outside and settle down to sit on the porch steps. Only a couple of minutes later I hear the newly familiar roar of a motorcycle and then Park’s bike slows to a stop at the curb. Pulling my bag over my head to rest across my chest I push up from the steps and walk to him.

Like before, he’s not wearing a helmet, and his rainbow hair is windswept and even more disheveled. Strangely it’s a good look for him. His classically strong jaw and high cheekbones are juxtaposed by his myriad of tattoos, metal rings and bars, and the vibrant colors in his hair. Everything about him screams look-at-me, but from what I know of him so far his personality isn’t loud or gaudy.

His lips spread into a wide smile the closer I get to him and I can’t help but smile back. I’m pleased to see him. It’s only been a few hours since he left me at the hotel, and I’m not sure I ever expected to see him again, but like before, his presence fills me with calm and warmth. It’s a strange sensation, but just like when he texted me, it’s unexpected, but makes complete sense at the same time.

Neither of us speaks when I reach him and instead he just glances behind him to the seat of his bike and holds out a hand to help me. I lift my palm to his, intending to take his hand, but before I get a chance, he smirks, pulling it away.

“I forgot that you’re only a tiny wee Rosebud.” Park says as he scoops me into the air, lowering me gently down onto the seat.

“Hey, I’m not tiny, I’m vertically challenged,” I say with mock annoyance.

“Sure you are,” Park says with a wink, before climbing back onto the bike and starting the engine.

Wrapping my arms around his waist, I rest my cheek against his leather clad back and giggle when the bike surges forward. The ride is exhilarating and again I’m disappointed when we pull into a restaurant and slow to a stop.

“You’re not a vegetarian or anything are you, ‘cause this place has great steak and barbeque ribs?”

I shake my head, shuddering in horror at the idea of a world without meat, then sigh as my mouth waters at the thought of a fat steak and a baked potato full of sour cream and butter. “Steak sounds amazing. Taylor doesn’t like to eat food with actual calories, so we tend to go to places with small portions and quinoa.”

Park laughs and the sound is rich and warm. “Yeah, she always ate way too healthy for my liking.”

Like the mention of Taylor has killed the conversation, we enter the restaurant in silence. The hostess eyes Park with a mixture of apprehension and appreciation as she leads us to a booth, her roving eyes feasting on him until she’s forced to leave us. “I think you have a fan,” I say, smirking and nodding my head toward the pretty blonde hostess, who is still watching Park over her shoulder.

Park’s eyes don’t lift from his menu as he scoffs. “She’s not my type.”

I’m not sure what to say, so I look down at my menu. It only takes me a minute to choose, but I keep staring at the words while a tension swirls between us.

A few awkward moments later a waitress arrives at our table. “Hey there, can I get you guys some drinks?”

“I’ll have a beer please,” Park says. “And a…” He looks to me.

“I’ll have a glass of white wine please.”

“A glass of white wine, thanks,” he says to the waitress.

With a nod she turns and leaves. Park’s eyes catch mine and seem to take me in, his gaze lingering on my head.

“You tied back your hair.”

Lifting my hand, I touch at one of the braids. “Oh yeah, it gets in my way sometimes.”

“It’s such a beautiful color. It seems a shame to hide it,” he says almost wistfully.

I open my mouth to speak, but the waitress appears at the side of our table with our drinks on a tray. Placing my wine in front of me, she tucks the tray under her arm and lifts a pad and pen from the apron tied around her waist.

“Are you ready to order?”

Park looks to me and I nod. “Can I get the New York Strip, medium, with a baked potato and corn please.”

I can feel Park’s eyes on me and when I look back to him, he smirks. “I’ll have the same please,” he says, not moving his gaze away from me.

“Okay then, thank you. Let me know if you need anything else.” The waitress says before turning and walking away.

“What?” I ask when Park continues to smirk at me. “Did you think I was lying when I said I liked real food?”

His smirk becomes a full smile. “It’s just nice to be out with a normal person.”

“The people you usually go to dinner with aren’t normal?”

“Not the women, no.”

“Maybe you should start picking better dinner companions from now on,” I say teasingly.

His eyes lock with mine and his pale eyes seem to twinkle. “I think you might be right.”

Is he flirting with me? Heat builds in my stomach and a single butterfly flutters to life. Mentally punching myself in the gut, the butterfly collapses in a heap. I cannot flirt with Taylor’s brother, and I seriously doubt he’s flirting with me.

He must have asked me to dinner to talk about her; that’s the only thing that makes sense. “She’ll be fine,” I say.

Park’s brows furrow and he looks at me with confusion etched across his brow. “Who?”

“Taylor. She’ll be fine.”

“Oh,” he says, leaning back in his seat, the muscles in his shoulders clenching with tension.

“I don’t know what happened with you guys. It’s really none of my business. But she’s tough, she’ll be fine.”

“I don’t want to talk about Taylor,” Park says, cutting me off before I have a chance to speak again.

“Oh, well then what do you want to talk about?” I ask.

“You. Let’s talk about you.”
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I don’t know what the hell I thought I was doing asking her out for dinner. Fuck, I can’t really explain why I called myself from her cell, or why I texted her in the first place. The moment I think about her, I smile. It’s weird. Apart from the twenty questions this morning where I found out some basic things about her, I barely know her. But I want to.

Rosebud appears to be the most unassuming, drama free woman I’ve ever met, and just like the day I met Nikki, I feel like Rosebud and I were meant to find one another. I don’t think I’m lusting after her; right now, I don’t want to rip down her jeans and fuck her over the table. But I want to spend time with her. When I texted her and she’d been vague about where she was, I panicked. The idea that she might have left curled into my gut and made me feel nauseous.

My pesky cynical brain says that maybe this is all about Taylor, but I don’t think it is. Rosebud keeps trying to steer the conversation back to her, but I don’t want to talk about Taylor. The more I’ve thought about it, the more I’ve realized that I don’t want a relationship with her. She’s my sister, but we’ll never be normal siblings. I don’t desire her or love her anymore, but there’s too much fucked-up shit between us. I mean, hell, she tried to seduce me knowing that we’re related. I’ll never be able to get past that.

“You. Let’s talk about you,” I say when she tries to steer the conversation back to Taylor again.

“Me?” She says, the hint of surprise in her voice absolutely adorable.

“Yes, Rosebud, you. I’d like for us to be friends; not because of Taylor, just because of you. So, let’s get to know each other better.”

Resting her elbows on the table, she lays her chin in her hand and tilts her head to the side assessing me. “You already know stuff about me. Let’s talk about you.”

With a conciliatory nod, I gesture with my hand. “Ask away then, my little rosebud. What do you want to know?”

She smirks, then pauses for a minute as she thinks. “Hmmm, you never actually told me what you do for a living.”

“I’m a tattoo artist. The club has a shop not far from here that I run.”

“I should have guessed. Anyone with that much ink must be really passionate about tattoo art,” she replies, her eyes running along the colorful images on my arm.

“I love that you called it art. As far as I’m concerned that’s what it is; permanent art that you can adorn your body with. I got my first tattoo when I was eighteen. It was a St Brigid’s cross. My dad went crazy, but I knew even after that first time I’d get more. To some, my tattoos might be crass or offensive, but every single line on my body has a meaning or a memory. This is my story inked into my very skin.”

Her fingers reach out and brush lightly across the bright yellow smiley face inked on my wrist. “What’s the meaning behind this one?”

With a laugh, I tap at the image. “This is from the night Echo and I went on a road trip and rode our bikes into Mexico. We ended up partying for an entire night with a stoner guy who was convinced he was Bob Marley reincarnated.”

“So why the smiley face?” she asks, her lips spread into a warm, amused smile.

“Everything the guy had on was covered in smiley face stickers. Like everything: his shirt, his pants, even his shoes, and he kept singing ‘don’t worry, be happy’ in this terrible Jamaican accent. I don’t think I’ve ever laughed so much in my entire life. I got the smiley face the day we came back, and whenever I look at it, it always makes me smile.”

Her entire face lights up when she laughs, changing her features. She’s beautiful anyway, but the happiness that’s radiating from her right now makes her even more gorgeous.

My eyes rake over her. She’s tiny: only five foot three or maybe five foot four at a push. Her mane of red hair is tied back into braids and my fingers itch to pull the hair ties and free it. Everything about her is glorious and lush. She’s curvy and sexy, but not in an obvious way. In fact, apart from her hair, everything about Rosebud is understated. Her skin is porcelain and creamy, freckles are sprinkled across her nose and cheeks, and I don’t think she’s wearing any makeup. She obviously doesn’t need it.

The tank top she’s wearing is a floaty material and I can clearly see the outline of her full tits, and fuck they look amazing. I know I shouldn’t be looking, but I got an eyeful of her ass before we sat down and fuck, it’s big and peachy and hell if she were mine I’d sink my teeth into it while I finger fucked her from behind and love every fucking minute.

“What made you decide to become a biker?” she asks, her expression open and curious, her chin still rested in her hands.

My cock twitches in my pants but I carefully adjust myself and ignore it. We’re going to be friends and my cock shouldn’t be hard for my friend. “After I left home, I went back to Ireland. I spent a few months bumming around at my grandparents’ house, but when summer ended, they expected me to come back to the States and start college. I didn’t really know what else to do, so I got a flight home and turned up to UCLA on the first day of school.”

“You went to UCLA?” Rosebud gasps.

“No. I couldn’t do it. Taylor and I were supposed to go together.” I pause, not wanting to talk about that. “So I traded in my car, picked up a vintage bike and left. I moved from place to place for a few months, picking up casual jobs here and there just driving across the country. I was bussing tables at a rest stop when I met Clive. He was covered head to toe in tats. We got to chatting one day and he told me all about his shop and how they needed someone to answer the phones and book appointments. The next day I turned up there and applied for the job.”

“So how did you go from answering phones to actually tattooing?”

“I’ve always doodled when I’m bored and drawn pictures and stuff. One day Clive spotted me doing it and told me to draw a tree, so I did. He pointed out a few things, showed me how to shade it and make it look real. The next day he told me to draw a dog and he did the same, showed me how to make it better. He did that every day for six months; then one day he gave me a leather bound sketchbook and told me that he wanted me to be his apprentice. Took me two years to fully train to be a tattoo artist and even then, I wasn’t anywhere near as good as him.” Sighing, I rub at the back of my neck with my hand. “He died before he could see me get any better. Just dropped dead of a heart attack one day.”

Rosebud reaches across the table and covers my hand with hers. “I’m so sorry.”

I swallow the lump in my throat. I still miss him, even after all these years. “After the funeral, his daughter shut the shop, so I did the tattoo convention scene for a while. I ended up in Texas and tattooing a huge fucking biker called Pike. He was a Sinner. We talked about the club, the family, his life, and I knew right then and there that we’d met for a reason. I basically followed him to the club and refused to leave until they let me prospect. I’ve been here ever since.”

She laughs, her hand not leaving mine. “Fate.”

“Fate,” I agree.

“So this is home?” She asks, lifting her hand from mine and propping her chin up on it again.

“Yep, I fucking love this town. It’s nothing like my old life. None of the pretentious bullshit that you get with rich people. Archer’s Creek is an insignificant blip to everyone apart from those of us that live here, to us it’s a little slice of heaven.”

“Heaven,” she says, amusement clear in her tone.

The waitress appears at the table with our food and the smell of steak and butter assaults my senses. We stay silent as our plates are placed in front of us, then when the waitress leaves and we’re left alone with the mounds of luscious looking food just waiting to be devoured, I look from my plate up to her. Catching her eye, I smile, then waggle my eyebrows playfully. “See, heaven.”

She laughs, cutting into her steak then forking a piece into her mouth. Her laugh turns into a moan of pleasure and my dick twitches again at the delicious sound. My mind wars with the thought that I shouldn’t be lusting over her. Maybe it’s just a gut reaction to a beautiful woman, moaning like she would if my fingers were deep inside her and my tongue was lapping at her clit, or maybe it’s just her that’s turning me on, but either way I need to shut it down.

“Stop!” I silently reprimand myself. Rosebud isn’t just some woman in a club, or a whore looking for a dick to bounce on. I barely know her, but I can already tell that she’s more worthy than most of the women I meet. The way she smiles, the expressive way her eyes convey every emotion she feels; she’s special and I won’t demean her by fantasizing about the sounds she’d make in the heat of passion.

I can’t explain it, but I know that I need her in my life. She’s one of the most serene, peaceful people I’ve ever met, and being around her settles me. Apart from Nikki, I haven’t had a female friend since Taylor, but I get the feeling that when Rosebud becomes your friend, she gives wholeheartedly of herself and to receive anything from her would be a gift.

“We’re going to be friends,” I blurt out.

Rosebud lifts her face, her eyes wide, her lips twitching with amusement at my declaration. “Okay,” she says dragging the single word out.

“Good,” I say simply, not wanted or needing to discuss it further. No matter what happens, now that I know she exists, I need to be around her.

We eat in silence for a few moments, then she lowers her silverware to her plate and lifts her wine glass, sipping delicately at the liquid. “Why don’t you want to talk about Taylor?”

Sighing tiredly, I look at her for a moment. “Because I don’t really have anything to say and because I want to get to know my new friend better.”

She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Can we talk about her for a few minutes, then we can play twenty questions again?”

My stomach drops like it’s filled with stones, but I still nod. Hopefully she can ask these questions and that will be it, neither of us will ever need to talk about Taylor again.

“Are you okay?”

Her question takes me by surprise. I’d expected her to ask about my feelings for Taylor or how I’d found out about her paternity, but her asking if I’m okay completely disconcerts me. “What?” I reply stupidly.

“I asked if you were okay? All of this stuff with Taylor must be messing with your head.”

Rubbing at my temple, I avoid her questioning eyes, looking beyond her to the ranch themed decorations adorning the walls. Neither of us speaks and when I finally look back to her, I find her waiting patiently for me.

“No, I’m not okay. I haven’t been okay since I found out that my dad was a cheating bastard a fucking decade ago, but I will be. Knowing that she knows, that she’s always known, has severed some fucked-up guilt I’ve been carrying around for far too long and it’s time to put it all behind me.”

Rosebud nods, her eyes sympathetic. “I’m sorry,” she says softly.

“What are you sorry for?”

“Because, I doubt she’ll apologize. Because she’s my friend and she hurt you. Because I helped her track you down.”

The breath I’m taking turns to ice. “Did you know who I was?” I ask. When I’d told her this morning that Taylor was my sister, she’d seemed genuinely shocked, but I’ve met women who are actresses before.

“No, I didn’t,” she says and the openness of her voice and the guileless way her eyes are staring at me make me believe her.

“How did the two of you meet?” I ask, needing to break the intensity of the moment and lighten the mood.

“Is this one of your twenty questions?” she asks, her tone much lighter than only moments before.

Following her lead, I smirk at her, making my voice playful. “Nope, this is just conversation.”

She purses her lips and narrows her eyes at me for a moment. “I suppose I’ll allow it.”

“Why, thank you,” I say, tipping an imaginary hat at her.

She giggles and the sound is rich, husky, and fucking glorious.

“We actually met the first day of college. We got assigned as roommates.”

“I bet that was fun,” I say mockingly, as a memory of the huge princess room Taylor grew up in springs to mind.

“Actually it was,” Rosebud says, smiling. “The first time I saw her she was screaming into her cellphone, in the middle of an argument with her boyfriend. She threw her cell to the floor and stamped on it,” Rosebud says, recalling the memory with a soft laugh. “I was terrified of her. I mean she seemed crazy and I was a really young eighteen—my parents were strict and I was pretty sheltered. But that first night she dragged me out to a party and made me enjoy myself. She forced me out of my shell that first night and she’s been doing it ever since.”

When she falls silent, I watch as the smile slips from her lips and a frown replaces it. “This is the first real argument we’ve ever had.”

Her eyes fall to her plate. I want to reach out and take her hand, but I’m not sure she’ll appreciate my support, given that I’m part of the reason they’ve fallen out. My gut is screaming at me to warn Rosebud away from Taylor. To tell her that she lies, that she’s fucked-up beyond belief. But the truth is that Rosebud knows Taylor an awful lot better than I do. “Can I ask what exactly you argued about?”

Her eyes dart to meet mine and her brow furrows. “You,” she says simply.

Taking a deep breath, I grab my beer and drink a healthy gulp before I speak. “Look, you guys have been friends for a long time; don’t let all the bullshit and lies between me and Taylor cause problems. These are our issues; they don’t need to become yours too.”

Reaching forward, she entwines our fingers across the table. “I can’t just overlook what she’s done, what she planned to do.”

Then she echoes my words back at me. “These are mine and Taylor’s issues; they don’t need to become yours too.”

I smile, squeezing her fingers tightly. “Touché, my wee Rosebud. How about we just call Taylor an off-limits subject?”

Her eyes soften and she tilts her head to the side and smiles at me. “I think I like that idea.”
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The rest of the meal passes quickly. Park is warm and sweet and nice. Despite our differences we discover a mutual love of action movies and cheesecake and I enjoy my time with him.

We’re friends, just friends, I remind myself for the hundredth time tonight. Park isn’t my type, both physically and his lifestyle, but the draw that I’m beginning to feel for him, feels like more than friendship. I like him. After spending the evening with him, my stomach is full of delicious food and my heart is full of happiness at finding this intelligent, engaging new friend. He’s so much more than his first appearance suggests. His body is covered in art, and at first glance he definitely strikes an imposing figure. But now, hours later, I’m not ready to say goodnight to him.

Talking to him is easy. He makes me feel at ease, he’s made me laugh, and I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed a meal out with a man this much. A dull thud of disappointment flows through me when we turn onto the street where my guest house is located, and as Park turns off the engine, I swear I hear him sigh almost as wearily as I feel.

I try to climb off, but the bike is so big and my legs just aren’t as long as they need to be to traverse his huge motorcycle. Park watches amused as I struggle, then climbs off with ease and lifts me from the seat as though I don’t weigh a thing.

“Thanks,” I say, my cheeks flushing pink with embarrassment.

“My pleasure,” he purrs, his Irish accent rolling over the words and making them sound like seduction.

Heat pools in my stomach. This shouldn’t be happening. Park and I are friends, barely friends, more like acquaintances; but yet here I am, sad to say goodbye. I’m only here for two more days and despite his announcement that we’re going to be friends, I’ll be surprised if he keeps up with it once I’ve gone home.

“Goodnight, Park,” I say with a small wave and turn to leave.

A hand wraps around my arm and I’m pulled into a huge, warm chest. Park’s arms wrap around me and he hugs me tightly, dropping a familiar and achingly comforting kiss on the top of my head. “Goodnight, friend,” he says into my hair, before releasing me and stepping back with a cheeky smirk.

It’s the perfect end to the night and the reminder I need that this strange enigma, Taylor’s brother, wants to be my friend and only my friend. A calmness settles over me at this realization. Friends I can do. “Night, friend,” I say, before I turn and walk away.

I don’t look back, and the night remains silent until I close the front door of the guest house behind me and the motorcycle roars to life. Quickly, I make my way to my beautiful room, unlocking the door and pushing my way inside. I kick off my shoes and clothes and pull on my slobby oversized t-shirt and leggings before climbing into the huge, plush bed.

Grabbing the remote, I turn on the TV and set a movie to play as I reach for my purse and pull out my cell. Hope flares to life in my chest when I see my text message icon flashing and I quickly click into it, hoping to see Taylor’s name, but I don’t. The message is from my mom asking how I’m enjoying Taylor’s bachelorette party. Disappointment fills me and I type a short reply, saying we’re having a blast.

My mom would understand if I told her about Taylor and my fall out, but I can’t tell her the whole truth, so I lie. Dropping the cell to the mattress, I roll to my side, hugging a pillow to my chest. I thought Taylor would have gotten in contact by now. Is this it? Is this the end of a ten year friendship? I don’t agree with her behavior. In fact I’m appalled that she would do something so disgusting as deliberately try to seduce her half-brother, but we’ve been friends for so long. I’m not sure I can consider us not being best friends anymore.

Lifting the pillow, I groan and cover my face with it. I don’t know what to think. I don’t understand why she would behave like this, and I don’t understand why she turned on me either. A single tear rolls down my cheek, but I wipe it away and dropping the pillow, I flop onto my back and stare up at the ceiling.

My cell beeps and I reach for it without thought, lifting it above my face. My pulse races a little when I see Park’s name on the message.

Park: Hello, friend.

A giggle bubbles from my throat and a smile twitches at the corner of my lips. Tapping at my screen, I quickly type out a reply.

Rosie: Hello to you too, friend.

Why is he texting me when he only dropped me off five minutes ago? Is he home already, or did he pull over just to message me? I don’t have time to ruminate any further because my cell beeps again.

Park: I had fun tonight.

Rosie: Me too.

This is weird. I drop my cell to the comforter and shuffle up the bed until my back is propped up against the headboard. Why is my heart racing and my hand hovering over my cell waiting for it to beep and signal another message from him? We’re new, but I want to talk to him, and the feeling makes a worried ache settle low in my stomach. My cell beeps and I fumble, grabbing it then dropping it again, before finally wrapping my fingers around it and lifting it to read the text.

Park: What are you doing tomorrow?

Rosie: Nothing, my plans were all with Taylor and all about finding you. I thought I’d maybe just wander around town, do a little shopping.

Park: That sound like the shittiest day ever. Come hang out with me at the shop and we can get some lunch. I have an early appointment, but Smoke can come get you and bring you to me.

I stare at my cell, reading and rereading the words. He wants to hang out with me again. I should probably say no. Park’s from a world I have no idea about. He’s a biker for goodness’ sake, and I’m a small-town, good girl who likes men with shiny shoes and well pressed slacks. Park and his friends are so out of my depth.

Rosie: I don’t think that’s such a good idea.

I wish I could take it back the moment I send my reply. Park isn’t looking for a date, just a friend and am I really so judgmental and narrow-minded that I’d let the fact he’s a biker put me off getting to know him. My fingers tap at the screen as I start to type a reply, but another message comes through before I have chance to.

Park: It’s a great idea. Smoke will pick you up at ten. Night, friend xo

My mouth falls open. He did it to me again. He totally just told me what to do and then cut off, not giving me a chance to respond to his high-handedness. I start to type a reply to him, then instead decide to call him, selecting his number from my contacts and hit call.

He answers on the first ring. “Can’t talk. See you tomorrow, my wee Rosebud” he drawls and then ends the call.

I can’t help the amused snort of laughter that bursts from me and I shake my head. Perhaps I’d argue more with his bossy, won’t-take-no-for-an-answer behavior if I truly didn’t want to see him, but it appears I can’t even lie to myself. So instead I snuggle down into the soft fluffy comforter and close my eyes, a smile still spread across my face, because tomorrow I’m spending the morning at a tattoo shop with my new biker friend.
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Ending the call, I slide my cell into my pocket and twist the key, bringing my bike’s engine to life. I have no idea why I’m stalking this girl or friend-zoning her as hard as I am. Maybe it’s to remind my cock that she’s not for us.

A smile twists on my lips and I feel a twinge of excitement at getting to see her again tomorrow. Maybe she’ll let me ink something on all that beautiful virgin porcelain skin. The thought makes my cock twitch beneath my jeans. Willing it down, I try to convince myself that it’s her ink-free skin that’s getting me all het up, not the idea of getting my hands on her, or getting to see her curves if she had to strip down for me.

I’m a sick fucking bastard. Rosebud is my new friend. She’s classy and nice and definitely not someone I can use as a one-night-stand. I’m fairly sure she’s a relationship kind of a girl. She sure as shit doesn’t look like the type of woman who rolls in and out of a guy’s bed after a meaningless fuck. If she did, she’d end up with a harem of men stalking her peachy ass around, begging for a second chance. She’s the type of woman you cherish; the type you claim and then never let go of.

Shaking off my distracted thoughts, I ride home, pulling into the courtyard and killing the engine on my bike as the shutter closes behind me. A wave of exhaustion crashes over me the moment I push through my front door and the familiarity of my apartment consumes me. This has to be one of the most fucked-up days I’ve had since I found out about Taylor all those years ago.

Taylor. At just the thought of her name, my nose wrinkles and an unexpected feeling of anger barrels though me. All those years, she could have told me who she was, who she was to me, and she didn’t. Instead, she allowed me to fall in love with her, to flirt with her.

I have the sudden urge to speak to my dad. The last time I had a conversation with him was the day I left. Since then, I’ve spoken to my mom once or twice a year. I can’t bring myself to do more than that, knowing he cheated on her, and knowing if I’m around her, I’ll tell her the truth.

Pulling my cell from my pocket, I dial his number, my fingers recalling the digits even after all this time.

“Hello,” he answers almost immediately.

“Dad,” I say, my voice gruff and lifeless.

“Parker?” he asks, his voice full of unsure hope.

I’ve never heard my father’s voice sound like that before. My entire childhood he just sounded pissed off. I didn’t realize he had any other tones. Now, when I’m speaking to him for the first time in a decade, his voice is the same yet so startlingly different in tone, that my throat clams up and I have no idea what to say.

“Parker,” he calls again. “Is that you, son?”

Coughing, I try to clear my throat. “Err, yeah, it’s me.”

“Are you okay? Is everything okay?” He sounds panicked, his voice cracking on the last word.

“It’s fine, I’m fine,” I say.

“Oh.” He pauses. “You just, you… I haven’t.” He pauses again like he has no idea what to say. “It’s good to hear your voice.”

This time the crack in his voice is unmistakable and I swear I hear him sniffle. Is my dad crying? “Dad.”

He clears his throat, but I hear the sniffle again. “Are you crying?” I ask, astounded.

“It’s been ten years, son,” is all he replies and then falls silent.

The emotion in his voice knocks me off kilter. I want to stay hard and angry, but my dad is crying, and no matter my resolve, the ice surrounding my heart cracks a little. “Taylor’s here,” I say, the words coming without my permission.

“What?”

“Taylor is here. She tracked me down,” I tell him.

“What does she want? How did she find you?” he asks, all signs of emotion gone from his voice.

I sigh wearily. “Honestly, I don’t know what she wants.” I blurt “She knows you’re her biological father.”

I hear the clink of ice against glass and the memory of my father pouring himself a whiskey flashes into my mind. The image is so clear I can practically smell the smoky, woody scent of the liquor.

“She’s known for years, but she doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

“Does mom know?” I ask.

“Yes. I told her the day you found out. She knew I’d been unfaithful, that’s why she left me in the first place and took you back to Ireland. But she didn’t know my infidelity had resulted in a child. She left me.”

“Good,” I say, “You don’t deserve her.”

“I know I don’t. She knows that too now, but somehow, she found it in her heart to forgive me. Do you think someday you could forgive me too? I’m a selfish man, Parker, but I’m trying not to be. That day, the way you looked at me, I’ve never been so ashamed of myself. Having my eighteen-year-old son look at me like I was dirt, well, that did something to me. After you left, I told your mother that night, and the next day I went to see Taylor. She slammed the door in my face. I don’t blame her. She refuses to have anything to do with me, to even acknowledge that I’m her biological parent, but I won’t stop trying. I’m trying to make amends; and I know you have a new life in Texas.”

“Wait,” I interrupt him. “You know I’m in Texas?”

“Son, I’ve always known where you are; so has your mother. I’ve wanted to come to you so many times, but your mom stopped me. She told me to leave you be, that you would come to us when you were ready. Neither of us ever expected that it would be over ten years. I’m so sorry, Parker. I’m so very, very sorry. I didn’t know that you felt that way about Taylor. Truly, I had no idea you were in love with her and I was too selfish to think about you, when all I wanted was to forget that I’d been stupid enough to risk what I had with your mother. I’ll never forgive myself for losing you for so long, but even if you can’t forgive me, then come home and see your mom, she misses you too.”

I don’t realize that I’m crying until I try to speak and all that comes out is a choked sob.

“I love you, Parker, so much. I’m so sorry,” my dad says, emotion filling his voice before he breaks off and I can hear his stifled tears.

Neither of us speaks for a long while, but I don’t end the call. I hadn’t realized how much I needed this conversation. None of his words excuse his behavior, but to have him acknowledge it and sound contrite, well that means so much more than I ever expected.

“Parker,” my dad says, his voice raspy.

“I’m still here, Dad, but can’t you just call me Park, like everyone else does?”

A dry, tear filled laugh fills my ears. “I can do that.”

We talk aimlessly for a few minutes. Dad asks about my work and the awards and accolades I’ve achieved over the years. Turns out he’s had a private investigator keeping tabs on me since the moment I left. Maybe I should be upset about that, but I’m not. Talking to my dad feels like a weight I hadn’t realized I’d been carrying has been lifted from my shoulders.

“So what happened with Taylor?” he asks.

“She tried to kiss me.”

“She what?” He roars.

“Yep. She tracked me down, then came all the way to Texas and to my club and tried to kiss me. I thought she didn’t know, then when I went to see her, she told me she’s known since she was a kid. It’s fucked-up, Dad.”

“I’ll speak to her mom and dad. I know you guys are adults now, but they need to know that she’s done this. Where is she now?”

Rubbing at my hair, I sigh. “Last I heard she’s still at her hotel about twenty minutes outside of Archer’s Creek. She came with a friend, but they’ve had a falling out and Rosebud’s staying in a guest house in town.”

“Rosebud?” My dad questions.

“Rosie. They met at college.”

“Why do you call her Rosebud?” he asks, and his voice takes on a teasing tone.

“Because. Because I do. Look, I need to go, I’ve got an early client in tomorrow.” I say, suddenly feeling uncomfortable with this whole conversation.

“Oh,” my father’s voice weakens, and I can hear the resigned disappointment.

“Look, Dad, I’m gonna need some time. Maybe… maybe I could come out and see you and mom some time?”

“Really?”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“I can send the jet; just let me know.”

“I can buy my own plane ticket,” I rasp.

“I know. I know that. I just thought that maybe… No, that’s fine, just come, whenever you want, just come. Please. Or maybe me and your mom, or just your mom if you’d prefer, maybe we could come to you?”

My dad’s voice is almost pleading and for the first time since I left, I feel a tinge of guilt. I haven’t seen my parents in over ten years. I’ve always blamed my dad for that, but maybe it’s time I took a little responsibility too.

“I’ll come to you guys,” I say, then pause. “And I’m gonna work on forgiveness and all that.”

Neither of us speaks for a moment. “I love you, son, so much. I’m so sorry.”

“I know, Dad, we’ll figure it all out,” I say, my voice raspy but strong and I’m surprised to realize that I mean it. For the first time in years I actually feel like maybe we can.

“Do you want to speak to your mom?” My dad asks, a catch in his voice again.

“Not tonight. Tell her I’ll call her tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

“I should go,” I say.

“Okay, night, Park.”

“Night, Dad.”

Ending the call, I slide my cell into my pocket and scan my apartment. My bed’s calling me, and I make my way across the space, kicking off my shoes before I fall onto the mattress. The comforter swallows me, and I groan as a wave of stress and anxiety fades from my muscles.

What a fucking day. My cell is digging into my hip, so I pull it out and quickly type out a text to Smoke.

Park: Hey, can you go grab Rosie from Miss Mimi’s old place in the morning and bring her to me at the shop?

His response is almost immediate.

Smoke: Sure.

I lower my cell, intent on dropping it to the bed, then a thought occurs to me and I frantically type out another message.

Park: Take the van or borrow a car. Don’t take her on your bike.

It takes a moment for him to reply this time and I feel sick to my stomach waiting. When my cell beeps, I stab at my screen to get to his response. It’s a row of laughing face emojis. I reply.

Park: Laugh it up, pretty boy, but if you take her on the back of your bike, I’ll break that pretty little face of yours, then tattoo my name on your fucking ass.

He responds immediately with another row of laughing emojis. Fucker. Dropping my cell to the comforter, I try to remember who I have booked in tomorrow and who I can move around so I can go and pick Rosebud up myself, rather than trusting that fucker Smoke. It shouldn’t bother me if she rides on my brother’s bike, but for some reason the thought of her on the back of anyone else’s bike but mine makes me irrationally angry.

My cell beeps again and I swipe it from the bed, angrily stabbing at the screen until the message opens.

Smoke: Calm the fuck down you psycho little leprechaun. I’ll use the van ;)

I hate that fucker.

Sitting up, I shrug out of my clothes and crawl under the comforter absolutely exhausted, feeling sleep pull me under immediately.

The silky soft strands of her hair fluttering across my chest wakes me. The almost luminescent quality of her creamy skin glows and I watch as her tiny hand slides up my chest in her sleep.

My heart beats excitedly just from the innocent glide of her skin against mine and almost instinctually I pull her lush naked body closer. The need to hold her, to prove to my sleep addled brain that she’s here; that she’s mine, is almost overwhelming.

The moment she snuggles closer to me, tucking her head into the hollow of my shoulder, my muscles relax. My heart rate slows, and I inhale a deep breath of the scent that is so uniquely her. My eyes wander down the lines of her body. She’s made solely of luscious womanly curves and I slide my hand along her side, dipping into her waist, then over her hip, to the creamy globes of her glorious ass.

My cock is as hard as steel, but I ignore it, concentrating fully on the goddess in my arms. Like a sleepy kitten, she stretches against me, arching her back and pushing herself even closer into me, as her body slowly wakens. Her fingers tighten, her nails lightly scoring my skin, before relaxing again.

I hold my breath, reluctant for this moment to end, but still eager for the instant her beautiful eyes lock with mine. Soft, warm lips drop a kiss to my chest, then her head slowly lifts, the waterfall of flame red hair fluttering and dancing in the early morning light, to reveal her freckled cheeks and mesmerizing eyes. My Rosebud. My heart.

I jolt awake, my heart booming and my breath coming in erratic gasps. My cock is rock hard, pre-cum leaking from the tip. My dream, so real, is playing out behind my eyes and for a moment I consider laying back down and begging for sleep to reclaim me again.

Instead, I leap out of my bed and run to the canvas waiting to be painted on. With frantic, shaking fingers, I squeeze oils onto a palette and grab a brush, desperate to get the image down before it fades or disappears completely, like so many other dreams do.

Guilt prickles at the back of my mind, but I stamp it down and ignore the way my conscience is trying to tell me that Rosebud is my friend and nothing more. The picture in my head is too perfect, too erotic not to paint and so I do. Each brushstroke makes my heart race and even an hour later when I lower my brush and step back to take in my work, the excited nervous thudding of my heart hasn’t faded.

I pant, physically exhausted from the exertion of painting, but when my eyes rake excitedly over the lines and colors of the painting, my entire being settles and calms. For years, all I’ve painted have been abstract glimpses of Taylor: her face, her body, her hair. Never the full image, as though my memory had forgotten what she looked like as a whole person and only fragments of memories had filtered through into my work.

But this painting is different. Rosebud’s beautiful face looks back at me, her hair almost glowing as it flows across her naked skin. Just like in my dream, she’s above me, a sleepy contentment etched across her features.

My eyes are riveted to the image in front of me. I shouldn’t have painted it. I shouldn’t be imagining her naked. I shouldn’t be dreaming about her in my bed. But the idea of not capturing the way she looked, the way it felt to wake up with her wrapped around me, makes me shudder and my heart drop. This moment, this fantasy, is mine, and even though it might be wrong, as I stare at the picture, I know I’d do it all over again.

Unlike my other canvases that are out on display, I lift the still wet image and move it out of plain sight. I’m not ashamed of it, but the thought of someone else seeing her, of someone else looking at her lush naked form, fills me with entirely irrational anger. This picture is for my eyes only, my dream, my Rosebud.

I check my cell, it’s not even 7am, but I’m awake and I know that sleep will elude me if I crawl beneath my sheets again. Instead, I pad to the bathroom and scrub the streaks of paint from my body. After drying myself off, I dress quickly, pacing the length of my apartment to stop myself from going to look at the painting.

Fidgety with excess energy, I leave my apartment and head down to the basement to tend to my plants. Usually the low hum of the lights and hydroponic equipment calms me, the monotonous drone so familiar it blocks out anything other than the peace of rows upon rows of marijuana plants. But today my mind refuses to turn off and after only thirty minutes and a perfunctory glance at each different strain, I give up and head back upstairs.

I fill the coffee pot and leave it to brew while I turn on the shop’s lights and lift the blinds we close across the windows at the end of each day. Bright sunlight floods the space and my mind starts to calm. I want to believe it’s because the dream and the mania it seems to have brought with it have started to fade, but honestly, I think it’s more because I know she’ll be here in a few hours and I’ll get to see her and spend time with her.

Silently reprimanding myself, I try to shake away those thoughts. Rosebud is a friend and only a friend. Yes, I enjoy her company; yes, she’s beautiful, serene, and fun, but she’s only a friend. The coffee pot is full when I return to the small kitchen at the back of the shop, and I pour myself a cup, then return to my private tattoo studio. The other artists all share an open space at the front of the shop, but I like the privacy of my own room, and hell, this is my shop so I can do as I please.

I lower myself into a chair and prop my feet up onto the leather bed that fills half the room. My mind wanders to Rosebud again and even as I try to divert my thoughts from her, I wonder why I’m doing it. Why have I chosen to friend-zone her so adamantly? She’s beautiful and no matter how much I try to convince myself I’m not attracted to her; my subconscious thoughts obviously have different ideas.

A vision of Rosebud and then Taylor flashes into my mind and I sigh resigned. Taylor’s the reason Rosebud can only ever be a friend. Suddenly angry, I slam my coffee mug down onto my table, hot liquid sloshing over the sides with the force. “Fucking Taylor,” I mutter through gritted teeth.

For years she strung me along, knowing full well who I was and how ignorant I was to our actual relationship. We could have been siblings, but instead she allowed me to fall for her, even though she knew nothing could ever happen between us. I tortured myself for a decade over the fact that I fell in love with my sister. I pushed away every woman, every relationship, because I thought I was still hung up on her, that if I couldn’t have her, I didn’t want anyone else.

I’m a stubborn fucking idiot. It only took one glance at Taylor for me to realize that I don’t feel anything for her, not even a dull sense of sibling familiarity. She’s no-one to me; just my past come back to haunt me. I’ve made myself miserable for years, all because I was too stupid to deal with my shit.

All the anger I’ve spent years trying to block out flows to the surface, and with a sudden burst of rage I stand up and fling my seat across the room. The chair bounces off the wall, making a hole in the drywall, before crashing to the floor in a heap.

For years all I’ve seen is Taylor’s face, reminding me of what I can’t have and preventing me from moving on. But all it took was one glance at Rosebud to shatter the glass prison I’d surrounded myself with. Just one glimpse of her flame-colored hair and suddenly the world changed from sepia to Technicolor.

Sighing, I cross the room and pick up the chair I just threw. It’s so fucking typical that the woman who smashed down the self-imposed prison I’d locked myself in, would be the best friend of the woman who helped create my prison in the first place.

How ironic is it that now instead of being tortured by a blonde, I’m being haunted by a redhead? Both untouchable and neither of them destined to be mine.

My client arrives a few moments later and I manage to distract myself in work, only checking the clock every fifteen minutes, counting down the time until she gets here. When the clock hits 9:45am I’m practically vibrating with excitement. My thoughts are a jumble of desire and wariness, but despite them all, the need to see her and be near her overwhelms everything.

At 9:50am I spray down the huge piece I just finished on my client’s chest and wipe away all of the excess ink and blood. “I think I’m about done,” I say, pushing back my chair and stretching out my back. My client is a huge man called Clint. He’s in his sixties and not at all the type of guy you’d expect to find in a tattoo shop. His buzz cut is as fresh as it was on the day he left the army, and his boots are still spit-polished to a shine so high you can see your reflection in them. Clint pushes himself up off the chair and crosses the room to the mirror I have set up for my clients to admire their new ink.

I watch as he takes in every detail of the beautiful piece I designed as a tribute to his son, who died a year ago in Afghanistan. Clint’s eyes fill with tears, which spill, rolling down his cheek as he studies the image of a soldier kneeling beneath the wings of an angel. He takes in every detail before his grief overwhelms him and he covers his face with his hand and sobs.

Wanting to give him a moment, I step from the room, silently pulling the door closed behind me. Some clients want to share the burden of their grief and others want to suffer their loss alone. Over the years I’ve come to recognize each person, and Clint wouldn’t want me to witness his loss of control, and I wouldn’t want to strip this proud man of any dignity.

Stripping off my latex gloves, I drop them into a bin and make my way to the front of the shop, stretching my arms above my head as I walk. The moment I enter the room, I see her and our eyes lock. Rosebud smiles and suddenly my body feels lighter and I smile back at her, crossing the room quickly and pulling her into my body for a hug.

She jolts, surprised by my touch. Then she relaxes into me, wrapping her arms around my back and embracing me. “Hi, friend,” I say into the top of her head.

“Hi, friend,” she says with a giggle as we separate, and she looks up at me, eyes sparkling with amusement.

I hear a derisive snort and look to my left to find Smoke smirking at me, his eyebrows raised in a what-the-fuck-are-you-doing expression. “Hey, friend,” he says mockingly, his arms spread wide, moving in to hug me.

“Fuck off,” I say, placing my palm on his forehead and pushing him back with a laugh.

“What? No hug for me?”

“No thanks, pretty boy, I’m all hugged out,” I say, slinging my arm across Rosebud’s shoulder and leading her away from the front of the shop and toward my room at the back.

“What, that’s it? No thank you or anything?” Smoke shouts.

“Thank you, Smoke, now fuck off,” I retort, not turning to look at him.

“Bye, Smoke,” Rosebud calls, twisting to look over her shoulder at him and lifting her arm to wave.

“Bye, sweetheart, I’ll see you soon,” he calls back.

I lift my free arm into the air and flash him the bird. His cackling laugh booms through the air as I guide Rosebud through the door and into my studio.

Clint is still stood in front of the mirror, but even though his eyes are red, his tears are gone and his back is straight. He turns to face us as soon as we enter the room.

“Hey Clint, this is my friend Rosie,” I say lifting my arm from Rosebud’s shoulders. “You ready for me to wrap that up?” I ask, grabbing my Saran wrap and tape from the rolling table to the side of the room.

“Good morning, young lady. If you’re considering getting a tattoo, I can highly recommend this one,” he says pointing to me. “He’s a true artist.”

Clint crosses the room until he reaches me then he holds out his hand for me to shake. When I take it, he grips my shoulder with his other hand. “Thank you. Wayne would have loved it.”

I nod solemnly. “I’m honored to have done it for you. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Clint nods, releases me and clears his throat.

“Would you mind if I took a closer look?” Rosebud asks.

“Of course not,” Clint replies, turning to face her as I busy myself pulling off long strips of tape and hanging them from the edge of the table.

“Your son was a soldier?” She asks, her voice sweet and low as she takes in the artwork on Clint’s chest.

“Yes, ma’am. He died protecting his country. His unit were all killed by an IED last year in Afghanistan.”

“I’m so sorry,” she says, looking up at him, her face full of earnest sympathy.

“Thank you. He was a soldier, just like I was. He knew the risks, but he wanted to do his duty anyway. I miss him; a father shouldn’t outlive his children.”

“I can’t even begin to imagine, but this tattoo is a beautiful way to honor his memory.”

“He’ll always be with me; here right over my heart,” Clint says, his voice catching.

Rosebud nods, reaching up and squeezing Clint’s arm for a moment.

Clint clears his throat and turns to me. I nod, seeing the emotion building in him and his need to leave before it overtakes him again. “If you’re ready I’ll get you wrapped up,” I say brightly.

Moments later Clint’s chest is covered in Saran wrap and taped into place. He waves goodbye to us as he leaves my room and heads to the front desk to settle up.

“It was a beautiful tattoo,” Rosebud says, as I strip down all of the plastic coverings from my table and the chair and spray antiseptic cleaner over everything getting ready for my next client.

“Thanks, I love to do work like that. Pieces that actually mean something.”

“Is it okay for me to be in here, if you have clients coming in?”

“Yeah, it’s a regular in next. I’ve done all his work. He won’t care that you’re here; in fact he’ll probably flirt outrageously with you.”

“I could have just met you for lunch,” Rosebud says as she walks the perimeter of the room, taking in all the pictures, paintings, and photographs on the walls. “Did you do all of these?”

“Yeah, this is all my work.”

“They’re all so beautiful. These paintings are so lifelike, it’s like I could reach out and touch the trees and the flowers,” she says as she gazes up at a Japanese piece a client had commissioned.

“I enjoy the Japanese stuff,” I say with a shrug. Crossing the room, I stand behind her, not quite close enough to touch. “I like your hair today,” I say as the red, orange, and copper strands swish from side to side as she walks.

Glancing over her shoulder at me, her eyes widen slightly at my closeness. Her fingers comb through the length, pulling it all over one shoulder and twisting it into a rope before releasing it and shaking her head to spread it across her shoulders again. “You have a real thing for my hair, huh?”

Embarrassed at being called out on my newest obsession I look away. “Err, yeah, sorry, it’s just such an unusual color. The artist in me is a little fascinated.”

She tilts her head to the side assessing me, and I fight the urge to fidget under her scrutiny.

“Just friends, just friends, just friends,” I silently chant, trying to convince myself more than anyone else.

A knock on my door startles me, pulling my attention from Rosebud. I’m grateful for the distraction. Garrett is standing in the doorway, a wide grin on his face.

“Park, you skinny bastard; it’s great to see you,” Garrett says, in his booming, always cheerful voice.

“Hey, dude, come on in. This is my friend Rosie. She’s going to be hanging with us if that’s cool with you?”

Garrett’s smile gets even wider and he strides across the room, scooping Rosebud’s hand into the air and magnanimously kissing the back of it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Rosie.”

“You too,” she replies, a shy smile on her face.

“Hands off,” I snarl, glaring at Garrett. “Sit your ass down, else I’ll tattoo Hello Kitty into your back piece.”

Garrett the asshat bursts into laughter, but he releases Rosebud and plonks his ass down into the chair, stripping off his shirt and flexing his all too toned muscles.

The next two hours pass quickly, and Rosebud effortlessly charms Garrett until he’s declaring his undying love and suggesting they run off to Vegas together. I’ve always loved my job, but I’ve never enjoyed it more than I have today while Rosebud’s been here with me.

When Garrett’s all wrapped up and his shirt is firmly back in place, he scoops Rosebud in for a hug, flipping me the bird over her shoulder. “Rosie darling, I’m serious. We can be in Vegas and married before dinner.”

Her laugh is high and contagious. “I think I’ll pass thanks, although it is an incredibly tempting offer.”

Garrett grasps at his chest. “You wound me.”

Shaking my head, I smack him around the back of the head. “Get out of here, dickhead. I’ll see you in a couple of weeks and hopefully I should be able to get the rest of your shoulder done.”

“Thanks, man.” Garrett says, pulling me in for a man hug and saluting Rosebud as he walks out of the room.

“He’s a lot of fun.” Rosebud says.

“He’s been my client for years. He’s a good guy. You hungry? I don’t have any more clients in ‘til later so we can go grab something, or we can take a ride out somewhere. Your choice.”

“On your bike?” Rosebud asks, her voice hopeful.

“Yeah, on my bike.”

“Yes, let’s do that.”

“You like riding with me?”

Her white teeth appear, and she nibbles on her bottom lip as she nods.

“Well then, friend, let’s go for a ride.” I hold out my hand and she takes it without thought, letting me lead her out of the shop and into the courtyard where my bike is parked. Pulling her forward, I lift her into the air then lower her down onto the leather seat. She looks so beautiful, so perfect on the back of my bike. Today she’s wearing denim shorts and a black fitted halter-neck shirt. Her creamy skin looks soft and inviting and once again I have to remind myself that she’s my friend and that’s all she can ever be.

“What’s the matter,” she asks, and I realize I’ve just been standing and staring at her for far too long.

“Nothing,” I say, climbing onto the bike and waiting for her to shuffle forward and wrap her arms around me. “You ready?”

“Yes,” Rosebud says excitedly, squeezing my waist a little tighter.

Once the shutter has lifted, I start the engine and cruise onto the road, quickly gaining speed as I zoom along the highway in the hot Texan sun. As the miles roll away beneath us, my mind clears, and everything feels a little easier. This is my favorite thing in the world, and having Rosebud pressed up against my back only makes it better.

Twisting the throttle, I urge my bike to go faster and Rosebud squeals with laughter. I smile wide in response, loving that she seems to be enjoying this as much as I am. An hour later, I pull off to a roadside food cart that serves the most amazing tacos and has one hell of a view of the seemingly endless fields and valleys around us.

“It’s so beautiful,” she says as I lift her from my bike and settle her onto the floor beside me.

Turning to stand behind her, I place my hands on her shoulders and admire the view. “It is. It always surprises me that we can be in the middle of nowhere and only an hour from a huge city.”

“I’ve never been to Texas before.”

“I’ve been all over, but this is home. I’m not sure that it’s the place that holds me, but the people definitely do.”

Lifting her hands into the air she finger-combs her hair, then twists the strands into a long braid. “I know that feeling. All my family and friends live in LA. My brother Eric thinks I should take a job opportunity that would mean I would have to move out of state, but it’s a big decision and I just don’t feel ready yet. Plus Taylor threw a hissy fit when she found out I was thinking about moving.”

At the mention of Taylor, I step back from Rosebud and tension fills the space between us. “Have you spoken to her?”

Rosebud’s lips dip into a frown and she shakes her head. “No. I thought… I—well I thought she would have called or at least texted by now, but there’s been nothing. Has she contacted you?”

“No,” I reply immediately. “I’m not sure we have anything to say to each other.”

Rosebud spins to face me, her expression aghast. “What do you mean? She’s your sister; you have so much to talk about.”

I wince. It’s doesn’t matter that I’ve known for over a decade that Taylor is my sister, hearing it said aloud still feels like a kick to the gut. “Rosebud, she tried to kiss me yesterday.”

“This must be really hard for her too.”

“Look, she’s your best friend, I get that. But she’s known since she was a kid that we shared DNA and she never said a word. She knew I was in love with her and she stayed quiet and let me pine for her. You don’t know all the details, but it’s fucked-up.”

Rosebud gasps. “I don’t understand. How could she have kept it to herself for so long?”

Sighing, I motion to the food cart. “Let’s get something to eat and then I’ll explain.”

Moments later I take the trays of food from the man in the cart and hand over a twenty. I can feel how unsettled Rosebud is behind me and I silently curse myself for bringing Taylor up. I wish we didn’t have Taylor between us, but we do and there’s nothing either of us can do to change that, so maybe it’s about time we have this conversation. Maybe this will clear the air and we can agree never to mention her again.

Rosebud walks ahead of me and lowers herself onto a wooden bench. I sit opposite her and hand her the paper tray of food and the bottle of coke she asked for. We eat in silence for a few moments, then Rosebud pauses and looks up at me expectantly.

I drop my remaining food back into my tray and pull in a deep breath. “I don’t know everything and honestly I have no fucking clue what’s going on in her batshit crazy head.”

“You don’t have to tell me anything,” Rosebud says, giving me an out that I’m incredibly tempted to take.

“Taylor and I met when we were just kids. We became best friends and then when we were teenagers, I fell in love with her. She always had a boyfriend, until right at the end of our senior year when she dumped Derek. I thought it was my chance. I thought she was my soulmate and I thought she felt the same way as I did. My last day in LA she kissed me, and we’d planned to meet up later that night at a party. When I got home that afternoon, I overheard her mom and my dad talking about DNA results and him claiming his daughter. I left right then and there, just packed my car and left, because I couldn’t tell Taylor that our parents had screwed us over. I couldn’t tell my soulmate that we couldn’t be together because our parents had an affair and instead of us being destined to spend the rest of our lives together, we were brother and sister.”

A laugh bubbles from my throat and I’m shocked by how bitter and angry the sound is. “I haven’t been home since that day. I couldn’t cope with the idea of seeing her or my mom again and having to lie to them both, so I stayed away.”

“You haven’t been home at all in ten years?”

I shake my head. “No. I spoke to my dad yesterday for the first time since I left.”

She reaches across the table and entwines her fingers with mine. “Oh, Park, I’m so sorry you’ve been alone.”

I don’t release her fingers, but I shake my head and smile ruefully. “Not alone, little one. I found the club, a new family.”

“Are you sure that Taylor knew before you found out?”

Gripping her fingers a little tighter, I try not to remember the conversation I had with Taylor in her hotel. “She admitted it to me. When I went to her hotel the other day, she tried to kiss me again and I just had to tell her. The words wouldn’t stay down. I never thought I’d ever have to tell her and then when I did, she told me she already knew. Apparently, her mom took her to every meeting with my dad from the age of ten. Over the years she’s done twelve DNA tests to try to convince him that she actually was his daughter. She’s known most of her life. She knew when we were best friends, she knew when she was flirting and kissing me as a teenager, and she knew two days ago when she flung herself into my arms and tried to shove her tongue into my mouth.”

Rosebud slaps her hand across her mouth and gasps. “Why would she do that? Why wouldn’t she just tell you the truth?”

Scoffing, I release her hand and scrub at my forehead. “I have no fucking clue. I’ve wracked my brain trying to understand her, but I just can’t come up with any logical explanation, apart from the fact she’s batshit crazy.”

She flinches and I inhale slowly, trying to calm myself down. “Look, I’m sorry. I know she’s your friend, and I know that most of this isn’t her fault. But I’m pissed off and skeeved out and betrayed.”

Rosebud pulls her hand from mine and stands. My heart booms erratically. Is she going to leave? Rationally, I know she can’t walk away. We’re miles from Archer’s Creek and she doesn’t have a car, but the panic is still there. Instead she walks around the bench and slides in beside me. She lifts her arms and wraps them around my neck, hugging me tightly. For a second, I don’t respond. I’m numb, the fear from only seconds before still consuming me. All my blood rushes to the surface of my skin and I feel her soft, warm body pressed against mine. On instinct I react, curving my arms around her waist and holding her to me.

“I’m so sorry,” she coos into my neck.

“Me too.”

Too soon, she pulls away and stares up at me. “You love her.”

I sigh. “I thought I did, as much as any stupid eighteen-year-old can.” Another bitter laugh escapes and I reach over and capture her fingers with mine. “I allowed that day to affect the last ten years of my life, and the fucked-up thing is that when I saw her again I felt nothing. A little revulsion, a lot of anger, but no love.”

“But she’s still your sister,” Rosebud says, her eyes deep wells of the emotions she’s feeling.

“Biologically yes, but that’s it. We’re never going to have a normal sibling relationship. She tried to kiss me for fuck’s sake.”

A flash of guilt appears in Rosebud’s eyes and she looks away.

“Why do you look guilty right now?” I ask.

“I don’t,” she says, the lie so obvious it’s almost funny.

With my free hand, I gently grip her chin and turn her face to look at me again. “You’re a terrible liar, Rosebud.”

A ghost of a smile flickers across her lips before it disappears. “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this. I feel like I’m betraying her.”

As I don’t know what to say in response, I stay silent. I’ll respect her decision to keep whatever she knows to herself if she decides not to tell me, but I’m not going to give her an out.

I watch as she closes her eyes and grimaces. “She planned to sleep with you,” she blurts. The words coming out in a rush.

I’m not as shocked as I think she expects me to be. “Yeah, I figured that might have been the case. I spoke to my dad last night. He’s going to get in touch with her parents and let them know what’s happening. She needs help; an intervention or something.”

We both fall silent for a moment. There’s really not much else to say. She knows everything now. Every sordid detail of my fucked-up life.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

I have no idea what to say. How do you apologize for your best friend behaving like a crazy person? Taylor is one of the most indulged people I’ve ever met, but this, tracking down her half-brother to have sex with him, that’s beyond messed up.

I can’t help but think this is all Taylor’s mom and Park’s dad’s fault. If they had just sorted all of their crap out, then Taylor and Park could have been raised as siblings and it would have saved everyone from so much unnecessary pain and suffering.

My heart hurts when I think about a young Taylor being dragged to DNA test after DNA test, only to have Park’s dad reject her over and over again. Then poor Park; falling in love with his best friend only to find out that she’s actually his half-sister. He lost the girl he loved, his best friend, his home, and his family all on the same day.

“I don’t know what else to say. I’m just so sorry for both of you,” I say, hoping he can hear the sincerity in my voice.

Park drops my hand and instead wraps one long arm around me, pulling me into his side. Turning, I wrap both of my arms around his waist and bury my face into his shoulder. Somehow, he’s ended up comforting me, when my intention had been to offer him support. His spicy pine scent surrounds me and I inhale deeply, committing the smell to memory.

Somehow in the last couple of days, Park really has become my friend. The only thing we have in common is Taylor. We’re from different worlds, different states, different lives, but despite that it feels like I’ve known him forever.

For the first time I realize that tomorrow I’m leaving and I’m going to miss him. Given that he doesn’t want a relationship with Taylor, I doubt we’ll ever see each other again, and the thought makes me sad.

I should pull away from his touch, but I don’t. Instead, I bask in his comfort, stealing enough memories of him to last me a lifetime. Because somehow, these few days in this town with him have become important to me.

“I’m going to miss you.” The words are out, and I close my eyes, wishing I could hang my head in shame. He’s going to think I’m a psycho too. I mean who says they’re going to miss someone they’ve only known for three days?

“I’m gonna miss you too, Rosebud.”

We sit there, our arms around each other for a while longer, but neither of us speaks again. I’m not sure if it’s embarrassment that keeps me silent or that there’s just nothing else to say. I’m leaving in the morning and it’s unlikely that I’ll ever come back. I’m not sure how it’s possible to meet someone and just click in such a short space of time. I’d thought he wanted to be around me because of Taylor, that I was just a link to his sister, but really he’s been telling me all along that it wasn’t about her and today just confirmed that.

Despite our lives and personalities being so different, I enjoy his company. I don’t remember the last time I made a friend. I think it’s harder as an adult and there are less opportunities. I mean it’s not like you can just walk up to a stranger on the street and say “Hi, my name’s Rosie and I’d like to be your friend.” But yet that’s basically what Park did to me. He forced me to go to dinner with him and told me we were going to be friends.

Eventually we reluctantly part and he lifts me back onto his monster motorcycle. The journey is exhilarating. The wind, the scenery, the man I’m pressed against. I enjoy it all and I’m saddened when it ends and we pull into the small courtyard behind his tattoo shop.

He lifts me from the bike and places me on the floor with a smirk. “So tiny,” he says with his musical accent.

“I’m not tiny, I’m petite,” I chide him.

“You’re just a wee rosebud, so tiny and cute.”

I scowl at him, making him laugh in response. “Do you have clients for the rest of the day?”

“Yeah, I’m booked up ‘til ten. Do you want to hang with me? Then we can go to the club once I’m done.”

“Are you sure I won’t distract you?”

Park reaches out and drops his arm over my shoulders. “You won’t distract me. If I could cancel the appointments I would, but some of these clients have waited six months, so I can’t.”

“God, no, you can’t cancel.”

Park laughs. “Don’t worry, Rosebud, I won’t. But how about you let me get my hands on your beautiful virgin skin later? I know exactly what I’d ink on you.”

I feel my mouth fall open. He’s only talking about tattooing me, but something about his words and the way he says them almost feels a little sexual. I must wait a little too long to reply because Park’s smile dims a little.

“It’s okay, Rosie. I’m not gonna force you to get a tattoo.”

“Oh, I know that,” I say quickly. “What did you have in mind?”

His smile brightens again “You’d just have to trust me.”

“Is that right?” I say. “Well, I’ll see how the rest of today’s clients look and then I’ll decide at the end of the night if I trust you.”

Park bursts out laughing, then drops a kiss to the top of my head as he leads me into the shop.

It’s 10:30pm and Park’s last client just left. The last few hours have flown by, and I’ve had an absolute blast with Park and all of the people who have waited months to get an appointment for him to tattoo them. When he told me the waiting time to see him, I’d been shocked, but now when I’ve witnessed firsthand the stunning pieces of art each client has left with, I can completely understand why they would wait so many months.

“So where do you want me?”

He turns and looks at me, something flashing through his eyes before he blinks and it’s gone. “Err, what?”

“I trust you. So where do you want me so you can pop my tattoo cherry?”

A broad smile stretches across his face and he rushes forward scooping me into the air and twirling me around as though I weigh nothing. “Are you serious, Rosebud? Don’t fucking tease me.”

“I’m serious. But if you don’t stop spinning me and put me down, I’m going to end up throwing up all over your chair.”

With a chuckle he lowers me to the ground, holding my arms as I find my balance after all the spinning.

“Are you one hundred percent sure, because it hurts like a bitch to have a tattoo removed?”

“I’m sure. I trust you.”

“Hell yes,” he whoops loudly, and the words sound strange with his accent. “I need you lying down on your back. Get comfortable while I get everything ready.”

Nodding, I turn and take the couple of steps to the huge leather bed. It’s high, so I turn around and boost my butt up onto it, then lie back, wriggling to get comfortable. I watch as Park moves quickly around the room, collecting needles and pots for ink and lining them up on the small rolling table he uses. He pulls a pair of latex gloves from a box and puts them on, then opens a sterile package and takes out the needle, inserting it into the tattoo gun.

A tremor of nervous fear prickles through my stomach and I question if I’m insane for letting him tattoo something onto me that I’ve not seen and have no control over.

“Pull up your shirt and tuck it under your bra,” Park orders, his voice all business, just like he has been with the other clients he’s tattooed today.

I do as he asks, sliding my shirt up to expose my stomach. The air that had felt comfortable until now, prickles at my skin causing goose bumps to coat my flesh. I can feel the slight tremble in my hands and once my shirt is tucked securely beneath my bra, I slide my hands beneath my legs to keep them still.

“Do you still want to do this?” Park asks, a hint of amusement lacing his tone.

“Are you going to tattoo your name or anything ridiculous on me?”

Smirking, Park lifts his hand into the air, and offers me his outstretched pinky finger. “I pinky promise it’s not going to be my name or some cheap ass dime store tattoo.”

Pulling in a deep breath, I lock eyes with him, link my pinky finger with his and nod. “Okay, do it. I trust you, and I think we both know that eternal damnation is the penalty for breaking a pinky promise.”

“Of course. Everyone knows that.” he says with a nonchalant shrug.

The tattoo machine bursts to life and the buzzing noise fills the room. “You ready?” Park asks.

“Don’t you need to draw it on or something first?”

“Nope, I’m going to freehand it.”

“Oh, err, okay,” I stutter out.

“Just relax, my wee Rosebud.”

At the sound of my nickname on his lips, I allow my eyes to fall closed and concentrate on breathing in and out. I fill my mind with only the sounds of my own breath and the buzzing noise fades. Park’s hand gently rests on my ribs, just beneath my bra, and the warmth of his skin calms me further. When the needle touches my skin for the first time, it’s nothing like I was expecting. Rather than pain, it feels more like a scratchy, burning sensation. It’s not pleasant, but it’s bearable.

Park’s hand rarely leaves my skin, but his fingers move up and down my ribs as he wipes away the excess ink and blood. At some point I open my eyes, but from my position laid on the bed I can’t see what he’s drawn. We don’t speak. My mind is whirring with a thousand thoughts, but I don’t want to distract him when each stroke of the needle is a permanent line on my skin.

Nearly an hour later, my ribs are burning uncomfortably and my throat is dry and scratchy. I want to ask if he’s nearly finished, but if he says no, I think I might cry. To begin with the pain had been manageable, but for the last ten minutes my sore skin has protested each new line he’s branded onto me. I squeeze my eyes shut tightly and count backwards from a hundred in my mind. When I hit fifty-six, the buzz of the tattoo gun stops and I exhale a hopeful breath.

Cracking the lid of one eye open, I see Park spraying a paper towel with the antiseptic spray he keeps on his table and my entire body sags with relief. “Are you finished?” I ask, my voice croaky.

“Yeah, baby, I’m finished. You sat really well for your first time.”

Baby. I mull over the endearment and it terrifies me how much I like it on his lips. None of my ex-boyfriends have ever called me anything but Rosie, never even a sweetheart or darling, just Rosie. I mean it’s my name, but I never realized how nice it was to have a nickname or just a cute endearment.

The wet paper towel wipes across my sore skin and I wince, both of my eyes snapping open and locking with Park’s intense ones. “You ready to take a look?”

A pulse of excitement ripples through me. I have no idea what he’s drawn, but the man really is an artist and I truly believe that he won’t have given me something awful. Jumping from the bed, I hiss when my sore skin stretches as I move. Park holds out his hand and I take it, letting him guide me to the mirror.

Looking at my reflection, it takes me a moment to truly appreciate the image before me. Along my ribs from the bottom of my bra is a rose. The stem is slim and delicate, but the head is an explosion of reds and oranges, each petal a blend of colors so lifelike, I want to reach out and touch the silky flesh. The rose has no black outline and the colors seem to melt into one another like a watercolor painting.

“Park,” I say, his name a whisper falling from my lips.

“Do you like it?” his voice is quiet behind me, his chest almost, but not quite, touching me; our eyes locked in the mirror.

“It’s beautiful. So, so beautiful,” I say reverently.

As I watch him in the mirror, a slight smile appears at the corner of his lips, and a heated look fills his eyes.

I spin to face him, rise onto my tiptoes, and place a chaste kiss against his cheek. “Thank you.”

One of his hands reaches out and lands on my waist, but he doesn’t pull me any closer. Instead he rests his lips against the top of my head. We stay frozen like this for a long, poignant moment, then as if we unconsciously agree, we separate at the exact same time.

“Let’s get you wrapped up, Rosebud.” He wipes my skin off again, then covers my rose with a layer of Saran wrap and tapes it into place. The pain has dulled to a soreness, but I still move carefully as I lift my arms and pull my shirt down. Park quickly cleans down his station, throwing all of the ink pots, wipes, and gloves into the bin after he disposes of the needle into a medical waste box.

“I’m ready for a drink, how ‘bout you?” Park says, as he motions for me to lead the way out of his studio and clicks off the light, plunging the room into darkness.

I turn to head to the desk at the front of the store, but Park wraps his fingers around my arm and turns me toward the rear exit. “We need to go this way, my bikes still out back.”

“I need to pay you.”

“What the fuck for?” He asks, his brow furrowed in confusion.

“For the tattoo.”

Park scowls. “Are you trying to piss me off?”

“What? No, of course not. Why would you ask that?”

“Then why the fuck would you offer to pay me?”

“Err, because you’re a tattoo artist, that’s your job, and you just gave me the most amazing piece of art. So I’m paying you.” My tone is short, but I have no idea why me paying would be surprising to him.

“You’re not a client; this wasn’t a consultation or an appointment. I’m privileged that you’d allow me to tattoo you, so your money’s no good with me. Working on your fucking beautiful skin was a treat for me. I should be thanking you. Now let’s go get a drink.”

His tone of voice leaves no room for argument, so I just move when he gently turns me and eases me forward with a hand at the base of my spine.

 

The clubhouse is heaving with people and heavy bass booms from the walls, making the floor feel like it’s moving as the sound vibrates through my body.

I glance down at my clothes and for the first time since I spoke to Park, I feel out of place. This club, nights like this, they’re not me. Taylor fits in here—she can wear the short skirts and the high heels and enjoy the attention they garner her—but I’m too short and too curvy to be anything like the women I already know are inside.

“Look, maybe I should go,” I say to Park.

He turns and reaches for my hand, holding me in place. “What? Why?”

“I’m not really dressed for it,” I say looking down at my casual outfit.

“Who gives a fuck, unless you were looking for a hook up?” His question sounds like he intends it to be nonchalant, but the frown on his face and the way his shoulders have tensed suggested he wouldn’t be happy with his friend hooking up with any of his biker buddies.

“Look, I have an early flight in the morning, and I have to take pictures of the guest house for the article I’m planning on writing about it. I should probably just call it a night. I can call a cab, it’s no problem.”

Park’s scowl deepens, then it’s gone and a devastating grin replaces it. “One drink,” he cajoles, pulling me toward the doors before I have chance to argue.

“One drink.”
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I don’t know why, but I just can’t let her go yet. My fingers are still tingling from where they were running along her creamy skin as I inked her, and my heart is beating wildly. We both know that tomorrow is goodbye; that this short and unexpected friendship will end the moment she steps onto that plane. I wish it wasn’t the case, but once I’m out of sight, her fancy LA life will make her forget all about me far sooner than I’d like.

Pulling her behind me, I entwine my fingers with hers and move us through the crowded room until I spot some familiar faces. Smoke, Nikki, and Dove are all sat around a low table talking and laughing. Without knowing their history, Nikki and Dove don’t look anything like sisters. Dove is all angelic blonde and Nikki is bright red vamp. Neither of them are what you’d call classic biker old ladies, but they each fill the role effortlessly. Dove is so guileless. She has a way of making you want to protect her. She brings people together and from the moment she arrived she united us. Her sister is a badass bitch and what she sometimes lacks in charm she makes up for in attitude. Everything about her screams ‘back the fuck off’, but once you get past the hard outer shell, Nikki has a heart of gold.

Glancing over my shoulder, I take in the vibrant woman behind me. Her clothes are conservative, but she doesn’t need a provocative outfit to stand out. Already I can see my brothers’ heads turning as she moves through the club, and if her hand wasn’t in mine they’d be swarming like flies.

“Hey, Rosie.” Nikki calls when she spots us. The music is quieter at this end of the room and she barely needs to shout to be heard.

“Hi, Nikki. Nice to see you again,” Rosebud replies politely.

“Come, sit. This is my sister Dove, and you already know Smoke,” Nikki says.

“Hi,” Dove says with a small wave.

“How’s your friend?” Nikki asks, as Rosebud releases my hand and sits down on a free chair. Rosebud’s wince is barely perceptible, but I see it and curse Nikki for bringing up Taylor.

“Err, it’s a long story,” Rosebud replies noncommittally.

“Beer?”

She turns to look at me and smiles. “Yes, please.”

“Anyone else?” I say, looking at the sisters and Smoke. They all shake their heads and I quickly make my way to the bar, grabbing two bottles of beer before rushing back to the table. Time is running out and an overwhelming sense of urgency is driving me toward her. She’s a friend, platonic, but even though I’m not lusting for her, this need, this drive to be near her is different to anything I’ve ever felt for anyone, even Taylor.

My steps falter a few feet from our group. Rosebud is sat next to Nikki, laughing, her head thrown back, her hair escaping from the braid she twisted it into earlier. She looks happy and young, free. This isn’t her world, but she fits in here effortlessly and not for a single moment has she questioned the club or our way of life. Her acceptance is surprising. I don’t remember the last time I was surprised by someone, yet Rosebud has been doing it since the first moment I set eyes on her.

The night passes faster than I want and it’s nearly 2am when we pull up outside the guest house. I only had one beer, knowing that I’d need to bring her home, but Rosebud’s cheeks are flushed from the cocktails the girls had thrust upon her as the night progressed. If she was here for longer, I could see her and Nikki becoming firm friends. If she lived here, she could ingratiate herself so easily with my friends and family.

But she’s not, I remind myself. She doesn’t live here, she flies home in the morning, and I have no idea if I’ll ever get to see her again. She giggles as she lifts her arms into the air for me to help her climb off my bike. She’s probably had a little too much to drink to be riding with me, but when I suggested we take the van instead, she pouted, and the look was so fucking cute I was powerless to say no.

“I’m going to miss you, Park.”

I pull her into my arms, holding her against me. “I’m going to miss you too.” Her sweet violet fragrance hits me, and I hold her a little tighter, not ready to say goodbye just yet. “What time’s your flight?”

“9:30am.”

“Are you using the car service?”

She pulls back and frowns. “I mean we’d planned to. Taylor always uses them, but she’s at the hotel and I’m here. I suppose I’ll just call a cab.”

“No,” I say quickly. “I’ll take you.”

“You don’t need to do that; I can easily get a cab.”

“Rosebud,” I say, a slight hint of warning in my tone. “I said I’ll take you.”

Looking up at me shyly from beneath her long lashes she smiles and nods. “Okay, thank you.”

Reaching for her hand, I lift it to my lips and kiss it softly. “Goodnight, my Rosebud.”

Her eyes widen slightly, glazing over with an emotion I can’t identify. When she speaks, her voice is soft. “Goodnight, Park.”

Her hand slides from mine and she turns and walks up the front step, disappearing inside a moment later. My legs won’t move, and I just stare at the door, my heart leaping around in my chest. Eventually I force myself to turn away and leave.

The sound of her laughter calls to me and I wander through the halls following the joyous noise. White walls and a grey floor twist and turn. I walk for what feels like hours, the tinkling sound of her happiness my only guide.

Why haven’t I found her yet?

“Park.”

She’s calling my name and I break into a run. The need to find her, to be close to her, stronger than ever before. But the faster I run, the more hallway there is. Turning a corner, I catch a glimpse of her, a flash of red as she darts away, her laugh taunting me as she disappears again.

“Rosebud, come here,” I call.

Silently, I tiptoe around a corner, expecting her to be waiting for me, only again all I see is a glimpse of her hair as she rushes away. Why is she running from me? Sprinting, I chase after her, but every time I see her she’s just out of reach.

“Rosebud,” I call, desperate, needing to reach her.

“Come find me,” she taunts, as her fingers curl around the corner only to vanish the moment I grab for her.

She giggles again and the sound feels like torture. To hear her laugh, but not be able to see the expression on her face is agony. I push my body harder, running faster than I’ve ever run and when I burst into an open courtyard, I finally see her.

Her hand is twined around a statue at the center of the room and she’s smiling, her lips full of amusement. “You found me,” she says, holding out her free hand for me to take.

Her hair is loose and flowing down her shoulders and she looks ethereal in a long, flowing white dress. I step forward, reaching to take her outstretched hand. Our fingers touch, the merest brush of skin against skin, but at the contact she starts to fade, her fingers turning to smoke and floating away.

“No,” I cry, lurching forward and reaching for her, but my hands pass straight through her as she evaporates, leaving nothing but the melodic sound of her laugh behind.

I bolt upright, my breath coming in ragged pants, as my heart beats furiously in my chest. I’m not sure if what awoke me was a dream or a nightmare, but the images are still there, consuming my mind and tormenting me.

Throwing back the covers, I pull on sweats and head to the blank canvas that’s waiting for me. Tonight, the brush strokes aren’t frenzied; each touch is thoughtful and considered. When sunlight starts to dapple through the blinds, I’m almost finished, and a picture of Rosebud, half there, half a mist of smoke stares back at me.

What the fuck is my mind doing? These dreams of her aren’t normal and neither are my feelings for her. Everything since we met has been exaggerated: instant friends, this yearning to be around her, and now these fucked-up dreams. I have no idea what my subconscious is trying to tell me, but it needs to shut the fuck up.

I put the final touches to the painting and step back. The image is both haunting and wonderful. The laughter in her eyes as she fades to nothingness is perfect, so her. Pulling my cell from my pocket I check the time. It’s 5:30am and as I roll my shoulders trying to release some of the stiffness in them, a glimmer of excitement at getting to see her blooms to life.

It’s just after six when I pull up at the curb outside the guest house and the town is quiet and sleepy with only a handful of people around, opening up the early morning businesses. We didn’t arrange a time last night, so I drop Rosebud a quick text, just to let her know I’m here.

Park: I’m outside; let me know if you need help with your stuff.

She replies almost immediately.

Rosie: Be right out.

I open the car door and climb out, closing it behind me. When the front door to the house opens, I swear my heart swells when I see her. Perhaps my dream is lingering, because I want to reach for her, to check that she’s here, that’s she’s real, but I don’t. Instead, I stride forward and take her bag from her and lift it into the trunk.

“Whose car is this?” She asks, eyeing my bright red Mustang.

“Mine. I don’t drive it often.”

“Oh,” she says, her eyes raking over the ridiculous vehicle.

“What’s up?”

“Hmm, oh nothing. You just don’t strike me as a shiny red sports car kind of a guy.”

I snicker. “I’m not.”

“So, err,” she points at the car.

“I won it.”

“You won it?” The look of incredulity etched across her face is almost comical.

“Yeah, I got roped into doing this tattoo competition. I won and that was the first prize.”

“Wow. I mean it’s an amazing prize. It’s just so not… you.”

“Hence why I don’t really use it. I actually planned to sell it, but Daisy mentioned buying it for Dove for her birthday, so it’s just sat at the shop for a couple of months.”

Holding open the door for her, I tip my chin toward the car and she climbs in. The journey to the airport takes a little over thirty minutes and apart from a little inconsequential small talk it mostly passes in silence.

I pull into the drop-off lane and stop the car, climbing out to retrieve her luggage from the trunk. Every fiber of my being is telling me to stop her from leaving, but what the hell would I even say? ‘Don’t go’ doesn’t seem persuasive enough.

“I guess I should go. It doesn’t matter what time of the day you fly, security is always a killer.”

I nod but don’t speak.

Rosebud steps forward until her chest is almost touching mine, then she rises onto her tiptoes and places a soft kiss against my cheek. “I’m glad I met you, Park.”

I can’t resist. My arms wrap around her and I close the distance between us, pulling her in for a tight hug. “I’m glad I met you too,” I whisper against her neck.

We stand there like that for a few moments longer, then she sighs and pulls from my embrace.

“Goodbye, friend,” she whispers.

“Goodbye, friend,” I say as she turns and walks away.
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My throat is thick with emotion and it takes all of my willpower to blink away the tears that are threatening to spill. I don’t understand why this is so hard; I’ve known this guy for less than a week. This isn’t a passionate affair, destined for failure. It’s not a lust-filled fling so scorching I want to rip his clothes off. But this—what Park and I have discovered—feels bigger, grander, than anything based on lust and passion.

I haven’t felt this instant ‘this person is my best friend’ feeling since I was a child and even then it never felt this magnanimous. But it’s over; neither of us mentioned staying in touch. In this age of technology and social media, it’s easy to stay distantly connected to someone. But maybe cutting ties now is for the best. Watching his life evolve through social media wouldn’t satisfy me. I want to be a part of his life, to be his friend, his Rosebud.

When I get to the check-in desk, I hand over my passport. I advise the lady at the counter that my friend has my booking details and I think she might have already gone through security. She smilingly informs me that I’m the only one of our party to have checked-in and prints me off my boarding pass.

I thank her, making my way through the security lines and into the main area. I’m still early, so I grab a seat at a cafe and order a coffee, scanning the crowd for Taylor. When they announce our flight is boarding, I still haven’t seen her, but with this many people in a busy airport, it’s not exactly surprising. Paying for my coffee, I grab my purse and make my way to the boarding gate. My seat is in first class and moments later we’re called forward to board and an air hostess guides me into a plush leather seat. Twenty minutes later, the seat beside me is still empty, so I pull out my cell and type a message to Taylor, forgoing our mutual silence rather than have her miss the flight.

Rosie: Where are you? Our flight is just about to leave.

I stare at the cell, urging it to beep, but it remains silent and I’m forced to turn it off when the hostess advises me we’re about to depart.

Four hours later, our taxiing plane finally stops beside the terminal and we’re allowed to disembark. A knot of worry is strangling my stomach and I turn on my cell, hoping to find a message from Taylor telling me where she is. My cell shows three unread messages and scanning the names I spot one from an unknown number.

Unknown number: Hi, Rosie, this is Diane. Taylor came home two days ago. She’s suffering with extreme exhaustion from all the stress of the wedding preparations, so she’s taking some time to recuperate at a spa in the Maldives. She’s decided to completely disconnect from technology to fully immerse herself. I’m sure she’ll contact you once she returns home.

I stare at my cell open mouthed. Exhaustion is LA speak for rehab. Taylor’s gone into a rehab facility of some kind and she didn’t even text me to tell me. Sadness and anger battle for supremacy. Over a decade of friendship and she did this alone, or did her parents or Derek do this? Has she gone to seek treatment of her own volition, or has she been forced there to avoid the scandal that could be revealed if her paternity came to light?

My throat feels thick with emotion, but I swallow harshly, pushing my feelings down. Following the flow of passengers, I leave the plane and battle through the busy crowds until I emerge into the bright Californian sunshine.

Joining the line for taxi’s, I silently seethe as I wait my turn. I’m not sure who I’m more angry with, Taylor or her family. All of this could have been avoided if Taylor and Park’s parents had sorted their crap out and not dragged their children into their drama. But then if Taylor had dealt with her issues then this wouldn’t all be crashing down on her now either.

When I reach the front of the line, a cab pulls forward and I climb in giving him my address, then slide back into the seat with a sigh. I can’t believe how much has happened in only a few days. My thoughts snap back and forth between Taylor and Park, my best friend and my new friend. How ironic that they’ve turned out to be siblings.

Allowing my eyes to fall closed, I listen to the low hum of the radio and slowly breathe in and out. What I need now is a long hot bath and a glass of wine. After that maybe I’ll be ready to confront everything that’s happened.

Turning the key in my apartment door, I push it open and the familiar scent of home invades my lungs. My comfy, warm apartment is like a balm to my scorched soul and I eagerly move further into the room, shutting the door behind me. Crossing the room, I walk into my bedroom and drop my bags at the end of my bed. My air conditioning is on so low that the room actually feels chilly and I sigh as I plop down onto my mattress.

I pull my purse from around my shoulder and drop it to the comforter, then strip off the rest of my clothes, placing them in the laundry hamper as I enter the bathroom. My apartment is in a converted office building. It’s ugly and utilitarian on the outside, but the way the rooms were divided means that my bathroom is almost as big as my bedroom. The previous tenants installed a claw foot tub in the middle of the room and as soon as I lay eyes on the huge tub I groan in anticipation. I open the faucets and within minutes steam fills the room. Adding some essential oils to the hot water, the air fills with the scents of violet and almond.

Like the cliché I am, I light a candle even though it’s still daylight and then slide into the hot water while the tub is still filling. A raw exhale escapes from my lips as the water soothes my muscles and I lay my head back and close my eyes. Some people hate to bathe, but I am most definitely not one of them. There is very little that is better than a hot soak in the tub when life is kicking your ass.

The shrill ringing of my cellphone shatters the peaceful bubble of my tub time. “Go away,” I call weakly.

The ringing stops and I smile, glad that my bubble has protected me from the outside world. Swishing my fingers in the water, I lift my foot into the air and turn off the faucet with my toes. This isn’t my first rodeo and I locate the faucet without opening my eyes. I bask in the silence, allowing my mind to blank and pushing out all of my turbulent thoughts. After a moment I finally feel calm and centered, then my cell bursts to life again shattering my bubble to smithereens.

“Who the hell is ringing me? Just leave me alone, all I want it half an hour’s peace. Why is that too much to ask?” I mutter under my breath, pushing myself upright and climbing out of the bath, water running from my skin. I don’t bother with a towel, and water pools beneath my feet as I dash into my bedroom and retrieve my ringing cell from my purse. I don’t look at the name on the screen before I swipe to answer and bring it up to my ear.

“Hello,” I bark out as I run into the bathroom and climb back into the warm water.

“Hello, friend.”

Sitting up straight I pull my cell from my ear and check the caller Id. Park’s name is there on my screen. “Hey, friend,” I say, my lips spreading into a wide smile and all of my annoyance from only seconds ago instantly evaporates at the sound of his voice.

I can hear him breathing, but he doesn’t say anything for a long moment. “I take it you made it back okay? You didn’t reply to my text. I thought LA had made you forget me already.”

“You sent me a text?”

“I did.”

“What did it say?” I ask, settling back into the water.

“It told you not to leave.”

“It did not,” I shriek.

He laughs. “No, it didn’t, but that’s what it should have said. Come back.”

I pause, unsure if he’s teasing me. “I can’t, the guest house didn’t have a tub.”

We fall silent and I move my foot beneath the surface of the water, swishing the hot liquid from side to side.

“Rosebud, are you in the tub right now?”

“Yep, I was trying to relax but someone kept calling my cell.”

“Some people are so inconsiderate,” he says dryly.

“They really are.”

Park clears his throat. “So you’re home?”

“Yes, I am. Were you worried?” I ask, my voice a little softer than normal.

“A little. I didn’t know if Taylor would cause any problems for you.”

Sighing audibly, I sink further under the water so only my head and the hand holding my cell to my ear are not submerged.

“Rosebud, what did she do?” Park asks, his voice sharp and stern. A tone I haven’t heard from him before.

“Nothing. She didn’t do anything, because she left Texas two days ago. According to her mom she’s exhausted and has gone to a spa in the Maldives, but in LA language that means she’s checked herself, or someone checked her, into a rehab facility.”

“I told my dad what had happened with her. He said he was going to speak to her parents. Did I cause this?”

“No, you didn’t. Taylor, her mom, and your dad caused this. She found you, she tried to kiss you, she planned to have sex with you. None of this is your fault,” I say, the water sploshing around me as I sit up.

“I forgot what LA is like. If someone’s acting crazy in Archer’s Creek we sit them down and ask them what the fuck is going on. We don’t pack them off to rehab.”

A giggle escapes me, and I sink back into the water. “Well, Archer’s Creek is a whole different world,” I say, my voice sounding wistful even to my own ears.

“Yeah, I suppose it is,” Park says.

We lapse into silence, but I can still hear the sound of him breathing, slow and steady. The noise is reassuring and peaceful and with the cell still held to my ear, I lay my head against the back of the bath and close my eyes once again.

“Rosebud.”

“Yeah,” I whisper.

“I miss you.”

“Me too.”

“Bye, friend,” he says on a sigh.

“Bye, friend,” I reply. A moment later the sound of his breathing stops and I know he’s ended the call.

Life goes back to normal the next day. I go to work and the noticeable lack of anything on my desk makes my stomach twist uncomfortably. I’ve been gone for five days and there’s not a single piece of work waiting for me. Am I this insignificant here, or is it that this job is insignificant? I scan the mock-up pinned to the wall and the sense of pride that used to fill me whenever I saw the articles I wrote brought to life, is noticeably absent. My eyes scan the puff pieces that range from the new town boundary sign, to the magnificence of Mrs. Gutterson’s award winning deli meats.

I used to be content writing this kind of drivel. I’ve never craved the thrill of covering crime or war, but for some reason, right now I’m craving more than this slim existence I live in. My office feels drab and uninspiring and as I fidget uncomfortably my tattoo pangs, the skin still a little sore.

After I climbed out the bath yesterday, I’d stood naked in my full-length mirror and admired the beautiful flower inked into the very fabric of my being. The tattoo is an impulsive decision I’d never have made in the past, but spending the day with Park, watching him paint onto his clients with ink, I just couldn’t resist.

Sighing restlessly, I open my laptop and scan my emails. There are ten. Only ten emails; all of them from internal colleagues. Was my life this narrow a week ago or has my visit to Texas just expanded my horizons to a world outside of my LA existence? I’m not exactly well travelled, but I’m not a hermit either. I went to school in California, and sure, I live a handful of miles from where I grew up, but that was my choice because I was content with my life and because all of the important people to me are here.

My cell beeps and I dig around in my purse until I find it. After Park had ended the call, I’d plugged it in to charge and then just thrown it into my purse as I left this morning. Without Taylor’s thirty calls a day, it’s remained silent and forgotten. Swiping the screen to life, I see that there are three messages: two from yesterday and the one that just came through. The first is from my mom.

Mom: Hi, Honey. Your father and I would love you to come to dinner this week. Maureen’s son just moved back home and he’d love to meet you.

My mom is always looking to set me up with her friend’s children. I don’t know why she’s so desperate to see me settled down, but I swear I don’t remember the last time we had a conversation that wasn’t about her desire for grandchildren.

I quickly type a reply.

Rosie: Sorry, Mom, I can’t this week. I’m too busy catching up with all the work I’ve missed.

If this conversation were happening in person, she’d easily be able to see through my lie, but over text I think I can get away with it. The second message is from Park, sent a few hours after my flight took off.

Park: I’ll miss you, my Rosebud. Let me know you’re home safe, else I’ll have to fly up to check on you.

Hope blooms to life in my chest. Would he come here? As quick as it rises, I quash the thought. He hadn’t mentioned coming to LA when we’d spoken last night, so his text must have just been him teasing me.

The most recent message is from my brother.

Eric: Lunch?

I glance at my empty desk and shrug. I probably shouldn’t go out to lunch on my first day back, but obviously the place has carried on just fine without me, so why not?

Rosie: 1pm at The Boathouse?

He replies immediately.

Eric: See you there.

My heart lifts slightly at the idea of seeing Eric. He always cheers me up, and so with a little more motivation I reply to my ten emails, then send the story idea about the guest house in Archer’s Creek to my editor.

Writing about Archer’s Creek and the beautiful guest house is effortless and by the time 12:30pm rolls around, I’ve completed the first draft, gushing about the modern but quaint guest house and the beautiful Texan town it’s set in.

I hit save and close the lid on my laptop, before grabbing my purse and standing from behind my desk. My usual workwear consists of pantsuits and stilettos, but with my tattoo still a little tender, I picked a pretty red and white polka-dot tea dress and some heeled sandals. The hem line is a little shorter than I usually wear for work, but it’s cute and so much more comfortable than my suits.

A couple of my colleagues call out greetings as I pass them. We each have our own office, but like me, we all tend to keep our doors open so we can shout around the office if we need to. The Boathouse is only a few minutes’ walk from the paper’s building, so minutes later I push through the door and spot Eric sitting on a stool at the bar.

“Hey, sweetie. I love that dress on you,” Eric says, standing and pulling me into a hug as soon as I’m close enough.

I wince when he brushes against my ribs and he notices, releasing me and holding me at arm’s length. “What’s the matter?”

“Oh, it’s nothing. I got a tattoo and it’s a little sore still.”

Eric’s arms fall to his side and a dumbstruck expression covers his face. “What the what? You got a tattoo?”

“I did,” I say excitedly.

“Who the hell are you and what have you done with my sister?” He says with a mock serious expression. “Did Taylor get one too? Please tell me you didn’t get matching BFF ones or something lame like that?”

I feel the smile fall from my face. “No, Taylor didn’t get one, just me. I actually haven’t seen Taylor for a few days.”

Eric’s brow furrows and I know he’s going to have so many questions, but I’m given a momentary reprieve when the hostess appears to take us to our table.

The moment we’ve given our drinks and regular food orders to the waitress, she leaves and Eric pounces. “Spill. What the hell happened?”

Sighing, I slump back in my chair. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“How about you start with where your pain in the ass bestie is and how you haven’t seen her for a few days when you only flew home yesterday.” He asks, his voice getting louder with each word.

“Shh,” I say, reaching over and grabbing his arm. “Taylor is apparently suffering with exhaustion and is at a spa in the Maldives.”

“Taylor’s in rehab,” he says on a hiss.

Snickering, I nod. “Yes, but honestly that’s only the tip of the iceberg.”

My brother’s eyes narrow. “You need to start talking, right now.”

So I do. I tell him everything. I tell him about Taylor lying about our destination, about us tracking down Park, about them being related. I tell him about mine and Taylor’s fights and how I moved out of the hotel. Then I tell him about Park, about our weird friendship and the connection I feel for him. About the way he calls me Rosebud and how he tattooed me. I tell him everything and by the time I’m finished our lunch plates are empty and my brother is staring at me, his mouth open, his eyes wide.

“So you fucked Taylor’s brother?”

“No,” I shout, reeling back. “Of course not.”

His eyes bug out even further and then they narrow and his brows furrow. “Bullshit.”

“What?”

“I just listened to everything you’ve just told me about him; how you guys just clicked, how you spent so much time with him. How you let him tattoo you without you knowing what he was going to ink on you FOREVER. If you’re not fucking him, then you’re in love with him.”

Shaking my head, I laugh. “Don’t be ridiculous. We’re friends. Loads of people make friends and just have an instant bond with them; they don’t have to be having sex with each other.”

“How many friends have you met like that?” Eric says, a knowing gleam in his eyes.

“Well none before Park, but it happens, and it did for us.” Sighing, I look down at my glass. “It doesn’t matter anyway because he lives in Texas and I live here. I doubt we’ll even speak to each other again now that I’m not in the same town as him.”

“You really aren’t fucking him, are you?” He asks.

“I’m really not,” I say and smile, but it feels a little forced and I can tell that Eric can see it too.

My brother leans forward, his elbows on the table. He rests his chin on his steepled fingers. “Tell me about him.”

“He’s Irish, or at least he was born there, and he still has an accent even though he’s lived here since he was a kid. Also, he’s tall and covered in tattoos. He says they tell the story of his life etched across his skin. He’s an artist. What he can do with a tattoo gun is truly exceptional and he loves it. His clients wait like six months just to get an appointment with him. But I think he’s still really messed up about all this stuff with Taylor.”

Eric looks at me, his expression horrified. “That’s understandable. She’s his sister and she tried to seduce him. Wow, I mean, just wow. Poor kid.”

“I just feel so sorry for both of them. He’s not in love with her anymore, but I think he’s never really moved on from that first love moment. He never had that crashing realization that your first love is just your first love and that ninety-nine percent of the time it’s a young, fleeting feeling. It’s just such a fucked-up situation. He told me he just up and left his home on the day he found out about Taylor and he hasn’t been back since. He’s found a new life, a new family, but I don’t think you can just cut yourself off from your roots without that impacting you.”

Eric’s eyes soften and he watches me with a sad smile. “You really care about him, don’t you?”

“I can’t explain it. I know it’s weird, trust me I do, but there’s just something about him that makes me feel like I’ve known him my whole life. Spending time with him is effortless. I doubted his motives at first, but the more I’m around him the more I realize that we just enjoy each other’s company. I’ve had longer relationships with leftover Chinese food, but I feel connected to him and I miss him already.”

“There’s no reason why you can’t stay in touch. We have these amazing things called cellphones and Skype. You guys can text and video chat as much as you want.”

My throat feels thick with unshed tears and I nod. “I know, it’s just that we never really talked about staying friends after I came home.”

“I thought he called you yesterday?” Eric says, his lips pursed.

“He did, but only because I didn’t respond to his text about getting home okay.”

My brother rolls his eyes dramatically. “Stop being such a girl about this, Rosie. Get out your cell and text him. Anyone who knocks Psycho Barbie off the top spot for your friendship gets my vote and if he is feeling anywhere near the connection you’ve felt, then he’ll want to hear from you.”

I dither, unsure what to do. I want to text him, but I’ll be crushed if he doesn’t respond. My fingers hover over my purse, frozen in midair as I try to decide what to do.

“Oh for God’s sake, Rosie, just text the man.”

Urged on, I grab my cell and type out a quick text, hitting send before I can second guess myself.

Rosie: Hi, friend.

I stare at my phone in my hand, willing it to beep, for him to reply, but it remains silent. A horrible wave of depression descends upon me and I lower my cell to the table and fold my hands into my lap. I paste on a smile and look up at my brother, flinching at the sympathy in his eyes.

“I’m being silly. It’s not like I expect him to reply straightaway. I never check my messages.” My voice is a little too bright to be believable and Eric motions to a waitress for the cheque as I lift my glass to my lips, drinking the last mouthful of soda.

I jump when my cellphone bursts to life and the screen flashes showing an incoming call from Park. Almost dropping the glass in my hand, I slam it down onto the table and fumble for my cell swiping the screen with excited fingers.

“Hello,” I say.

“Hi, friend.”

At the sound of his voice my shoulders droop and calm consumes me. Why is it that just two words from him has made everything okay again? Standing from my seat, I grab my purse and blow a kiss at Eric, whose face is lit up in an obnoxiously large grin. He waves at me as I quickly exit the busy restaurant.

“Hi, sorry. I was just at lunch with my brother and the restaurant was loud.”

“How you doing, Rosebud? How’s your day been so far?”

“Urgh, it’s been boring. I started writing up the article about The Creek Guest House but other than that there was no work waiting for me, My desk was empty.”

“That’s good, isn’t it? It means that the people you work with did a solid for you and made sure you didn’t come back to a mountain of work.”

I grunt. “Yeah, I suppose that’s one way to look at it.”

His chuckle makes my chest hurt. “But not the way you saw it?”

“I just feel a little insignificant. Obviously, I know the place isn’t going to crumble to the ground because I had a week off, but it’s a bit of a kick in the gut to know I’m not needed at all.”

“I thought it was just a small, local newspaper you worked at?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“So is your workload normally crazy?” Park asks.

“Well, no. But I’m always working on something for the next few editions.”

“I think maybe you’re getting yourself all wound up over nothing, my little paranoid Rosebud. Just be thankful that you’re not going to be snowed under for the next week while you catch up.”

I make a noncommittal grunt. “How’s your day so far?”

“It’s been okay, not as good as it could have been. How’s your tat looking?”

“My rose is stunning. It’s still a little tender, but it’s fine. I love it.”

We both fall silent and all I can hear is the faint traffic noise and the sound of my steps as I walk along the sidewalk. Weirdly the silence isn’t awkward. Just knowing he’s there on the end of the line, makes my step a little lighter and my day a little less crappy.

When I’m outside my office building, I exhale, wishing I could just stay like this, connected to him, if only through the phone for the rest of the day. But I can’t. “I should go.”

“I know,” he says, his voice raspy.

“Goodbye, friend.”

“Goodbye, friend.”

I pull the cell from my ear and end the call before I talk myself out of it. Only a few moments before, the sunlight had felt warm and cheerful, but now it’s hot and oppressive. What the hell is wrong with me? This dependency I’m starting to feel for Park is unhealthy. It would be different if we lived close enough to see each other, but we don’t, and honestly when did our friendship go from cute and unexpected to clingy and desperate?

I don’t ever want to be the girl that won’t go away. Full of resolve, I silence my cell and march into my office. Meeting him was wonderful, but our friendship is doomed by circumstances and distance and it’s time I accepted that.
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It’s 4:30am and I’m naked and standing in front of yet another canvas, painting yet another picture of Rosebud. It’s getting out of hand; but my dreams are plagued by her and the images are refusing to stay locked in my head.

Painting became a release for me years ago; a way to deal with all of my repressed emotions. Looking back, it doesn’t surprise me that all of my paintings have been of Taylor. She’s been what’s tortured me and kept me a prisoner to my past; never moving forward, at least not until now.

The fear that Rosebud has become my new obsession sits in the back of my mind, prodding at my conscience. It’s been nearly ten days since I first set eyes on her and as I look around, my apartment is littered with canvases. She’s all I can think about, all I dream about. I miss her and I have no fucking idea why.

I’ve spoken to her every day since she left. Most of the time we don’t even speak. We just stay connected, listening to the silence. It’s the happiest time of my day. Apparently not speaking to my friend makes me exceptionally happy, but the moment we end the call it’s like the world goes dull again.

Lowering my paintbrush, I step back and admire my work. Rosebud’s smiling face is staring back at me, one side so clear and lifelike, the other wispy, like she’s slowly disappearing. They say life imitates art, but for me it’s the other way around. She doesn’t call me, but she answers every time I ring. She replies to my texts, but she doesn’t initiate the conversation. I can feel that she wants to talk to me just as much as I want to talk to her, so I don’t understand why she’s pulling away.

My friends all know that Rosebud and I are still in contact. Nikki asked for her number, but I haven’t given it to her because I’m selfish and I don’t want to share her. She’s my friend, mine, and I want all of her attention.

Sinking to the floor, I exhale, my hands outstretched behind me, propping me up. So much has changed since I met Rosebud. I’ve been forced to deal with stuff that I’ve buried for years, and reconnected with my parents. I even spoke to my dad again a couple of days ago. It’s still hard, but I don’t hate him the way I thought I did.

He told me that he and mom had been to speak to Taylor’s parents and that even though it was hard, they’d managed to straighten some things out. Apparently, Taylor’s mom and dad had been appalled when my dad had told them what she’d done. They had no idea she planned to track me down or her motivation to do so. They’ve checked her into an inpatient facility overseas, where she can get the help she needs to deal with all of her issues.

Weirdly, I feel a little disconnected to Taylor’s situation. On one hand I’m glad she’s getting some help, but on the other, it doesn’t feel like it’s any of my concern. I’m disinterested by thoughts of her and for the first time in a decade my heart feels lighter and my soul cleaner.

My mom begged me to come to LA to visit or to allow them to come here, but I’m not ready to have them infiltrate my home. This life is all mine and I’m not ready to have the nightmares of my past merge with my present any more than it already has.

Honestly, the idea of going to LA doesn’t appeal either. I don’t have enough happy memories there to make me feel sentimental about the place. But Rosebud is there and if visiting my parents means I could have a chance to see her too, then maybe it would be worth it.

The sun rises as I stare at the painting. I miss her and instead of the feeling fading, it seems to be escalating with every day that passes. A sudden pang of longing barrels through me and before I know what I’m doing, I reach for my cell and pull up the airlines page. There’s a flight to LAX tomorrow afternoon. I could be with Rosebud by dinner time. I click buy before I really consider the consequences of my actions. What if she doesn’t want to see me? What if she tells me not to come? Jumping up, I pace from one side of my apartment to the other. If I just turn up at her apartment then I know she won’t send me away, except I don’t know where she lives. But I do know where she works! A plan clicks into place. I can fly there tomorrow, have dinner with my parents, then go see Rosebud at her work the following day.

Excitement hums through me and the time can’t pass quickly enough. Smoke barrels into my apartment at 10:30am carrying breakfast sandwiches that smell amazing. His eyes roam over to the corner where I paint and when he sees a new painting drying on the easel, he flashes me a knowing smile. “Another painting, huh?”

I shrug. What is there to say?

“You spoke to her yet today?”

I shake my head. “Nope, it’s still early. Is one of those for me?”

He throws the wax paper wrapped sandwich at me and I catch it, eagerly unwrapping it and taking a huge bite.

“When’s she coming back?” He asks, his eyes bright and assessing.

The mouthful of food suddenly tastes like ash. I choke down the bite, every ounce of my happiness seeping away as his words hit home. “She’s not.”

“I give it a couple of weeks,” Smoke says with a mischievous grin.

“Her life is in LA. This isn’t her world.”

Smoke narrows his eyes at me. “Bullshit. We might not be what she’s used to, but she never flinched. She just fit right in, like she’s been here her whole life.”

I consider his words. He’s right, she did fit, but that doesn’t mean she’d uproot her life to come to a Podunk town like Archer’s Creek. “She’s never mentioned coming back. There’s nothing here to make her come back.”

“Fuck me, Lucky Charms, you’re an idiot.”

“Look we’re friends, but she has a life and job back home, plus she only flew home a few days ago.”

“Friends,” Smoke says scoffing.

“Yeah, friends. I’m flying out to see my folks tomorrow. Since I spoke to my dad, my mom has been on at me to visit. If I have chance while I’m in LA, I’m gonna go see her.”

“Fifty bucks says she’s living here within a month.”

“You might as well just give me the money now,” I say, hoping that the thumping of my heart is only loud to my own ears. Just the thought of her moving here sends a thrill through me, and even though I know it’s a pipe dream, I can’t help the hope that blooms to life in my chest.

Smoke laughs, low and amused. “Brother, I had no idea you could be this blind. Surely you both can’t be this stupid.”

“What the fuck are you talking about? Blind about what?”

“You and Rosie. You’re head over fucking heels for each other.”

Shaking my head, I wave him off. “Don’t be fucking ridiculous. We’re friends, one hundred percent platonic.”

Smoke laughs again. “You might not have fucked her, but there’s nothing platonic about the way you pair are around each other. From the moment you first saw her you’ve been obsessed, and she’s the same. You spent all that time together in this little bubble where you idiots pretend you’re only friends. Friends don’t call each other just to hear the other breathe; they don’t meet and have this instant bond like you guys have. Friends don’t look at each other the way you look at her. They don’t touch each other the way you do.”

My head is shaking, denying his words. Rosebud is my friend. We’re friends and maybe it’s not like a normal friendship, but then there’s nothing normal about the way I feel about her either. “It’s not like that,” I say. “Yeah, we have a bond, but it’s more like when you meet that bro that you just instantly click with. It’s easy to be around her; we just get each other. We’re friends.”

Smoke rolls his eyes at me. “Friends. Yeah, you just keep telling yourself that, right up to the moment that you pair end up ripping each other’s clothes off.”

“Whatever, man. You don’t understand.”

“Yeah, yeah, we’ll see.” Smoke says, amused and smirking.

Time drags and it feels like a month not a matter of hours until I’m following the rest of the passengers out of the plane and into LAX airport. It’s the first time I’ve been in LA in a decade, and as the familiar Californian sunshine hits my face, a tide of uncomfortable nausea settles in my stomach. I rent a car, even though my mom offered to collect me from the airport. I’m looking forward to seeing her, but I need some way of getting the hell away from them if this whole reunion becomes too much for me to handle. I know she’s gonna be disappointed that I’m not stopping at the house, but I need to take baby steps to try to rebuild our relationship. As much as she might want me to, I can’t just forgive and forget. It’s going to take some time.

The rental agent passes me the keys to a Ford SUV and directs me to the collection point. I want to call Rosebud, but fear that she won’t want to see me if I tell her I’m in LA, wars with the overwhelming desire to hear her voice. Yesterday, we’d spoken for a few minutes about her day and mine, then like always we’d sat silent, comforted by the others presence on the end of the line. After our call, my dreams had been plagued with thoughts of her. The illusion had felt so real. I woke up still feeling the way her soft body had pressed against mine, and how her hair had felt as it ran down my chest when she’d crawled along my body and settled between my legs.

As I’m escorted to my car, my mind replays Smoke’s words from the day before, ‘You might not have fucked her, but there is nothing platonic about the way you pair are around each other. From the moment you first saw her, you’ve been obsessed and she’s the same’. The more I try to deny the truth, the more it forces its way to the forefront of my thoughts. Is he right? Am I obsessed with her? Is she more than just my friend?

The beep of the locks being opened on the car interrupts my inner monologue of doubt. Handing the attendant a tip, I take the keys from him and climb into the car, throwing my bag into the back seat. I’m all set, ready to leave, but my arms refuse to lift, and my legs are bolted in place. I’m going to see my parents. This is a momentous moment and instead of being nervous about it, my mind is consumed with thoughts of Rosebud.

I try to forget her. To forget the doubt that’s beginning to plague my thoughts and feelings. She’s my friend, a good friend, my best friend, nothing more. The dreams I have of her naked and wrapped around me in bed are just a typical subconscious reaction to a beautiful woman and Rosebud is incredibly beautiful. But it doesn’t mean anything, because we’re friends and that’s all.

Forcing myself to move, I start the car and within minutes I’m pulling out of the airport and into the ridiculous LA traffic. Living in a small town like Archer’s Creek, I’m not used to dealing with a thousand asshole drivers on the roads at rush hour. It takes forever to get out of the mass of cars and onto the highway that will take me to Palos Verdes where my parents’ house is. As I drive toward the town limits, the houses get bigger and the cars more expensive. My parents are wealthy and the town they live in love the rich and famous. I wind my way through the palm-tree-lined streets heaving in a lungful of air and exhaling slowly. The action calms my ragged nerves but does nothing to assuage the sick feeling in my stomach. Over the phone, coming here to see my parents sounded like a much better idea than letting them come to me in Texas, but now I’m actually here, I have no idea what the fuck I’m doing. Slowing the car, I try to prolong the length of the journey, desperately hoping that somehow I’ll be teleported back to Texas where I can pretend that I never agreed to this trip.

My eyes scan from left to right. The roads are familiar, but it’s not until I see Taylor’s home that it truly hits me. “Fuck,” I hiss. Memories of my childhood hit me like a freight train and I have to pull to the side of the road when tremors wrack through my body. All the emotions I felt the last time I used this road seem to consume me at once, and throwing open the door, I stagger from the car and vomit all over the curb.

This was a huge mistake. Meeting Rosebud has made me sentimental and forgiving, but that isn’t my nature. I’ve harbored a grudge that has kept me from my home and family for over ten years. What the hell made me think I could get over it and reconnect with the person who ruined my life all those years ago, now?

I shove my hand into my pocket and pull out my cell. My shaking fingers fumble with the screen as I try to dial Rosebud, desperate to talk to her, to hear her voice. The phone rings and rings, eventually going to voicemail. “Fuck,” I shout into the air.

Circling the car, I sit my ass on the hood and rest my head in my shaking hands. In and out, I pull in a lungful of air and exhale, trying to calm my panicked heartbeat and rasping lungs. It takes several minutes for my hands to finally stop trembling, and by the time I lift my head from my hands I feel calmer and more in control.

My cell rings and I answer it without thought. “Hello.”

“Hello, friend.”

My eyes fall closed at the sound of her voice. I try to speak but no words come out.

“Park?”

“Hello, my Rosebud.” I say, and I’m shocked by how ravaged and pained my voice sounds.

“What’s the matter? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Rosebud audibly gasps, loud enough for me to hear. “You don’t sound fine. What happened? Tell me.”

“Nothing happened, baby, I swear. I’m fine, just a little stressed out.”

Rosebud stays silent for a moment, then she speaks. “Why are you stressed out? Has Taylor contacted you?”

A dry laugh falls from my lips. How can I tell her I’m in my home town and driving past Taylor’s house and that the memories of the last time I drove this street is what’s got me all fucked-up? “No, I haven’t heard from her. As far as I know she doesn’t even have my cell number.”

“Oh,” she says, and she sounds almost disappointed.

“Have you heard from her?”

“No, not since the day at the hotel.”

Her voice is small and sad, and I instantly want to do something to make it better. If I thought telling her I was in the same state as her would help her I’d do it, but fear that it might make her feel worse keeps me silent. When I see her in person tomorrow, I’ll be able to tell from the look in her eyes if she’s pleased to see me, and I need her honest and unfiltered reaction.

“Park, I’m sorry, but I need to go. My mom’s insisting I have dinner with her and some guy she’s trying to set me up with. If I don’t leave work now, I’ll never make it. I’ll call you later once I’m home. Bye, friend.”

She ends the call before I can ask who the hell this guy is. I know that she’s single, that was one of the things Smoke had asked her when we’d played twenty questions at the bar, but it had never occurred to me that she might be looking for a man. My gut churns and another roll of nausea surges upward. I take slow, deep breaths and eventually it recedes. If she gets a boyfriend or a fiancé or a fucking husband, they might not like our friendship. I don’t understand this need I have for her, but I know that now I’ve found her, I’m not willing to give her up.

I need to get my shit in order and then I need to go see her. We never really spoke about maintaining our friendship once she came home, but if this last few days has taught me anything, it’s that I value her presence in my life too much to give it up without a fight. Long distance friendships are hard to maintain, but not impossible. I still have friends from Ireland that I keep in touch with and Rosebud and I can be the same. We can call and text like we do now, and we can find the time to visit each other a few times a year.

As I’m firming my resolve to maintain my friendship at all costs, a small voice at the back of my mind tells me that seeing her a couple of times a year won’t be enough. It’s been less than a week and I already miss her more than I have any right to.

Fuck, maybe Smoke is right; maybe I am obsessed with her.
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I end the call and immediately wish I hadn’t. I wasn’t lying. I do need to leave work to get to my parents’ house in time for dinner, but that wasn’t why I ended our call so abruptly.

He had sounded so wounded when he’d answered his cell. My body had reacted so violently that I’d sunk back down into my office chair and held my cell so tightly to my ear, my fingers still feel numb. He said he was fine, but I can tell that he’s not and he wouldn’t tell me why.

I’m in too deep and my mood reflects his. If he’s happy when we speak, I’m happy. If he’s tired, I feel tired too. When he’s sad or whatever he was today, I feel it too. It’s too much. Too extreme a reaction to be having to a friend I’ve known for less than two weeks, but it’s happening and I have no idea what to do about it.

Dropping my cell into my purse, I look down to see my hands are shaking. Right now, the urge to jump on a plane and fly to Texas is almost overwhelming and with each day that passes, my life here feels less real, less mine. Before I met Park, I was content, or so I thought, but now I think maybe I was just complacent. I was happily living my life, ignorant to all the possibilities that were happening outside of my bubble.

I want to say that seeing another way of life has broadened my horizons and that’s what’s making me question if this narrow piece of existence is enough to make me happy. But deep down I know that a trip to another state wasn’t the catalyst. Park was.

Even the sound of his name in my head makes me sigh with longing. Eric’s assumption that Park and I had been sleeping together has festered in my mind, leeching into every thought and filling me with doubt.

That first time Park touched me, I felt sparks; but they’d vanished the moment Taylor had appeared. Only now I can’t help but wonder what would have happened if Park was a stranger to Taylor. Would that night have ended differently?

Park is Taylor’s brother and she’s my best friend, so he and I can never be more than friends. Until a couple of days ago I never questioned that. The connection I feel to him is abnormally strong, but that can happen with friends? Right?

Each time I try to talk myself into pulling away from him, he calls or texts and I’m lost to him, to us, and the way I feel. My mom has always lamented that when you meet the one, you just know, but that can’t be true.

Right now, for the very first time, I don’t want to talk to Park, because somehow it feels, at least for me, that the lines are beginning to blur. We’re friends, nothing more, but no matter how many times I tell myself that, it feels like a lie.

In a daze I take a cab to my parents’ house and have dinner with my mom, dad, and Robert. Robert is my mom’s friend Maureen’s son. He’s 34, and an accountant who just became partner in a prestigious accountancy firm. Robert is attractive in a conservative way; his brown hair is neatly cut and styled in a side parting. His black suit is tailored to perfection and complemented with a crisp white shirt and a jaunty red tie. And the cherry on top of the cake are his shoes. Black, stylish, and polished to a gleam.

He’s everything I ever wanted in a guy, but he’s quite possibly the most boring man I’ve ever met. Robert drones on about his clients and work and how rich they’re making him. He tells us that he drives a Prius and plans to retire before he’s fifty, with a pension extensive enough to allow for a comfortable home and two vacations a year.

He’s so boring I have to stifle a yawn every time he opens his mouth to speak. My parents are hanging on his every word and my mom keeps throwing excited glances at me, like I should be peeing my pants with enthusiasm over the man.

When dinner is finally over, I feign tiredness and manage to excuse myself and leave while my mom is still loading the dishwasher. I know my hasty retreat is rude, but the thought of Robert asking me out on a date is enough to make me risk my mom’s wrath to escape.

I call a cab as I’m dashing down the drive, but before I can get away, the front door opens and Robert rushes down the front steps. “Rosie,” he calls from behind me.

I freeze, wishing I could pretend I hadn’t heard him, but knowing that out here in the empty suburban street there’s no way I can do it. Plastering on a smile, I spin on my heel to face him. “Hi, Robert, was there something you needed?”

“Your dad suggested you might need a ride,” he says in his overly smooth voice.

I sigh, and the fake smile falls from my lips. “I was actually just calling a cab.”

He steps toward me and offers me his arm. “I’d be happy to drive you home.”

Looking around me, I search for a reason why he can’t, but I can’t think of anything that wouldn’t make me look even ruder, so I smile brightly. “Thank you, Robert. If you’re sure you don’t mind?”

“It would be my pleasure,” he says, looping my arm through his and escorting me down the sidewalk to his car. He opens the car door for me, and I slide in. It’s surprisingly comfortable, but I’d rather be in the back of a smelly cab than be forced to make small talk with a man I’m sure my mom would call ‘husband material’.

“So I know our moms are pushing hard for us to make a connection, but I’d still really like to take you out one night next week if you’re free?” Roberts says, his smile revealing a perfect row of bright white teeth.

As I consider my answer, I take a moment to look at him. He is literally what I would have described as my perfect man two weeks ago. But now, I know that as perfect as he seems, I’d only ever be content with him and I’m starting to feel like content isn’t really enough. “I’m sorry. I’m sort of seeing someone. It’s new, but I’m pretty invested,” I say.

When I planned to say I was seeing someone I’d considered it a lie, but the moment the words are out of my mouth they feel true. Do I feel like I’m in a relationship with Park? Relationship. The word feels strange, not quite right, but not wrong either.

“Oh,” Robert says, pulling me from my internal musings. “Your mom said that you were single.”

“Err,” I swallow. “Like I said, it’s new. Just the last couple of weeks. I haven’t told my mom about him yet.”

“Maybe you could take my number, and then if it doesn’t pan out with this guy, you could take me up on my offer of dinner. I’d really like to take you out.”

“Sure,” I say, forcing a brittle smile onto my face.

The car journey home seems to take twice as long as it should. When we pull up to the curb outside my building, I try not to run from the car in glee.

“Here,” Robert says handing me a business card.

“Oh, er, thanks,” I say, unclipping my seatbelt and opening the door as quickly as I can, without making it look like I’m trying to get away. Once I’m standing on the sidewalk, I feel a little foolish. Robert is everything I thought I wanted. It’s not his fault that after meeting a tattooed biker I’m having a crisis of faith. “Goodbye, Robert,” I say, closing the car door with a click and waving at him through the window. He waves back, then pulls away from the curb and I practically wilt with relief that he didn’t try to walk me to my door.

As I climb the stairs to my apartment, a wave of longing for Taylor crashes over me. Every boy, every bad date, every good date since the day we met has been dissected with alcohol and ice cream, but now when I’m more confused than ever, she’s not here, and I have no idea what, if any, friendship we’ll have left when she gets back.

Even though I want to, I don’t call Park. Instead I get into my comfiest PJ’s and climb into bed with a pint of ice cream and a glass of wine. The ritual feels hollow without Taylor, but I do it anyway.

The next day nothing goes to plan. My hairdryer breaks, the zip on my favorite suit pants rips, and the coffee shop I stop at on the way to work has sold out of lemon poppy-seed muffins. Feeling sullen and annoyed with everything around me, I stomp up the stairs to my office in black linen shorts, a white tank, and an oversize hounds-tooth suit jacket with tall black wedge pumps. I’m not sure if the looks I’m getting from my colleagues are shock at my out of the ordinary outfit, my loose air-dried wavy hair, or the scowl on my face, but whichever it is I feel their stares and whispers as I head for my office.

My desk is no longer empty. In fact it’s covered in paper, pictures, and Post-it notes for my Archer’s Creek article. What had started as a review has morphed into a feature, extolling the virtues of vacationing in small-town America. In truth, the article doesn’t really fit in with the usual local interest pieces we tend to fill the pages with. But the newspaper’s editor Jerry, is sixty-five, and while he counts down the days until he retires at Christmas, he doesn’t care what we write as long as it’s not controversial, X-rated, or something any of us would get arrested for.

Sliding behind my desk, I drop my purse into my desk drawer and look over the notes I made yesterday afternoon. Not wanting to mention the biker club or anything to do with Park, I’ve talked about the town and its quaint homely feel. I’ve written about the hidden gems that can be found slightly off the beaten track and how wonderful the guest house was that I’d likely have never found if I hadn’t have stumbled into the town. The article goes on to say that the culture of vacationing abroad and in Europe is leading to us missing out on all of the wonderful things this country has to offer, and how we should all consider a weekend break in a small town as the perfect lifestyle retreat.

I work for the next hour or so, pulling my notes into order and writing up a first draft of the article. When someone knocks on the doorjamb, I look up and find my brother filling the open doorway. “Busy?” He asks.

“Just working on a piece for the next edition. Don’t you have photos to take or something?”

Eric pokes his tongue out at me before crossing the room and slumping down into the chair in front of my desk. “I’m so bored,” he moans, his head falling back against the chair with a thud.

Eric is a freelance photographer. At the moment he’s home after just finishing a world tour with a famous rock band. “When is the next tour?”

“The record company that hired me to do Prime’s tour are begging me to go out with a band called Hope Lost, but I don’t know.”

“What don’t you know? You love touring.” I say, absentmindedly scribbling a note onto a Post-it and sticking it to my desk.

“Urgh, the lead singer on this one is supposed to be an absolute fucking nightmare,” Eric says just as another knock sounds at the door.

I look up and my mouth goes dry.

“Hello, friend.” Park says, a sheepish grin twitching at the corner of his mouth.

I don’t think. I leap up from my chair and run to him. He catches me midair as I throw myself into his arms, and then I’m wrapped in his embrace and everything feels right for the first time in a week.

It feels like I stay in his arms for hours, but in reality it’s maybe only a couple of minutes before my brother clears his throat and I guiltily pull away from Park and look over my shoulder to Eric. “Oh, sorry,” I say with a sheepish shrug.

“Who’s your friend?” Eric asks, but he already knows who he is. He’s just being a dick.

Park’s large palm lands on my shoulder and he pulls me back until I’m resting against his chest. Eric lifts his eyebrows and looks at me with a smug smirk. I glance back over my shoulder to Park and then back to Eric. “Eric, this is Park. Park, this is my brother Eric.”

Park’s grip on me loosens and then one hand lifts over my shoulder as Park holds it out to my brother. “Hey, nice to meet you.”

Eric stands quickly and takes Park’s outstretched hand. “You too. I’ve heard a lot about you since Rosie got back.”

“Is that right?” Park drawls, his musical Irish accent dancing with amusement.

Turning my back on my brother, I look up into Park’s beautiful face. I’ve missed his soulful eyes and the freckles that cover his nose and cheeks. “How are you here?” I ask, my heart and soul feeling lighter than they have since I hugged him goodbye at the airport.

“I came to visit with my mom and dad. Thought I’d come say hi.”

I open my mouth to speak, but Eric’s voice interrupts me. “Guys, I’ll leave you to catch up. Park, it was great to meet you. Rosie, I’ll talk to you later.”

“Bye,” I say, as he slides past Park and out of my office.

Taking Park’s hand in mine, I pull him further into my office. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“I’m here,” he says, warmth exuding from every inch of him.

“How long for? Do you have dinner plans, or lunch plans, next five minute plans?”

He laughs.

“I’m sorry. It’s just that I’m so pleased to see you,” I say, feeling embarrassed and a little silly about the way I’m gushing.

Park tilts his head to the side, then pulls me forward and into his arms again. He rests his cheek on the top of my head, and I feel his slow exhale of breath. “It’s fucked-up how much I missed you, Rosebud. I’m yours all weekend if you don’t have plans.”

Pushing at his chest, I excitedly look up into his face. “Are you serious? You’re here all weekend?”

His smile is so wide it splits his face in two. “All weekend.”

“Oh my god, this is amazing!” I screech, throwing my arms around his neck and bouncing up and down with joy.

“I missed you, my Rosebud,” he whispers, as he wraps his arms around my waist and holds me.

“I missed you too.”

Eventually we release each other and Park clears his throat. “What time do you get off work?”

“Err, usually about five. There are a few nice spots in town, a couple of good restaurants and bars that you could waste a few hours in, or if you want, I can give you the keys to my place and you can wait there.”

“Are you sure you’d be okay with me being in your place without you?”

“Of course,” I say, moving behind my desk and pulling my purse out from the drawer. It takes me a minute of rooting around to find my keys, but once I do, I hold them out. Park leans across my desk and his fingers wrap around mine as he takes the keys from my hand.

“My building is only about a ten-minute walk from here. Just head out the door, then right down 4th until you hit the Morning Brew coffee shop, then take a left and it’s the third building on the right-hand side. You can’t miss it, because it’s the ugliest building in the street. I’m up on the third floor, apartment thirty-six.”

Park’s fingers don’t release mine. Both of our palms still holding the keys. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” I say, looking directly into his eyes. “Make yourself at home. The WiFi password is taped to the fridge. I have cable; just don’t mess with my TiVo, and I’ll try to get off a little earlier if I can.”

“Thanks, baby. I’ll see you later.” He leans in and kisses my cheek, then turns to leave, looking over his shoulder and flashing me a happy smile, before he disappears through the door.

When he’s out of sight, I exhale an agonized breath and fall into my desk chair. I’ve never been more pleased to see someone in my entire life. What the hell is going on? I’m torn between jumping up and down and squealing with delight because he’s here in LA and curling into a ball under my desk and being mortified that I’m so excited to see him. The way I ran across my office and threw myself at him was bordering on psychotic, but all I could think about when I saw him was just getting as close to him as possible.

I feel like I’ve been deprived of him for years not days and now that he’s here, in my town, everything seems brighter, more exciting, better.

I rush through the rest of my day, counting each second until I can close down my laptop and leave. I write, but I know none of it makes sense, because my mind is at my apartment with Park and now all I want in the world is to be there with him.

In the back of my mind, I know this behavior and the way I feel isn’t normal. Not even when I was a child was I ever this excited to see a friend, and from a bystander’s point of view I probably seem a little crazy. But no-one else is feeling the pangs of longing I have just to be around him. No matter what Eric says, Park and I are purely platonic. We’re friends, best friends, and I swear the weird rules about being obsessed don’t count when it’s a friend, do they?

Barreling through the newspaper’s main door, I speed walk through the street and the ten-minute journey to my place only takes me five. By the time I get home, I’m flustered, sweaty, and so incredibly excited. I pull the hider key from beneath my neighbor, Mrs. Weinstein’s, potted plant and frantically jab at the lock, trying to make it work with shaking hands.

It takes a couple of tries, but eventually I fit the key into the lock and open the door. My eyes scan the space for him, but I can’t see him. Cautiously, I pad fully into the room. The TV is playing quietly and as I walk toward the sofa my eyes find him. Park’s long body is folded awkwardly into the cushions of my cream sofa. His eyes are closed and he’s fast asleep.

Like the creeper I’m becoming, I take in every inch of his gorgeous body. His brightly colored skin is in stark contrast to the sofa, and more so than ever, he looks like a painting. For the first time I notice that his hair isn’t the riot of color it was just last week. Instead it’s a dark blond at the roots and white at the tips. I don’t know how I missed it earlier, but it suits him.

In sleep, his features seem younger, almost vulnerable, and the urge to reach out and stroke his cheek is so strong I actually lift my hand and reach for him, before stopping myself and wrapping my arm around my waist to hold it in place. His long body is too large for my sofa, so his one arm is flung above his head, while the other hangs off the side.

I exhale and a sense of belonging pulses through me. Coming home to Park in my apartment feels right. His scent fills the room, and for the first time in a week, this place feels like home. Not wanting to disturb him, I tiptoe into my bedroom. Pushing the door half-closed, I make my way to my bathroom and take a quick shower.

“Rosebud,” his sleep roughened voice calls out to me.

“I’m just in the shower,” I shout, stepping from beneath the warm water and reaching for a towel.

“I must have fallen asleep. When did you get back?” His voice is louder, so he must have moved closer to my bedroom.

Turning off the shower, I quickly dry my body and wrap a towel around my sopping hair. “Not long. I didn’t want to wake you.”

“I’m sorry. I planned to come meet you at work.”

“Don’t be silly. You must have been tired. Plus, you looked all cute, fast asleep on my sofa.”

Closing my eyes, I curse myself. Why the hell did I say that? Friends, I remind myself, just friends.
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She’s naked beyond this door. The thought is running on a loop through my head and has been since I woke up and heard the shower running. My hand is pressed up against her bedroom door, since I pulled it closed to stop myself from pushing it open and stealing a glance at her.

My friend is naked and wet only a few feet from me and I should be immune to that thought, because she’s my friend. My cock shouldn’t be twitching when I think about how she looks, but apparently all the lines between friendship and want have blurred, because I would give anything to be able to see through walls right now.

I slap the palm of my hand against my forehead. No. I need to sort my shit out; this isn’t right. She’s Taylor’s. I can have her friendship but that’s all. It takes all of my self-control to step away from her door and move back to the sofa. For the hundredth time since I opened the door to her place, my eyes take in her space. It’s surprisingly sterile and empty of personality. There are a few items that just scream Rosebud and lots of photos of her and Taylor, Eric, and people that I’m assuming are her parents. But the beige walls and cream furniture are not at all what I’d expect from her.

Her bedroom door opens and a freshly showered Rosebud steps into the room. She’s changed from her work outfit into a pair of sweatpant shorts and a plain white tank top. Her hair is twisted inside a towel and her face is free of makeup. She looks beautiful.

“Hey,” she says, smiling shyly and crossing the room to sink down beside me on the sofa.

“Hey,” I say, nudging her shoulder with mine.

Her laugh warms my chest. “You hungry?”

“Starving,” I say.

“You want to get takeout or go somewhere to eat?”

Flopping back against the sofa cushions, I fling an arm across her shoulder, pulling her with me so she settles into the hollow under my arm, her back half rested on my chest. “I don’t care, Rosebud. Whatever you want to do. Stay in, go out. I don’t mind.”

She tilts her head to the side, toppling the swirl of towel until it flops over, unravelling and revealing her mass of beautiful red hair. “Let’s go out. There’s a great new microbrew pub I’ve been wanting to try; they do bar snacks and burgers and stuff. Does that sound good to you?”

I pull her in closer, inhaling the sweet scent of her shampoo. “That sounds perfect.”

An hour-and-a-half later, we’re sitting at the bar in a funky, hipster pub, drinking beers and eating nachos. Rosebud is talking, but I’m not really listening to her as my eyes keep raking over her face and body. This all feels surreal. I’m here with her and everything seems right in the fucking world. Literally all I need to make this my perfect life is my bike, my shop, and my brothers.

That thought makes me pause. Has she become that important to me? Is my happiness dependent on her being in my life? My mind tunes back in on what she’s saying and when she laughs, I can’t help but laugh with her.

“I still can’t believe you’re here,” she gushes, her hand reaching out to squeeze my arm.

As she pulls her hand back, I grab it and entwine my fingers with hers, watching how my tattooed skin looks against her creamy flesh. “I missed you. Have since the day you left. You should move to Texas. This would be so much simpler if you did.”

She laughs again, like I’m making a joke, but I’m not. I don’t want to only see her once or twice a year. I want to see her every day. I want her with my friends, at the shop, the club, my bed.

Without releasing her hand, I signal to the bartender and order us some shots. Realizing that your life is lacking without someone and knowing there’s nothing you can do about it calls for tequila and plenty of it.

“Tequila,” Rosebud says, eying the shot glasses as the bartender fills them and places a platter with salt and limes to the side.

“Hell yes. You game?”

Her eyes look from me to the glasses and back again. She obviously isn’t convinced, but with a shrug she licks the side of her hand and pulls the hand I’m holding free, to sprinkle some salt onto her damp skin. My eyes barely leaving her, I do the same. She turns to me, a wicked grin on her face and winks just before she licks the salt, slams back the shot and then bites down on the lime wedge, her face screwing up as she swallows.

The smile on my face is so wide, my cheeks hurt. There’s something about watching Rosebud take a shot that makes me want to whoop and cheer for her. Maybe it’s that she looks like such a good girl. I know she’s not exactly the paragon of virtue that she first appears, but she’s also not exactly a wild child either.

I take my shot then bite down on the lime, the sour juice coating my tongue; but this isn’t my first rodeo and I barely grimace.

“That’s not fair, you almost look like you enjoyed that,” Rosebud calls, shoving me in the shoulder playfully and lining up her next shot.

If I’m honest, even though I ordered her three shots I only really expected her to do one, and I hold back my laughter as she chokes down her second. “You don’t have to drink that. I can order you a girlier shot, a lemon drop or something, if you want.”

Her eyes narrow and she glares at me. “Are you calling me a girly drinker?”

I mock gasp. “Never, Rosebud. Never.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that. I’m gonna drink these three disgusting shots of tequila and then I’m going to make you drink three shots of something pink that tastes like cotton candy.”

“Yes, ma’am. Whatever you say, ma’am.” I say in my best soldier drill tone.

She giggles, licking more salt from her hand and throwing the shot back like a pro this time, her grimace less dramatic than before.

The night carries on like this. We laugh, drink shots of hard liquor, then shots of girly sugary crap that make my teeth hurt. We eat bar snacks, sliders, fries and wings, then drink some more.

By the time the bartender calls last orders, we’re both sloppy drunk and giggling like teenage girls at a Justin Bieber concert. I sling my arm across her shoulder, and she wraps hers around my waist as we stumble walk the few blocks back to her apartment.

“Shhhhh,” I say loudly as she tries to jump onto my back for a piggyback when we finally get the door to her building open.

“Park, my legs won’t work anymore. Maybe we should just sleep here?” she slurs, melting into a heap on the floor.

“Rosebud, we can’t sleep here, we need to get upstairs,” I say, trying to creep across the building’s lobby and instead drunkenly stomping around, stumbling into the mailboxes and ricocheting toward the stairs, my body moving faster than my feet.

With her ass on the floor, she lifts both of her arms into the air and wiggles her fingers at me, like a toddler wanting to be carried. It takes me a while, but I finally get to her and haul her into the air. She wraps her arms and legs around me like a monkey, then rests her cheek against my shoulder and sighs tiredly against my neck.

Thank God, Rosebud’s building has an elevator, because I stumble the few steps to it and then almost fall straight through the doors when they slide open. What seems like forever, but is probably only a few minutes later, we reach her front door and Rosebud drunkenly reaches over my shoulder and stabs her key at the lock a few times before finally twisting it and opening the door.

We fall through giggling and laughing as I kick the door closed behind us. I walk across her apartment and try to lower her onto the sofa, but when she refuses to release my neck, my wobbly legs give out and we crash down onto the cushions, my body nestled between her legs, our chests pressed together.

A flurry of titters pours from Rosebud’s lips, but she doesn’t let me go. Instead, she holds me tighter. “Baby, you need to let go, so I can get off you.” I slur.

“No.”

My eyes lift to hers and despite the drunken haze we’re both under, I can see the heat in her eyes.

“Rosebud?”

She slides one hand into the hair at the nape of my neck and runs her nails back and forth across my scalp. When she pulls my head down, I can’t help myself. I go willingly, and when my lips meet hers, I lose myself in her kiss. I know I’ll undoubtedly regret this in the morning, but even knowing that, nothing could pry me from her in this moment.

Her tongue slides into my mouth and I groan at the taste of her: sweet and a little like the watermelon shots we’d had last. She pulls on my hair, demanding more, and I give it to her, kissing her harder, like she were mine and I was laying my claim.

The feel of her is heady: forbidden fruit and home all wrapped into one. I don’t know how long we kiss for, a minute, an hour? Who knows? I’d stay like this forever if I could. My cock is rock-hard and pulsing behind the zipper of my jeans, begging to find her heat and make her truly mine.

My mind is swirling. A confused mass of want, need, and desire. But one thought is crystal clear. Now I know what she tastes like, now I’ve felt her lips on mine, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to give her up.
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It takes a while to pry my eyes open. My head feels like someone is playing football on the inside of my skull, and my mouth is so dry, my tongue feels furry. There’s a dull pain in my stomach, like I’ve been kicked in the nuts, or had the worst case of blue balls in history. I’m hot, and one foot feels numb, like it’s been hanging over the side of the bed all night.

Blinking my eyes into focus, I gradually take in my surroundings. Cream walls and exposed brick, Pottery Barn furniture, and a few nondescript ornaments. It takes me a moment to remember that I’m in Rosebud’s bland apartment. The pillow beneath my head belongs to the sofa and I’m in her living room after the heaviest drinking session I’ve had in years.

The rest of my body gradually seems to realize I’m awake and I experimentally test out my limbs for aches and pains but find none. Whatever we got up to last night, apparently I never got into any fights, which is a good thing.

A small groan sounds from below me, and my eyes immediately flit down to the small, warm body curled into my chest. Like seeing her flips a switch, all my memories of the night before explode in my mind. Drinking, eating, laughing, singing karaoke, and then coming back to her apartment. Falling onto the sofa, her refusing to let me get up, us kissing and kissing and kissing.

The memory makes an erotic thrill prickle at my skin, and the pain in my stomach suddenly makes complete sense, when my still semi-hard dick surges back to life. Rosebud groans again, her body stretching like a cat, elongating her limbs before she curls back into my chest again.

“Park,” she says, her voice husky and low.

“Yeah, Rosebud.”

“Did we fuck everything up last night?”

I have no idea if we did or not. Did it change things? For me, yes, that kiss changed everything, but for her? Who the fuck knows? Could we go back to just friends? If that’s what she wants, then I’ll do it. I’d rather have her as a friend than nothing at all, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted for more with her.

“We could never fuck anything up between us, Rosebud.”

Her body exhales and I can feel the relief pouring from her in waves. I urge my excited dick to calm the fuck down, because I have no idea what she wants, and she might want to just forget the kiss ever happened.

She wiggles and I loosen my grip on her, allowing her to shuffle upwards, until she’s propped on an elbow. Her tired eyes locked with mine. “So, last night…” she says ruefully.

“Yeah, it was a bit of a crazy night.”

“It was, and it got a whole lot crazier when we got back here.”

“Not too crazy,” I say, stroking a finger along the skin of her arm.

She closes her eyes for a second and inhales sharply. When she opens them again, they’re filled with heat and my cock jerks excitedly. “Look, we have this connection,” she says, and I nod, agreeing. “I’ve never felt it before. It’s, well, it’s unexpected, but it’s there. You feel like my best friend and I don’t want to jeopardize that.”

My blood runs cold. Friends. My erection withers and dies at the sound of the word. Friends. She didn’t feel like my friend when she had her tongue in my mouth, or when she was rubbing her pussy all over my hard dick. She doesn’t feel like my friend now, she feels like she’s mine. But if I tell her that I risk losing her entirely.

She’s waiting for me to talk, to say something to make her feel better about friend-zoning us, and all I want to do is tell her she’s wrong, that this is more than just friends.

“And we have Taylor to think about,” she says, her eyes downcast.

All of the joy seems to leech from me just at the sound of her name. Taylor’s like a disease. I don’t blame her solely for everything that’s happened, but all of the shit in my life feels like it starts and ends with her and now this. I get to only be friends with my Rosebud, because she’s Taylor’s best friend.

The words feel toxic on my tongue, but I managed to force them out. “You’re right, friends. You’re too important to me. I don’t want to risk losing you.”

She nods emphatically, like she agrees with every word, every sentiment.

How can she possibly not know that I’m lying?


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

I can hear every word he’s saying and I’m nodding, but inside I’m sobbing hysterically. Everything I’ve said to him is true. He feels like my best friend, the most important person to me, and I don’t want to jeopardize that. But I was waiting for him to say we could be best friends and lovers too, that we could keep this bond and build on it, make it something more, see if it could be something amazing.

Instead he agreed with me. He said he didn’t want to risk losing me and I feel devastated and rejected and stupid. So, so stupid. Drunken Rosie is a brazen hussy. Drunken Rosie wraps her legs around her best friend and drags him in for a kiss. Drunken Rosie almost came, rubbing on her best friend’s dick. Drunken Rosie is an idiot.

Plastering a smile on my face, I look away. I can’t bear to look him in the eyes and know that I don’t regret last night, but he does. “My head is banging. I need a shower and some Tylenol.” I don’t look up, but I feel his grip on me loosen, so I roll off the sofa and away from the warmth and comfort of his body. “Could you put some coffee on, please?”

“No problem. I’ll see if I can rustle us up some hangover food too.”

The room sways when I finally make it to my feet, and I hold my arms out to my sides to balance myself. My stomach roils and I groan. “I can’t stomach food, just coffee and some water.”

Park laughs and the sound makes me want to cry. I wish last night hadn’t happened because now I know how it feels to kiss him, and I have to accept that it’s never going to happen again. Is it better to have tasted forbidden fruit, but know you’ll always crave it and never be able to satisfy the craving, or to always wonder what it would be like? I’m not sure which is worse.

The moment the nausea passes, I scurry to the bathroom and crawl into the shower, dousing myself in hot water and trying to wash away all of the alcohol and desire with the creamy soap suds. Twenty minutes later I emerge from my bedroom in sweatpants and a tank, my hair wet and twisted into a long plait that falls over my shoulder leaving a wet patch on my shirt.

I look and feel like shit; but assaulted as I am by the hangover from hell, I just don’t really care. “Coffee,” I groan.

Park chuckles and I look up and find him shirtless in my kitchen. I swear all of the air in my lungs dissolves and I almost swallow my tongue. His torso is perfection. Every inch of his skin is covered in tattoos, but they do nothing to distract from the toned, lean muscles and abs that beg for me to get on my knees and count them with my tongue.

“What?” I stutter. “Err, what, err, where is your shirt?”

Park turns and looks at me, his head tilting ever so slightly to the side, his brow furrowed. “It smelled like day old chicken wings and beer. Is it okay if I use your shower?”

It takes me a moment to process his words. “Err. Yes. I mean, of course. I’ll go find you some clean towels. I’d offer to wash your shirt, but we don’t have any laundry facilities here. I have to take mine to the laundromat down the street.” I’m rambling, but even though I try to stop them, the words just keep coming. “Mrs. Lebowski would have a heart attack if you turn up like that.”

Park laughs again, his grin becoming a full smile. “Well, we don’t want anything to happen to Mrs. Lebowski, do we? Good job I have my stuff in the car downstairs, isn’t it?”

“Oh, yeah. Err cool. I’ll, err, I’ll just go and sort those towels for you,” I say, and power walk away from his bare chest and back into my bedroom. When I get into the bathroom, I close the door behind me and lean my back against it, slapping at my head with my hand. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.” I chant to myself.

Taking a minute to center myself, I groan when my already booming headache intensifies. I can’t deal with all this now. I need some coffee and maybe a nap with a blanket. Hangovers are the worst.

Pulling a couple of clean towels from the cupboard, I lay them out on the counter and take the damp towels I used and some Tylenol into my room. I drop the towels into the laundry hamper and then take a deep breath before I head back into the living room. The room is empty and for a second, I panic he’s left. It takes me moment to remember that he’s just gone to get his bag from the car, and I stuff down all of my unwanted emotion and plod toward the coffee pot.

I hear the door open and look over my shoulder just as Park steps through, a worn leather duffel in his hand. “There are clean towels on the counter. Use whatever you need. Just don’t blame me if you come out smelling like a hyacinth.”

“Thanks for the warning. I’ve ordered us some breakfast; it should be here in about twenty minutes.”

“Urgh, food,” I groan.

“Trust me, baby, it will do you good.”

“Urgh,” I say pouring the coffee into my favorite mug and adding creamer and two sugars.

He’s laughing as he heads into my bedroom, and a few moments later, I hear the shower turn on. Crawling onto the sofa, I pull my blanket from the back and cover myself in it, dragging it right up to my chin. The cushions smell of him, so I close my eyes and inhale deeply. I must fall asleep because I’m woken by the smell of bacon and Park’s low voice at the door.

“Thanks, bye,” he says, just before the door clicks shut.

I don’t open my eyes. Instead, I listen as he pads across the apartment to the kitchen. I hear him open and close cupboard doors, then the clink of plates being lifted out and I allow my eyes to flutter open, unable to resist the chance to look at him in my home.

I feel sick, my head is throbbing, and I’m exhausted; but one glance at him and lust bursts to life inside me. I want him. I want to pull him into my arms and wrap myself against his chest. I want to feel his hard cock rubbing against me, to know that he wants me as much as I want him.

Silently, I watch him dish up food onto two plates, then grab silverware from the drawer before grabbing the plates and turning to cross the room. I close my eyes and pretend to be asleep. If he saw the lust and love in my eyes right now he’d know how I felt and I’d lose him. No matter what, I can’t lose him.

I hear him lower the plates to the coffee table in front of the sofa, then I feel the featherlight touch of his fingertips on my cheek.

“Baby, food’s here.”

I blink my eyes open slowly, pretending to wake up, and he’s there crouched down in front of me, his eyes tired and a little sad. My heart pounds quicker. Does he know? Has he guessed how I feel, and is trying to figure out how to let me down easy?

“Hey,” I whisper, my voice shaking.

Park smiles and it’s like the clouds part and all of my fear and anxiety evaporates. “Hey, sleepyhead. Food’s here.”

His fingers trace a line along my cheek, falling away at my chin. He smiles again but it looks almost wistful, as he pushes upright until he’s standing and holds out a hand for me to take. Pulling my arm from beneath the blanket, I reach for him, placing my fingers in his and letting him help me up.

The food is greasy and delicious, but we eat in silence, the conversation lacking for the first time since we met. Inhaling, I take a sip of my coffee, then lower the cup to the table. “So what do you want to do today? I could show you around town. We could do a little shopping, or maybe go to a movie or something? When’s your flight?”

“My flights not until three tomorrow. But I can keep myself busy if you have plans?”

“No,” I shout. “No, I don’t have plans.”

Park chuckles, “That’s good.” Then his brow furrows. “How was your date the other night?”

“My date?”

“Yeah, you said your mom set you up with a guy.”

“Oh yeah, that wasn’t a date. I went to dinner at my parents and they invited Robert along too.”

“Robert,” Park says, and I think his voice sounds almost angry.

“Yeah, he’s an accountant. I think if my mom wasn’t happily married to my dad, she might have tried for him,” I say with a laugh.

“Are you as enamored as your mom?”

My eyes flash up to him. “He seemed like a nice guy,” I say noncommittally.

“So when’s he taking you out?” Park snarls, standing and snatching our plates from the table and stomping across the room to my small kitchen.

“He’s not,” I say, confused by his behavior as I watch him move angrily about.

“He didn’t ask you out?” Park says, spinning to face me.

“He did, but I said no.”

“Oh,” Park says, the anger seeming to leave him, as his shoulder slump and his tight lips soften.

“Would it matter if I’d said yes?” I ask cautiously.

Park turns to face the sink, turning on the faucet and rinsing the plates. “It’s your life, Rosie, none of my business.”

An hour later we leave my apartment. The toxic atmosphere that had descended over us after our conversation about Robert, had become so thick I suggested that we go for a walk down to the beach, just to get out of the enclosed space. As we walk side by side my eyes run over Park. From his scuffed, worn Dr. Martens boots, to his tight jeans with the rips at the knees, a white t-shirt that fits in all the right places, and a leather vest with a huge emblem for the Doomsday Sinners MC on his back, he looks every inch the biker. Tearing my eyes from him, I glance down at my own clothes: Flip Flops, jean shorts, and a t-shirt pronouncing that ‘book boyfriends are better’. We must look ridiculous, like an odd pair of socks that obviously don’t go together. Dropping my chin, I let my hair fall between us, creating a curtain to hide him from my greedy eyes. I need to get myself under control and remind myself that he’s my friend, that he’s Taylor’s brother, and no matter how much I wish last night’s kisses had meant more to him, they hadn’t.

“It’s this way,” I say, gesturing to the right and stepping onto the crossing just as a guy on a mountain bike zooms around the corner heading straight for me. A strong hand wraps around mine, pulling me out of the street just before the bike would have ploughed straight into me.

“Fucking maniac,” Park shouts at the guy as he peddles away shouting, “Sorry,” over his shoulder.

I clasp at my heart with my hand. “Shit, that was close.”

Park tugs me, pulling me into his chest and tucking my hair behind my ear. “Fuck, baby. I thought my kind of biker was the dangerous ones. Who knew you have to watch out for the lycra wearing, peddling type too?”

A laugh escapes me, and Park releases my hand, dropping his arm across my shoulder and pulling me into his side, as we navigate the street and head toward the beach. Kitsch-style stores and kiosks line the sand and people meander up and down the strip. The town I live in isn’t as rich as where Park and Taylor grew up, but there’s enough money here that the groups of people around us are decked out in designer sunglasses and expensive chinos.

“Fucking California. I forgot what this place is like.”

“You don’t miss it?” I ask.

“Nope, not even a little. I always hated the place. From the moment we moved here I just wanted to go home to Ireland. All these people, with all this money. I just don’t see the point.”

“Maybe that’s because you’ve never had to worry about money.”

“Maybe. Although I’ve been paying my own way since I left my parents’ house. I’m not rich, but I’ve got enough money for everything I need.”

“I haven’t asked. How did it go with your parents? How come you haven’t stayed with them all weekend?”

Park leads us to a bench overlooking the sand and pulls us down to sit, his arm still across my shoulders. He sighs. “It went okay. Pretty much what I was expecting. Awkward as fuck, with lots of long silent pauses where none of us had a clue what to say.”

“Were they pleased to see you? Were you pleased to see them? Come on, Park. You can give me a bit more than, ‘it was okay’.”

His grip on my shoulders tightens, pulling me a little closer to him. “I think they were pleased to see me. My mom burst into tears when she opened the door, and I’m fairly sure my dad was crying too. We had dinner, then I left.”

“Okay, but how did it feel to see them again after all this time?”

Park lowers his head until it’s resting on top of mine, then he exhales, his hot breath warming my scalp. “It was weird. I’m angry at my dad, but I’m trying not to be. Neither of them wanted to say anything to upset me, but I’m obviously not what they wanted me to be. I’m a biker who makes his living as a tattoo artist.”

“You’re an artist, Park. Don’t belittle what you do.”

I feel him smile against my hair. “So protective, my little Rosebud.”

Shoving him in the ribs, I try to pull myself out from under his arm, but he just tightens his grip, making it impossible for me to move.

“I love that you see me, baby.”

His voice is strained and filled with an emotion I can’t identify, but I stop trying to pull away from him and instead wrap my arms around his waist and snuggle into his chest. I know I should stop myself, but I can’t. The need to be closer to him is stronger than my sensible conscience that’s telling me this means more to me than it does to him.

We spend the next few hours wandering along the beach, looking in the shops. We eat lobster for a late lunch before we make our way back to my apartment. Exhaustion hits me as I curl up on the sofa to watch a movie and before I realize it, I’m asleep.
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I watch her sleep. It’s creepy and fucked-up, but I just can’t help myself. When ten-thirty rolls around and she hasn’t stirred, I lift her into my arms and carry her into her bedroom. Lowering her into her bed, I pull her covers over her and turn to leave, but her sleepy voice stops me.

“Park.”

Slowly, I turn to look at her, the darkness hiding most of her face except where the slashes of moonlight highlight one side.

“Where are you going?” she asks, her voice raspy and full of sleep.

“I’ll sleep on the sofa.”

Her small hand reaches out, wrapping around my fingers. “No, sleep in here, with me.”

Swallowing the lump that’s risen in my throat, I consider her words. I can be sensible and sleep in the living room on the sofa, or I can take her offer, slide in beside her, and sleep with her lush body pressed against mine. I know what I should do, what the sensible thing to do would be. But all sensible thoughts have been ignored since the first time I laid eyes on my Rosebud.

“Are you sure?” I ask, hoping she’ll change her mind, but begging her not to.

“I want you.” She says sleepily, a yawn intruding on her words. “I want you to sleep in here with me.”

I almost say the words back, because fuck if they aren’t true. I want her like I’ve never wanted any other woman ever. I want her more than I have ever wanted Taylor, more than I’ve ever wanted anything, and as I walk around her bed, kicking off my boots and socks, I try to figure a way I can have her, even if only a little bit, even if only for tonight.

I can feel her eyes following my movement, and she lifts the cover, holding it up for me to climb into her bed. She’s still in her jean shorts and the t-shirt she was wearing earlier, and I know I should leave on my clothes, but I don’t. Instead I pull off my shirt, then my jeans, and slide into her bed in just my boxers.

I know I shouldn’t, but the moment I lie down, I reach for her, pulling her into my arms. She comes willingly, resting her head on my chest and her arm across my abs. This is literally one of my dreams becoming reality. So many nights I’ve fantasized about how she’d feel curled against me as we slept, and all the other things we could do in the cloak of darkness and night.

“Denim isn’t very comfortable to sleep in; maybe you should take those shorts off.” The words are out of my mouth and I know I should regret them, but I don’t. Her body freezes, just for a second, then she wiggles against me, shuffling the shorts down her legs and off, until all I can feel against me is the cotton of her t-shirt and the smooth skin of her legs against mine.

“Park.”

“Yeah, Rosebud.”

“Is this a dream?”

“Do you want it to be?” This is a dangerous game I’m playing, but I just can’t stop. Before she has a chance to reply, I roll over until I’m above her, my body between her thighs. Then I lean down and take her lips with mine. This isn’t like last night. I’m sober, and so is she, and when I kiss her, I tell her exactly how I feel about her. I tell her that she’s everything, that I can’t live without her, that I simply can’t not touch her, can’t not kiss her.

She kisses me back, her tongue tangling with mine, her hands lifting to grip at my hair and hold me close. Her legs lift and wrap around my waist, her pussy rubbing against me as I own her lips, claiming her mouth as mine.

I want to explore her body, run my hands over every inch of her creamy smooth skin. As she grinds against me, her t-shirt lifts and my resolve dissolves. I slide my hand from beside her head and run it from her exposed hip, along her ribs to her tits. She’s still wearing a bra; the soft fabric hiding her from me. I cup and knead at her breast and she gasps into my mouth, her back arching slightly as she presses her hot core against my rock-hard dick.

I don’t ask permission as I release her lips and move down her body until my lips are level with her belly button. I kiss the exposed skin on her stomach and slowly push her t-shirt all the way up until I can see the fabric at the base of her bra. It’s black and smooth, no lace or mesh or bows. I don’t care, all I want is what’s beneath the fabric, and like a fucking caveman I push her t-shirt up to her neck then curl my fingers in the space between her breasts and rip the fabric in two.

She gasps, and without saying a word, I look up from between her tits and smirk as I peel the remaining fabric away and expose the most gloriously full pair of tits I’ve ever seen. Her nipples are big and pink and with my eyes still locked on hers, I take one between my lips and suck. Lifting my hands, I cup one breast in each hand and push them together, luxuriating in the weight of them in my palms.

With my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I watch as her eyes flutter closed and her mouth falls open on a gasp. Releasing her nipple with a pop, I drop kisses across her tits, moving to the other nipple and biting at it gently before I lave and suck, causing a tiny moan to escape her mouth. I lose myself to her beautiful tits, rubbing and pinching at her nipples as I caress her, kissing and licking at her skin.

At some point her hands drift to my hair and she pulls and tugs at the strands until I lift my head and look at her. “Kiss me,” she begs; her voice barely above a whisper.

I push up the bed, meeting her eager lips a moment later. Her arms wrap around my neck, her wet pussy grinding up and down on me. Wrenching my lips from hers, I reach down and hold her hip, stilling her movements.

“Park,” she whines.

“What’s the matter, Rosebud?”

“I need,” she trails off, not wanting to say the words.

“What do you need, baby?”

“Park.” She demands, her hips trying to move, to find the friction she so desperately wants.

“You want to come.”

“Yes,” she pants.

“Tell me.”

“I want to come.”

“Not the words I’m looking for, baby,” I say teasing her, needing to make her desperate.

“I need to come.”

“Uh huh,” I say, spreading my fingers wide and skimming one just beneath the waistband of her panties.

“Park. Please, make me come. Please.”

With a smug smile, I slide myself down her body until I’m sat on my haunches between her legs. Sliding a finger into each side of her panties I peel them down, exposing her pussy and a neat line of red hair. I don’t know why the hair pleases me so much, usually I prefer my women smooth and hair free, but on Rosebud it’s perfect. She pulls her legs free and I ball her panties up and bring them to my nose, inhaling deeply. The smell of her arousal clings to the fabric and it’s with reluctance I drop them to the floor beside my jeans.

Focusing back on Rosebud’s pussy, I part her legs, urging her to bend her knees so I can spread her wide and take in every, perfect, wet fucking inch of her.

“Fuck. You’re so wet, baby. Is this all for me?”

She doesn’t reply; her wide eyes just stare at me, filled with longing and desire. “Tell me, Rosebud.”

“I need you to make me come,” she says, her voice cracking on the last word.

Running a finger over her mound, I part her folds, sliding easily through her wetness. I dip a finger into her cunt, then slide back up to her clit, circling the sensitive nub, making her gasp and bite her lip.

“You like that?” I ask.

She nods.

Moving away from her clit, I massage her hip with my free hand and plunge one long finger all the way inside her hot, wet cunt with the other.

“Oh fuck,” she gasps.

“So wet and tight. Your cunt wants my finger, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, oh god.”

“I think I want to hear you say it.”

“Park.”

“No.” I pull my finger from inside her and bring it to my lips, sliding it into my mouth and sucking off her arousal as she watches. “Tell me what I want to hear, and I’ll give you more.”

“I want your fingers inside me,” she says, lifting her hips closer and pushing her needy pussy toward my hand.

“Where do you want my fingers, Rosebud?”

“In my cunt,” she rasps. “I want your fingers in my cunt.”

Moving my hand from her hip, I push apart her legs roughly and slide two fingers into her core, curling them upwards as I pump in and out of her.

Rosebud screams, then clamps her hand over her mouth to muffle the sound. Her hips rise and fall meeting my movement and I push my fingers deeper and deeper until I’m buried to the hilt and her cunt has clamped around me tightly.

“Fuck, baby, your pussy is strangling my fingers. So tight, so wet. You love this don’t you, you love having my fingers inside you?”

“Yes,” she cries.

“Do you want more?”

“Yes.”

Leaning down I press my tongue against her clit, the taste of her arousal filling my mouth. She tastes sweet and earthy, the line of hair soft against my mouth. I eat her like she’s my last meal, pumping my fingers in and out as she vibrates beneath me, her butt lifted off the bed, pushing herself closer to my face, to my fingers and tongue.

She’s so tight I resist the urge to slide in a third finger and instead, I flick at her clit with my tongue, faster and faster until she’s writhing beneath me, panting for breath and chanting unintelligible words. Her back bows and her mouth opens wide, a keening moan escaping her mouth as an orgasm crashes through her.

My mouth floods with her taste and my fingers are sticky and wet coated with her cum. I pump in and out of her a few more times, then slide my fingers from her cunt and straight into my mouth, licking them clean and savoring a taste I might never get the chance to try again.

Rolling back onto my haunches, I watch as her chest heaves up and down and her wild eyes slide from side to side as she comes back down to earth after her orgasm. She looks a little crazed, until her breathing settles and a satisfied grin spreads across her lips. A sense of male pride at making this woman, my woman, grin like that fills my chest, but as quickly as it arrives, the feeling fades, because she isn’t mine.

Bracing myself, I wait for her to tell me this was wrong, that we shouldn’t have done it, because I know those words are coming. Instead, she stretches her arms above her head and makes a noise like a happy little kitten. I know we should talk about this. I know I should tell her that she feels like more than just my friend; but I’m a coward and I want this feeling to last a little longer. So instead I move in behind her, pulling her soft pliant body back into my chest and I kiss the top of her shoulder.

“Park,” she whispers.

“Later.”

Neither of us speaks again. I just hold her against me, enjoying the time I have and knowing that even though I’ve probably ruined it all, at least I had this, even if only once. Sleep finds me and for once I don’t dream about her. Why would I, when I have the real thing in my arms? It’s the best night’s sleep I’ve had in years.
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Oh. My. God.

What did we do? What the hell did we do?

Park made me come. He had his fingers inside of me, his tongue on my clit. He made me come.

I don’t think it was a dream. I fell asleep in my clothes and woke up in just my t-shirt, with my shorts and panties missing and my bra ripped in two and hanging at my side. I mean that can’t have been a dream, right?

What does it mean? If he’d wanted me to touch him, I could put this down as horniness, but he never even suggested I touch him in return. It was all about me, and it was fabulous. My skin tingles just thinking about the way he made me feel. His fingers and tongue had driven me to the biggest, hardest orgasm of my life, and even now, hours later, I can still feel the aftershocks ricocheting around inside of me.

I wish this was us taking the next step, but I don’t know if it was and I’m too afraid to ask. Yesterday I’d broached the subject and he’d agreed our friendship was too important to risk by trying to make it more than it was. But right now, his arms are wound tightly around my waist and the heat of his body is pressed against my back. I’m cocooned in him and if I could, I’d stay here forever, but my heart can’t take his rejection if I’m snuggled up in bed with him like this. I carefully extricate myself from his arms, pull on my sweatpant shorts and with a final glance over my shoulder, I leave him alone in my bed.

Silently, I pad barefoot into the kitchen and switch on the coffee pot, filling the filter with grinds and topping up the water. As the machine whistles and steams, the aroma of coffee fills my apartment and I grab my favorite mug from the cabinet and wait.

I’m pretty sure that coffee is as essential to me as oxygen. Without it I can’t function and this morning I need it more than ever. Once the pot is full of hot, steaming life essence, I fill my mug and add creamer and sugar, then take my life juice to the sofa and sink into the beige cushions.

In the past this would be the moment I’d call Taylor. We’d set the world to rights, dissecting last night and figure out what my next move should be. Only I can’t call her, because I don’t know where she is, or if she’s still my friend at all. Hell, even if I could reach her, what would I say? “Hi, Taylor, I’m falling for your brother. He went down on me last night and I’m not sure what it means.” Yeah, I can imagine that conversation would go down well.

I’m not sure how much time passes as I drink my coffee and debate my life choices, but when my bedroom door opens, and I hear the padding of bare feet across my hardwood floor, my limbs feel stiff and unused.

Park doesn’t address me. He crosses the room and reaches for a mug, filling it with coffee, before he turns to face me. “Morning, Rosebud.”

“Morning,” I reply, tensing for the words of rejection I can feel coming.

“I need to return my rental at about 1pm, so shall we go get some breakfast before I have to leave?”

His words are not at all what I was expecting, and I can feel my expression of incredulity spreading across my face. Is he not going to say anything about what we did last night? Am I not going to say anything?

I must wait too long to reply, so he turns to face me, his expression blank of anything except early morning bleariness. “You don’t want to go for breakfast?” He asks.

Shaking the shock from my face, I close my eyes for the briefest of seconds and then smile. “Breakfast sounds great. There’s a little place down the street that does amazing waffles.”

“Waffles sound perfect,” Park says, his voice cheerful and light.

“Well, okay then,” I say. “I’ll go get ready.” Pushing up from the sofa I drop my mug into the sink, passing Park with enough distance that there’s no chance of us accidentally touching, but I want to. I want to rush into his arms and bury my face in his chest. I want to reach up on my tiptoes and kiss him, but I have no idea how he would respond. Would my touch only make this awkward situation even more strained?

So I do nothing, simply passing him and scurrying back to my room like the wimp I am. I don’t shower. I should, but his touch still clings to my skin and I’m not ready to wash it away yet, so I wash my face, brush my teeth, and pull on clean clothes. Ten minutes later, I’ve tamed my hair into a high ponytail and I’m ready to leave. Pulling open the door to my room, I find Park brushing his teeth in the kitchen sink. He’s dressed in a similar outfit to yesterday, only his t-shirt is blue instead of white. His hair is damp at the front and instead of being spiked into its usual disheveled state, it’s slicked back against his scalp making him look older and more serious.

I watch as he cleans his brush under the stream of water and wipes his mouth with a towel. My stomach twists. He’s leaving and I have no idea when I’ll see him again. Was last night goodbye? Is that why we’re not talking about it?

Inhaling a long breath, I step forward and say, “You about ready? I’m starving.”

Park startles, then spins to face me, a grimace-like smile on his lips. “Sure, Rosebud, let’s go eat.”

I know my eyes must be wide and incredulous. Maybe I did dream it all; maybe him touching me, kissing me, was a fantasy created by my overactive imagination, because honestly that feels like the only real explanation. Why else would we both just pretend it didn’t happen and carry on like normal?

Park drapes his arm along my shoulders as we walk, and the weight of his touch feels grounding and weirdly life affirming. The short distance to the restaurant seems to take forever, with Park chatting about inane subjects I barely hear. We eat breakfast and chat and the entire time I’m screaming inside my head, ‘But what about last night?’, ‘What does it mean?’, ‘Can we do it again?’

My inner monologue is so loud, that I don’t realize Park has asked me a question until he flicks me on the arm. “What?” I say flustered.

“I asked if you were finished?”

“Oh. Err, yeah. Yes, I am.”

Park’s eyes narrow on me, and for a minute the cordial, happy expression falters and I see a flash of confusion and fear appear. “I’ll go pay the bill,” he says.

“No, it’s my turn, you paid yesterday,” I argue, pushing up from my chair.

“Hell no, you’re not paying,” Park snaps, his brows furrowing together.

“What. Why? You paid yesterday.”

He reaches out and pinches my chin lightly between his thumb and forefinger. “I don’t give a fuck, you’re not paying. Sit your ass back down. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Bewildered, but off-kilter from his touch, I slump back down into my seat and watch as he crosses to the counter and hands cash to our waitress. Her face lights up and she giggles, twisting a strand of her hair in her fingers as she rings up our food and tries to offer him some change.

Jealousy bursts to life inside of me and I want to rush across the room and tell the stupid, gorgeous server that he’s mine. But he’s not. He’s not mine, and despite what happened last night I’m not sure he ever will be. So I close my eyes and inhale deeply, then I force myself to smile, even though all I want to do is cry.

The walk back to my apartment is quiet and strained. Park’s leaving. As excited as I was to see him on Friday, the high of his surprise visit is crashing with the realization that it’s time to say goodbye again. When I left him in Texas, it was as friends, but now I have no idea what we are, and this time together has only made another goodbye even harder than it was the first time.
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I don’t want to leave. The realization hits me as I load my bag into the backseat of my rental car and turn to face her. She looks small, sad, and confused, and it’s my fucking fault. Last night was perfect, then this morning I woke up alone. She snuck out of bed. Away from me and the things we did the night before.

I shouldn’t have let things go as far as they did, but I want her so bad I literally couldn’t help myself. The way she responded to me, the way she curled herself against my body, I thought she wanted me too.

Shutting the back door, I turn to face her, needing to say or do something to alleviate this tension that’s between us. I can’t leave her like this. Hell, I can’t leave like this. But how the fuck do I put right all of the things I’ve done in the last forty-eight hours, without admitting that I want more than just her friendship?

Exhaling wearily, I reach for her and pull her into my arms. My rosebud has become essential to me, and I’ll take any part of her I can, no matter how big or small. “I wish I could stay longer,” I whisper into her hair.

“I wish you could too. It’s harder this time, isn’t it? To say goodbye.”

I can’t speak. All the words I want to say are stuck in my throat, so I just nod against her head and hold her even tighter. She clings to me and I wish I knew what it meant. I can feel the shaking of her body, like she’s trembling, and I force myself to pull away.

She’s so tiny, she has to tip her head all the way back to look up at me and when she does, I can see that her eyes are rimmed with red, like she’s fighting back tears. My hands move without permission and cup either side of her face, then I dip down and kiss her. It’s not a quick friendly kiss, my lips don’t glance across hers then pull away. Instead I mark her mouth with mine, taking her lips and owning them, branding them. My tongue explores her mouth, dominating her tongue and forcing her to submit; to accept that her lips, her mouth, her kisses, belong to me. I might not be able to show her that she’s mine, I might not be able to tell her that she’s my Rosebud, but this kiss, this goodbye says everything that my words can’t.

Nibbling lightly on her full, kiss-swollen lower lip, I run my fingers through the long strands of her hair and reluctantly pull away from her. “Goodbye, my Rosebud,” I whisper against her lips.

“Goodbye, Park.” she whispers in return, her voice a breathy gasp.

Turning away, I release her, opening the driver’s door and climbing into the car before I say something I can’t take back. Her tiny fingers are wrapped around my wrist and she clings to me until I’m in the car and she can’t hold on any longer. I can’t look back at her face, so instead I watch her hand fall limply to her side, her fingers twisting into the fabric of her shirt and I try not to cry or climb back out of this goddamn car and carry her back up to her apartment and into her bed.

I don’t remember the drive to the airport. I don’t remember returning my rental or boarding the airplane. My next conscious thought occurs at 35,000 feet. Regret, hot and angry, barrels through my mind, screaming that I shouldn’t have left; that being in Texas when she’s in LA is wrong. She’s mine and I need to find a way to convince her that she wants me to be hers.

The rest of the flight is torture. My anxious mind twists and turns with all the things that could keep me from her. My fingers alternate between tapping against the armrest and clenching into fists so tight my fingers change color. The man sitting next to me keeps throwing furtive looks my way. Apparently this wound up I must look like a scary motherfucker because he’s asked the hostess if there’s any way he can change seat three times already.

When the plane finally starts to descend, I begin to relax. Home. Archer’s Creek is my home and right now I need my bike and my family. All I really want to do is turn around and fly straight back to Rosebud, but I can’t, so instead I need my tribe. The people who get me and love me and will either talk me off a ledge or get me so drunk that when I fall, the crash landing won’t hurt quite so much.

Grabbing my bag, I make my way through the airport, shuffling behind the hordes of people all clambering for the exit and a taste of warm, balmy Texas air. My cell is burning a hole in my pocket, but I don’t pull it out and power it up. Fear keeps me ignorant and for right now, ignorant is better than rejected.

I’d gotten a cab here, but I’m not surprised when I spot Smoke’s pretty face leaning against my flashy red car in the drop-off lane. He smiles when he sees me, and I can’t help smiling back at him and chuckling as I see a cop skirting the car, obviously intimidated by the huge dude in a biker cut.

“Lucky Charms,” Smoke calls when I reach him.

“Pretty boy,” I say, taking his outstretched hand and letting him pull me in for a man hug.

Smoke claps me on the back then releases me and steps back. “Where’s Rosie?” he asks, searching behind me.

“In LA.”

“When’s she getting in?”

“She’s not,” I say, letting my eyes fall to the sidewalk beneath my feet.

“Fuck,” Smoke says, his expression turning sad.

“Let’s get out of here. I need a fucking drink,” I say, turning away from him and opening the trunk to throw my bag in.

I don’t protest when Smoke climbs into the driver’s seat. This may be my car, but he knows I hate the flashy fucking thing. I don’t argue when he takes the turning that will take us to the club and not to my apartment. I don’t want to be alone right now. All I want is to have a drink with my family and try to figure out how badly I fucked everything up with her and if I can somehow fix it all.

The club is quiet. There’s no party tonight, just my brothers here in groups, drinking, shooting the shit and playing pool. I follow Smoke when he grabs a bottle of Jack from the bar and then leads us to a group of sofas at the back. He drops two shot glasses to the table and fills them both, then slides one toward me and keeps the other for himself.

“So, what happened?”

I sigh wearily, lifting the glass to my lips and swallowing the liquid back before I look at him. “I think I fucked everything up.”

Smoke shakes his head. “Nah, that girl’s as crazy for you as you are for her. What could you have possibly done to have fucked it up?”

“She just wants to be friends.”

“Bullshit.”

“I wish it was, brother. We made out a little on Friday night and in the morning, she told me she didn’t want to ruin our friendship by changing things.”

Smoke hisses between his teeth.

“Then last night, she told me she wanted me in her bed. We got a little carried away. She was into it, then by the time I woke up she’d gone. Found her out in the living room drinking coffee and acting like nothing had happened.”

“What you gonna do?” Smoke asks, refilling our glasses and pushing mine toward me again.

I throw back the second shot, barely even tasting the Jack as it coats my throat. Taking the bottle from his hand, I fill my glass again and throw back a third shot before looking up at him. “I have no fucking clue.”
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He hasn’t called. Why hasn’t he called?

I know his flight landed nearly three hours ago, so even after getting through the airport and waiting for a cab, or a ride, or whatever, he should have been home at least an hour ago. So why hasn’t he called?

I miss him already. My apartment feels cold and lifeless and the only person I want to speak to is him. This weekend changed things and as much as I loved his touch and his kisses, if we were just friends he would have called by now.

I didn’t handle this morning well. We should have talked about what happens now, what it all meant, but instead we said nothing, and both just pretended like it hadn’t happened. I wish I had Smoke or Nikki’s number. At least then I could call them and make sure he’s okay. But I don’t, because they’re not my friends; they’re just people I met once. His friends. His world.

Lifting my cell up, I dial Taylor’s number before I even realize what I’m doing.

“Hello.”

“Taylor,” I say, not expecting her to answer and unsure what to say.

“Yeah, it’s me.” Her voice is quiet and unsure.

“Are you okay? Where are you?” I say, my voice cracking slightly as I speak.

“Errm, I’m assuming my mom told you I was at a spa or something.”

“Yeah, she did.”

“I’m at an inpatient facility in Aruba. It’s pretty nice and I’ve been working on myself. The doctors are really good.” Taylor says, her voice small and childlike.

“Taytay,” I croak, a single tear escaping from my eye and rolling down my cheek.

“It’s fine. I’m fine, or at least I hope I will be.”

“When are you coming home?”

She clears her throat and when she speaks her voice is stronger. “I don’t know. I think I might travel for a while, see some of the world, or something.”

“What about the wedding? Is Derek going to go with you?”

She laughs and the sound is bitter and tired. “The wedding’s off. Apparently Derek doesn’t want to tie himself to someone with a mental health issue.”

“That fucker,” I shout.

Taylor laughs again, only this time it’s a real laugh. “Yeah well, it wouldn’t have worked anyway. I don’t love him. I’m not sure that I ever have.”

“But you’ve been together for years.”

“Rosie, I think I’ve proved with recent events, that I have some major daddy issues. Derek was rich like my daddy and an asshole like my biological father. I don’t want to become my mom. I don’t ever want to take my child armed with a DNA test to some rich guy’s house, to try to make him believe he or she is his kid. I need a fresh start. Park was right. I need to sort my shit out and living with my parents and marrying Derek isn’t going to help me deal with my issues. It’s just giving me a fantasy world to live in while I pretend I’m okay.”

My mouth is dry. My best friend of ten years was just honest with me, for maybe the first time since we met. This is the real, raw Taylor and I’m proud of her. “I think you’re right.”

I hear her inhale of breath. “You do?”

“Yeah, sweetie, I do. I’m so proud of you for accepting this help and working on yourself.”

“Thank you,” she gasps, her words broken by a sob.

“What about Park?” I ask, wishing I wasn’t asking for selfish reasons.

“I think I’ve done enough damage to him. I’ve ruined any chance we had to have a normal sibling, or half-sibling relationship. It’s not fair for me to fuck him up any more than I have already.”

“So you’re not going to try to contact him again?”

“No,” she says decisively.

We end the call a few moments later with a sense of finality. She doesn’t have any plans to return to LA anytime soon, and with everything that’s happened and everything I now know about her, I don’t think our friendship will ever be the same.

Silent tears track down my cheeks. Taylor and I have been friends for a long time and I’m sad that it feels like our friendship is now over. But did I ever really know the real her? Right now, it doesn’t feel like it.

More alone than ever, I change into pajamas and crawl beneath the sheets of my bed. Park’s scent clings to the cotton, and a wave of longing crashes into me. Grabbing my cell from the nightstand, I pull up his number, my thumb hovering over the call button. I’m sad, alone, and missing him, and just the sound of him breathing would make me feel better right now. But if I call him, am I being as selfish with him as Taylor was?

I can’t ignore the fact that I want more than just friendship and if that’s not what he wants, am I being unfair to him by using him as an emotional crutch? I click off the call screen and move to the text message app instead and quickly type out a message.

Rosie: I miss you already. Did you get home safe?

I read and reread the words a hundred times before clicking send, then flop back against my pillow, staring at my cell waiting for a reply.
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The sun’s blaring through my blinds when my alarm bursts to life, waking me up. Groaning loudly, I stretch like a cat, cracking all of my tired, bleary muscles and forcing them into movement.

Reaching for my cell, I turn off my alarm then check my messages. Nothing. No new texts or voicemails, nothing.

Rolling out of bed, I shower quickly, then pull on a short, pale-blue Bardot dress and pair it with tall navy-blue slingback pumps. It’s not my usual office wear, but the idea of wearing a suit is abhorrent today, so, well, fuck it. No-one cares what I wear at the office and as I don’t have any interviews today, this dress is perfectly okay for sitting behind my desk all day.

Manny, who’s served me coffee every work day for the last six months, blinks in surprise when I walk in for my usual latte on the way to work. “Rosie, err you look nice today,” he stutters.

“Oh, thanks, Manny. Can I have my usual please?”

He nods and quickly fills a cup, sliding it across the counter. “Thank you,” I say, offering him the bill in my hand.

“It’s on me today,” he says with a bright smile.

Tilting my head to the side, I furrow my brow. “Err, thanks, Manny,” I say, then drop the bill into the tip jar and turn to leave. With my free coffee in my hand, I cross the street and a few minutes later climb the stairs to my office building. The small offices that line the corridor on either side are mostly full and a few people call hello to me as I pass. When I reach my own office, I flick on the overhead light, drop my purse into my desk drawer and slide into the seat behind my desk.

Post-its and scraps of paper litter the old wooden desktop, but despite how much of a sanctuary I used to find this space a few weeks ago, today it feels small and stifling. The mock-up of the new edition of the paper is taped to my walls, just like it is for every copy that I’ve contributed to since I was given this office a few years back. When this edition hits the newsstand, I’ll rip them all down and replace them with the next batch of articles, advertisements, and stories. Week in, week out, the same routine, the same paper.

Exhaling, I lean back in my chair and stare at the walls. My office doesn’t have any windows. It’s a twelve by twelve box, and until a few days ago, I thought it was the pinnacle of everything I’d achieved in life so far. But now, today, it feels more like a cage, keeping me locked here, in this life.

My hand drifts to the top drawer in my desk and I open it, pulling out the letter offering me an open-ended job offer at ‘As We Know It’, the lifestyle magazine who like my stuff so much they’re prepared to take me whenever I’m ready to take the leap.

With the letter gripped in my palm, I glance down to my desk. The notes for my Archer’s Creek article are scattered haphazardly across it, but taped to the corner of the wooden desk is the list of other contributions I make for every edition.

Parking notices and neighborhood watch updates, and the ever fun responsibility for the obituaries, paying respect to those who have passed on. For the last few years I’ve written all these things full of pride and smugness that I was doing my perfect job. But now all I feel is wistfulness.

I’m not sure if it was watching the pure joy on Park’s face when he was working, or just getting a glimpse of someone who truly loves what they do, that’s left me with this melancholic sense of dissatisfaction. Perhaps if I’d never gone to Texas; perhaps if Taylor hadn’t had her meltdown. Perhaps if I’d never met Park, I wouldn’t have realized that maybe I’m not content with contentment.

Pushing away from my desk, I stand up and walk toward my door. I need another coffee. Caffeine always squashes my bouts of depression and disillusionment. In a few strides, I leave my office and make my way to the staff kitchen just a few doors down. The bleak, tiny kitchenette, boasts chipped Formica worktops and a single cabinet with the door hanging ajar. Lifting a thankfully clean mug out, I turn to the coffee pot only to find it empty and cold. Fan-freaking-tastic. I know I only just finished a cup, but I need coffee. I need something to make this crisis of faith I’m having less daunting. I search the tiny room for coffee for the machine, but all I find are empty packets. What the hell is wrong with these people? Who puts an empty packet back into the cupboard?

Angry and frustrated with my cup empty of coffee, I walk back into my office, slamming the door behind me. Pacing the length of the room and back again, I try to figure out what’s wrong with me today. This is my life, this is who I am, and I don’t understand why today, more than ever, it just doesn’t seem enough.

My cell beeps and I practically sprint across the room, scrambling to pull it free from the confines of my purse. I’ve managed not to check my messages again until now, but the beep is a message and it could be him. I want it to be him.

It isn’t.

Mom: Hi, sweetie. Robert has been asking after you. Did you arrange a date with him? He seems like such a steady, successful man. Just your type. His mother and I are so excited about the two of you. Call me. Your father and I would love to see you again this week.

I read her message twice and groan. I don’t care about Robert. He might be my type, but he’s not what I want. I want more than steady; I want freedom and peace and happiness. I want Park. Scanning my desk, I find the letter and search for the contact number for the magazine.

My hands shake as I type the number into my cell. Can I do this? Can I make this leap, change my status quo so dramatically? Lifting the cell to my ear I listen to it ring, my heart pounding erratically beneath my ribs.

“Good morning, you’ve reached The Sullivan Group. How many I direct your call?” A bright female voice answers.

“Oh hi. Could I speak to Erica Daniels please?”

“One moment and I’ll connect you. Who may I say is calling?”

“It’s Rosie Dalby,” I reply shakily.

Cheerful elevator music fills my ears and I sink down into my desk chair. Am I doing this? What the hell am I going to say to this woman? Before I have a chance to decide, the music stops and Erica’s distinctive bright southern accent bursts to life.

“Tell me you’re calling to take me up on that job offer,” she says in her sing-song voice.

“Oh, err. I was hoping that maybe we could have a conversation about it,” I say, my voice shaking almost as much as my arms, as I clutch my phone to my ear with both hands.

“I’m actually gonna be out in Vegas this weekend. I get in on Friday afternoon. I don’t have any plans until Saturday, so maybe we could have some dinner; something a little less formal?”

“I can definitely do that. I mean, I’d love to do that.”

Erica laughs. “Perfect. I’m staying at the Waldorf Astoria. I’ll get my P.A. to arrange flights and a room and I’ll email you over the details.”

“Oh there’s no need. I can just fly in and back out.”

“Nonsense. This way we can hopefully go out and celebrate after our dinner,” Erica says brightly. “I’m so sorry, but I have a meeting in a few minutes. Looking forward to seeing you.”

“Thank you, Erica. I’ll see you on Friday.” She ends the call and for a moment I just lower the cell to my lap and stare at it. I think I’m actually doing this. I’m flying to Vegas and I’m going to take this job. It’s a risk. It’s new and different; but even though I’m scared, I’m excited too. Taking this job would mean writing for a completely different audience. The magazine is new, up and coming, with a readership so incredibly different than the local townsfolk who read the paper I work for now.

But it’s part of a large, well established publishing group, and the fact that they’re prepared to fly me out to meet with Erica says that they have a strong budget behind them. I already know all of this. I researched the magazine before I met with them last time and I was impressed. The only reason I didn’t take the job was because at the time I hadn’t wanted to relocate to a new state.

Taylor had lost her mind when I’d told her about the opportunity, and at the time, different was scary and unknown. Now different seems exciting. It feels like an adventure, and with Taylor gone and Eric travelling for at least seven to eight months of the year, what’s really keeping me here?

Exhaling, I lift my still shaking hands and dial Park’s number. I want to talk to him, to tell him about the job, about the fact that I need to relocate and that the offices are in Texas. But if I can’t do that, I’ll be content to just listen to the silence with him.

“Hey,” he says quietly, when he finally answers after several rings.

“Hey.”

Neither of us speaks and I can hear the muffled noises of people in the background. “Are you at the shop?” I ask.

“Yeah, I’m just setting up for my first client.”

“You didn’t text me back,” I say.

He exhales loudly and I can almost visualize the way he’s probably slumped back in the chair in his studio. “I’m sorry.”

“What for?” I ask carefully, not sure that I want to know the answer. If he tells me he’s sorry for what happened between us this weekend I’m not sure what I’ll do.

“For not texting back. That was shitty of me. I don’t really have an excuse. Smoke came and picked me up from the airport and we spent the rest of the night with several bottles of liquor. It was a mess.

I swallow the lump that’s formed in my throat. I want to ask if their drunken night included any girls, but it’s really none of my business. Park’s not my boyfriend. He’s not mine and he can do what he likes with whoever he likes. “Oh,” I say, forcing the single word from my lips.

“You okay, Rosebud?” He asks; his voice raspier than normal.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I should go, leave you to your hangover.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, yeah, I was just checking in,” I say, my voice thick with emotion.

“Can I call you later?” He asks.

“Err, I’m not sure. I think my mom wants me to go around for dinner again.” I lie.

“Another set-up?”

I force a fake laugh from my mouth, but don’t reply, eventually falling silent.

“Rosebud?” Park says

“Yeah?”

“I miss you.”

“I miss you too.”
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I am fucking this up so fucking badly.

Why didn’t I text her back last night?

Why didn’t we talk?

Last night was morose until the bottom of the second bottle of Jack, then it just became a fucking mess. I woke up this morning face-down on the pool table in the middle of the club and I have no memory of how I fucking got there.

The moment Rosebud ends the call, I want to call her back, but I have no idea what the hell I’m going to say to her. I don’t think telling her she needs to leave behind her whole life and move to Texas because I don’t want to spend another day without her, would go down particularly well. But it’s the truth.

My day goes quickly. Most of my clients are regulars and I manage to zone out and focus completely on the ink, the sound of the tattoo gun, and the inhale and exhale of my own breaths. Even on my worst days, I’m a fucking good tattoo artist. Permanent art is too fucking important to mess up, no matter how shitty I’m feeling.

When 7pm rolls around, I push up out of my chair and stretch my tired arms over my head. My last client of the day just left and the evening stretches in front of me, long and empty. If I was in LA, Rosebud and I could have gone for something to eat, then a drink, before we curled up on her beige sofa. Or hell, we could forget dinner and just eat each other, gorging ourselves on the other’s body.

I slap at my forehead with the palm of my hand. I need to get my brain off this fucked-up tangent. Rosebud is my friend. F.R.I.E.N.D. That’s it, and the weirdness between us now is exactly what she was trying to avoid when she said she didn’t want to risk us.

I did this, and I need to put it right. Wiping down the rest of studio, I throw the cleaning rags into the bin and switch off the light, closing the door behind me. A couple of the other artists are still working, so I shout bye as I duck out the back door and into the enclosed courtyard at the back of the shop that leads to my apartment.

Climbing the stairs, I unlock the door and push it open, stepping into my home. The scent of oils is strong in the air and my eyes glance to the corner that holds my easel and the most recent painting of Rosebud I did after I peeled my face off the pool table this morning. It’s a close up of her eyes, the hurt and uncertainty exactly how I saw it when I left for the airport the day before.

My white walls used to be filled with the abstract images of Taylor I’ve painted over the years, but as I take in the space now, I don’t want to look at the memories of my past. None of my paintings of her hold good memories, rather they were a visual journal entry, constantly reliving the painful day that changed the course of my life.

I wish I could tell my younger self not to be such a melodramatic, tortured artist. Maybe then I’d have dealt with my shit years ago, and I wouldn’t be fucking things up with the woman I want to be with now.

Dropping my keys into the bowl on the table next to the door, I cross the room and lift one of the paintings from the wall, quickly moving to the next and taking it down as well. A few moments later all six paintings of Taylor are stacked and leaning against the wall, hidden and discarded, like they should have been a decade ago.

Twisting my head, I glance to the growing pile of paintings of Rosebud. They’re nothing like the detached morose images now piled by the door. Every picture of Rosebud is bright and alive, just like her. Crossing the room, I reach for the painting of her beautiful smiling face and carry it to the far wall, lifting it to the hook, then standing back to admire it. Against the white wall, the colors appear even brighter, and just looking at it, I feel calmer and more at peace than I have since I left her outside her apartment building yesterday.

My phone feels heavy in my pocket, so sinking to the floor, with my eyes still firmly fixed on the painting of her, I pull my cell out and feel the weight of it in my palms. Forcing my eyes from the picture, I flick my phone to life and quickly pull up her contact. My thumb presses down on the call icon and I lift my cell to my ear and let my eyes return to her painting.

“Hello,” she answers breathlessly.

“Hey, you okay?”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry, my cell was in my purse. I had to run across the room to find it.”

“Are you home or at your folks?” I ask, desperately hoping she isn’t at her parents with their latest matchmaking partner.

“I’m home. I didn’t feel up to having dinner with them, so I arranged it for next week. How’s the hangover?”

I laugh dryly. “All gone now, thank fuck.”

The line falls silent and I wish I could just come out and say it, that I want more from her, that she’s more than just a friend, but the words won’t come. “I miss you.”

I hear her sigh and I wish I could see her face, then I’d know if she’s tired of this back and forth game we’re playing, or if she’s just indulging me and this fucked-up fantasy I’ve created in my head.

“I miss you too. You could always come visit again.”

A glimmer of hope blooms to life in my chest. I could go this weekend. I only have a couple of regular clients booked in on Saturday and I can rearrange them. I could stay at the shop late and fit their appointments in on the evening. “How about this weekend?”

“Oh. Err, I can’t.”

All of my excitement withers and dies with her words. Of course she didn’t mean this weekend. I was only at her place a day ago. I need to grow a pair of fucking balls. I sound like a needy little pussy even to myself; it’s time to man the fuck up. “Sure, don’t worry about it.”

“No, I wish I could do this weekend. It’s just that I’ve got to go out of town for work. If I didn’t, I’d jump at the idea of you coming again. I want you to come, Park.”

“Don’t worry about it, my little Rosebud. Maybe you could come here soon? I know Smoke and Nikki would love to see you again.”

“Really? I’d like to see them again too.”

“I could pass your number on to Nikki, if you want?” I say, hating myself for offering. I don’t want to share her, she’s mine. My friend, my more, my Rosebud, and I don’t want her to split her attention. I’m selfish enough to want all of her.

“Sure, I’d like that. But,” she pauses, and I wait for her to speak again. “If I were to visit, as much as it’d be nice to see Smoke and Nikki, if I were to visit, I’d be coming to see you.”

My eyes fall closed, relief soothing my fraught nerves. “Rosebud.”

“Yeah?” she replies, her voice a little lower and more intimate than just a few moments ago.

I shouldn’t do this. I know I shouldn’t, but I just can’t keep the words in. “I don’t regret it.”

The line falls silent. My heart is beating at a mile a minute and I feel like my entire body is starting to go numb. My whole world rests on the next words that come out of her mouth and she’s not saying anything.

I’ve never understood when people say silence is loud, until this moment right now, when the sound of nothing is like an orchestra in mid-crescendo in my head. I hear her part her lips and barely audible noise silences the booming of my psyche, then she utters three words that change everything.

“Neither do I.”

All of the air in my lungs freezes and my mouth loses the ability to make words. She doesn’t regret it, she doesn’t fucking regret it.

“Are you out of town all weekend?” I finally manage to force out.

“It depends how things go. I fly out Friday for a dinner meeting and then drinks.”

“Where’s your meeting?”

“Vegas.”

“I could fly out and meet you in Vegas.”

“I wish I could say yes, but I’m booked on a return flight on Saturday afternoon and I have no idea how things are going to go at the meeting.”

We both fall silent again and I exhale quietly, wishing I were there, that we could have this conversation in person. I want to pull her into my arms and kiss her. I want to touch her and see that this is real, whatever this is.

“I wish I was still there with you.”

“Me too,” she says quietly.

The urge to tease her, to see how far I can push this conversation overwhelms me. “What would you do if I was there with you right now?”
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Holy crap!

What am I doing? Should I play this game with him? Should I push this further than it’s already gone?

When he told me he didn’t regret this weekend, the immense relief I felt almost knocked me over. I want him. I want to do more than fool around when we’re drunk or have a moment of lust in the darkness. I want something real with him; something as intense as the strange friendship that started this.

Heat builds in my chest and before I fully make the decision to throw myself down this rabbit hole with him, I’m speaking. “I’d kiss you.”

“You would?” He replies, his lilting accent smokier and rougher than normal.

“I’d kiss you, like you kissed me before you left. Like it’s the last kiss and the first all rolled into one.”

“Fuck, Rosebud. Never our last kiss, never.”

My eyes fall closed and I picture the way he looked at me before he climbed into his car and drove away. I’d felt all of his anguish, or maybe he’d felt mine, but I’d clung to him, unable to release him, needing him not to go. “Park.”

“I know, Rosebud,” he says, his voice raspy. Park clears his throat, then speaks. “Do you want this? Us, more than friends?”

“Yes.” I don’t take time to think or consider. I just react, and the moment that one word is out of my lips I hold my breath, a giddy sense of fear and excitement lacing through my nerves and lighting up my body, until I have to stand up, unable to sit still a minute longer.

Park doesn’t speak for a moment, but I can hear movement and rustling in the background. “Park?”

“There’s a flight out at midnight. I’m gonna be on it. Call in sick tomorrow. I’ll be at your place before you wake up. Leave me a key somewhere so I can get in.”

“Are you serious?” I squeal, rushing across the room toward my bedroom and flinging the towels I used this morning and the pajamas I wore last night into the hamper.

“I can’t wait, Rosebud. This isn’t a conversation we should be having over the phone, it’s too important. I need to go, baby. I have to reschedule my appointments for the next few days. I’ll see you soon, text me about the key.”

“Okay. I’ll see you soon.”

“Bye, my Rosebud.”

“Bye, Park.”

The moment we end the call, I text him, telling him the code for the lobby door and letting him know about the hide key in my neighbor’s plant. Then I wait. By midnight, I’m so excited, agitated and terrified that I’ve had a shower, dried and styled my hair, cleaned my apartment, and organized every drawer and hanger in my closet.

Dressed in my least ratty pajamas, I finally climb into bed, intent on binge-watching mindless TV until Park gets here; only at some point my adrenaline must wear off and I fall asleep. I disturb when the sheets lift, and a large, warm body climbs in behind me waking me. “Park,” I call, my voice still thick with sleep.

“Shh baby, go back to sleep,” he says, his accent lush and gorgeous and here.

“Uh huh,” I mumble as his arms wrap around me, pulling me closer into his body.
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“Rosebud, baby, you need to wake up and call in to work,” a low voice whispers against the back of my neck. I freeze, my body not moving before I remember that Park is here, in my bed. His arms are wrapped tightly around my waist, one hand slipped beneath the waistband of my PJ shorts.

“You’re here,” I say sleepily, rubbing at my eyes to clear the blurriness from my vision.

“No, I’m a dream, baby.” Park answers with an amused chuckle.

“If you were a dream, you wouldn’t have woken me up,” I reply, reaching for my cell and swiping the screen to life. “Now, shhh, while I call my boss.”

Clicking into Jerry’s contact I press call and wait while it rings.

“Talk,” Jerry answers, his old gruff voice the same as usual.

“Jerry, it’s Rosie. I’m really sorry, but I’m not going to make it in today. I’m sick. I think it was something I ate.”

“Wasn’t the Cashew Pork from Wong’s, was it? Last time Mary-Lou had that she was sick as a dog for days.”

“Wish you’d told me that before.”

“Saltine crackers, fix you right up. Feel better soon. Let me know when you’re back on your feet. You got someone to take care of you?” He asks, concern obvious in his tone.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks though, Jerry.”

“Take care of yourself, Rosie.”

“Bye.”

Lowering my cell to the mattress I sigh. “I feel bad. I’ve never called in sick before when I wasn’t actually ill. He was so nice about it too.”

Park maneuvers us until I’m on my back and he’s rested over me. “Hi,” he says, his beautiful face only inches from mine.

“Hi,” I whisper back.

His lips descend until they touch mine and just like that the world around us fades to nothingness and the only thing that matters is his lips on mine, that he’s here, that he wants me. The kiss lasts forever. His lips explore every inch of mine and when he finally pulls back I feel different, like his kiss actually altered my DNA.

“I’ve been dreaming of doing that,” Park says, when he finally pulls away from my mouth.

“You have?” I say breathily.

“I want you, Rosebud. I want this. We’re not just friends; I can’t not touch you and kiss you. You’re mine; the moment I saw you I knew you were for me. Tell me you feel it too.”

His gaze locks with mine and his eyes tell a story. The first time we met they were full of pain and desolation. That’s gone and instead all I can see in them now is heat and want and desire.

“I feel it too,” I say as my chest tightens and tears sting my eyes.

“Thank fucking god,” Park rasps as his hands start to strip my tank up and over my head.

Our movements are frantic. Within seconds I’m naked and kicking his briefs down his legs until his long hard dick is pressed against my thigh. Our lips tangle together; an angry, desperate assault of our mouths, as we press closer to each other, needing no distance between us. His hand snakes between my thighs and long fingers probe at my pussy, parting my folds and sliding easily into my soaking core.

“Fuck, baby, so fucking wet. I can’t wait to get inside you. I want to fill your cunt with my cock. I want to watch you scream and hear you pant as I drive you over the edge.”

A silent gasp parts my lips as he finger-fucks me, stretching me and getting me ready for his massive dick.

“That’s it, Rosebud, let me hear it. I want to hear how good it feels to have my fingers in your cunt.”

“Oh God,” I moan as an orgasm barrels to life within me. The tingles and burning explosion of pleasure crashes over me and I push down on my heels, lifting my butt off the bed and urging his fingers deeper.

“I’m clean,” Park says as he pulls his fingers from me, grasping his cock and stroking it up and down my damp, sensitive pussy.

“Me too,” I say, my throat dry.

“I want to feel you on my cock skin to skin.”

“Okay,” I say nodding emphatically and spreading my legs wider, urging him closer.

The stroking of his cock stops and instead I feel the blunt head of him at my entrance, sliding into me on one long thrust.

“Fuuuuuckk,” Park gasps when his hips settle against me.

The feeling of fullness is heady, and I curl my legs around his waist, my fingers clinging to his shoulders as he starts to move. In and out his cock slides from my sex, only to thrust back, filling me once again. The entire time his hips are pumping, his lips and tongue are claiming my mouth.

His movements slow, then he thrusts deep and hard and a keening cry spills from me, his kiss muffling the sound. He does it again, slowly pulling out, only to thrust back into me, in a long hard slam of his pelvis against mine. Again and again he fucks me, pushing me higher and higher until my fingernails are digging into the skin on the back of his neck and my eyes are tightly closed. Ecstasy, bliss, and agony are so closely mixed together that they feel like one emotion, so intense I’m unsure if I should laugh or cry or scream in joy.

When my orgasm hits, it consumes my entire body, and I cling to Park as he fills me with his cum. His lips drop to my shoulder and his teeth bury themselves into my skin as he follows me over the edge; then we collapse together, a mutual exhalation of relief, our bodies still connected.

I’m not sure how long we stay quiet, the sounds of our panting breath the only noise, but I never want it to end. This moment is perfection and words won’t change anything so why bother? I close my eyes and inhale the rich scent of Park and the heady smell of sex, luxuriating in the weight of his body on top of me and the warmth of his breath on my neck.

“I need to move,” he rasps after a few more exquisite moments.

“No,” I whine, tightening my grip on his shoulders and waist.

“Baby, you’re so tiny I’m gonna squash you if I don’t move soon,” He says with a chuckle.

I try to grip tighter, but he easily extracts himself from my limbs, his semi-hard cock sliding out of me. He rolls to his side, and I roll to face him, our faces only a few inches apart. His heavy arm slides over my waist and his fingers start to play with my hair.

“I fucking love your hair,” Park says, his voice reverent.

“I know you do, it’s good hair.”

“It really is. Please don’t ever cut it.”

“I have to cut it, else it would just be one big split end.”

Park leans forward and kisses me, nipping my lip before his tongue pushes into my mouth. Slow and languid, his lips move, his tongue unhurriedly tangling with mine. Eventually, he pulls back, his eyes full of amusement and want. “We’re not going to pretend this didn’t happen, are we?”

“No, we’re not.”

“Good. Because we’re not just friends anymore. This is so much more than that. You’re mine, my Rosebud, and now I’ve had a taste, now my dick’s been inside you, I can’t pretend anymore.”

The overwhelming urge to giggle bubbles from me and I can’t help it as one escapes.

Park smiles, his grin indulgent. “You laughing at me, little one?”

“I’m sorry, I’m not laughing at you,” I say giggling again.

“Sounds a lot like you’re laughing,” Park says, his hand sliding up my waist then tickling at my side.

I squeal, my giggle getting louder as I bat at his hand and try to squirm out of his way at the same time. “No,” I gasp, my voice lost between giggles and screeches as his other hand assaults my other side, tickling me until I’m shrieking and laughing all at the same time.

“Stop, stop,” I beg, and his evil fingers pause.

“Are you my girl, Rosebud?” Park asks, his one hand moving to cup my jaw, his voice still playful but full of sincerity.

My gaze locks with his and I nod. I want this, I want him. There’s no point pretending we can just be friends, and as much as I love Taylor, I can’t allow her issues to dictate my life. Park may be her brother, but he’s my everything and when it comes to him I’m prepared to be selfish.

“Thank fuck for that,” Park says on an exhale.

“I can’t believe you’re here.”

“I couldn’t stay away. I don’t want to stay away.”

Tipping up my chin, I place my lips against his, claiming a quick kiss. “Thank you for coming. I’m so glad you’re here. I’ve been miserable since you left.”

“It’s been less than forty-eight hours,” Park says mockingly.

“Loneliest hours of my life.”

He laughs, rolling onto his back and pulling me with him until I’m straddling him. “This is better.”

“Better than what?” I ask, fighting the urge to rub against his growing cock.

“Than pretending I didn’t want more from you,” Park says earnestly.

“You’re right, this is better,” I agree with a small smile.

Park’s eyebrow arches mischievously and his hands slide up my thighs and over my ribs. “I have an idea,” he says, pulling me down toward him.

“What’s that?”

“This,” he says, as his lips find mine.

His cock is hard against my thigh and I lift my butt, reaching between us to guide his hard cock to my entrance and sinking down onto it. We lose the rest of the morning laughing and fucking and ruining our friendship in the best possible way.

Several hours later, spent and starving, we emerge from my bedroom. My entire apartment smells like sex and I can’t keep the grin off my face as I pad to the kitchen wearing only Park’s t-shirt.

“We’re gonna need to rethink this you wearing my clothes thing,” Park says, coming up behind me and snaking his arms around my waist.

“Why?” I ask, twisting my face to the side to look at him.

“Because it’s huge on you. It covers all the good bits. It’s so long on you I don’t even get a glimpse of your ass and your pussy. We need to get you some smaller shirts.”

Laughing lightly, I spin around in his arms. “Or I could just wear my own clothes.”

“Hell no, sooner or later I’m gonna want to bend you over the counter and when I do, I want to just push up a t-shirt and be able to bury my face in your cunt.”

My cheeks heat. I can practically feel the blush blooming across my face.

“Are you embarrassed?” He asks, with an amused smile. “I’ve fucked you six ways from Sunday this morning; ten minutes ago you were riding my face. How the hell are you embarrassed?”

Shoving at his chest, I turn and start to fill the coffee pot, but his arms snake around me again and his soft lips touch my neck. “If my cock wasn’t wrung dry, I’d push you forward until your tits were touching the counter, then I’d lift up this shirt, spread your legs wide so I can see everything, and fuck you hard and deep until you scream.”

My eyes flutter closed and my poor, overused vagina pulses with arousal. A tiny moan escapes from my lips and Park chuckles. “Next time, baby,” he whispers.

I nod, then exhale a sigh of relief when he steps away from me. Busying myself with the coffee pot, I grab mugs then watch as the pot fills and a delicious aroma fills the air. “How long are you here for?”

Park looks up from his spot on my sofa and lowers his cell to his lap. “Just until tomorrow night. I managed to rearrange all of my appointments for today and tomorrow, but I have a memorial piece booked in for Thursday that I didn’t want to reschedule.”

I nod, excited that I have him for a couple of days, but sad that we’ll have to say goodbye again so soon. Filling the mugs, I add creamer and sugar to mine and leave his black just how he likes it. I make my way to the sofa, handing him the mug and sinking down next to him, curling my legs beneath me.

“Penny for them,” Park says, pulling me from my wayward thoughts.

Blinking slowly, I turn to look at him. “I don’t really know what I’m thinking.”

Park places his mug on my coffee table, then takes mine from my hand and places it next to his. “Come here, baby,” he says and lifts me into his lap, running his fingers up and down my spine. He swallows visibly, then lifts his eyes so they lock with mine. “Are you regretting this?”

“What? No!” I say quickly. “No, I don’t regret this at all. I mean we’ve ruined our friendship, but I wanted more, I wanted this just as much as you.”

“We haven’t ruined anything, Rosebud. We were always more.”

“I spoke to Taylor,” I blurt out, then duck my head.

“You did?”

“Yes, after you left on Sunday. I was sad and normally Taylor and I would always talk about men and dating. I was confused and I missed her, so I called her.” I say quickly, avoiding his eyes.

Strong fingers cup my chin, lifting my face. “Rosebud, I don’t care if you talk to Taylor. She’s your friend. The issues between me and her are just that, between me and her. They don’t have to affect you; they shouldn’t affect you. If you want to talk to your friend, then talk to her.”

“She’s not coming back.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s in Aruba at some facility. She said she’s doing good, but the wedding is off and she’s not coming back. She said she wants a fresh start and that she can’t have that in LA, living her mom’s life.”

Park nods, his expression solemn.

“I think she was real with me for the first time ever. It was a little weird. I don’t feel like I really know her, even though she been my best friend for years.”

Park doesn’t respond, but his fingers stroke soothingly up and down my spine. Eventually, I rest my head against his chest and sigh. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Me too, Rosebud. Me too.”

The next two days pass in a blur. We barely leave my apartment. Instead, we laugh and fuck and get to know each other. It’s bliss. But real life eventually comes knocking and I find myself outside my apartment once again saying goodbye.

I wind my arms tightly around his neck and hold him to me, our lips pushed together, kissing each other like it’s the last time we’ll ever get the chance. “I hate this,” I whisper.

“I know, but I’ll come out again soon, or you can come to me. We’ll make it work,” Park says, his forehead resting on mine.

I nod, knowing that if I speak, I might cry, and I don’t want to show him how lost in him I am already.

“I have to go.”

I nod again, but don’t move.

His lips press against mine and I push my breasts into his chest, needing to be as close to him as I can get. I lose myself in the kiss for a moment, but we both know he has to leave, and all this is just prolonging the inevitable.

Forcing myself, I step back and away from his touch. I clamp my lips shut when the words, ‘I love you’ rise up in my mouth. It’s too soon, far too soon. This isn’t love, it’s lust, just honeymoon period infatuation. Except, nothing about Park and I has ever been just lust or just friendship or just anything. But I can’t say it, not now, not yet, so I keep my mouth shut.

“Bye, my Rosebud. I’ll see you soon.”

“Bye,” I whisper, then watch as he climbs into his car and drives away.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

When I exit the airport and find Smoke waiting in the drop-off lane, I can’t help the bright smile that spreads across my face.

“Where is she?” he asks.

“My girl is in LA,” I say, grinning again.

“Your girl?”

“Yeah, my girl.”

“Thank fuck for that,” Smoke says, pulling me in for a hug and slapping me on the back once I’m close enough to him. “You got everything sorted then I take it?”

“Well she’s mine. We got that much sorted.”

“So when’s she moving?” Smoke asks as he climbs behind the wheel and waits for me to get in.

“She’s not. Her life is in LA. We’re gonna have to do the long-distance thing until I can figure out how to make this work.”

“You can’t move to LA, brother. Your life, your business, your family is all here in Archer’s Creek. You’d be fucking miserable in LA.”

“I know,” I snap at him as he pulls into the row of cars exiting the airport. “But she’s in LA; that’s where her life and her job and her family are. I can’t ask her to move to our tiny little town. We don’t even have a fucking newspaper. What would she do? I mean I can support us both, but I can’t see her being the type of woman who wants to sit at home all day and be taken care of by her man.”

A tension-filled silence fills the car. “Fuck, Park, would you really leave the Sinners?”

Sighing wearily, I rub at my temples with my fingers. “I have no fucking clue. Two weeks ago if you’d asked me that, I’d have said I’d never leave, but now, I’m in love with her. I’ve had to say goodbye to her three times already and I don’t want to have to do it again.”

“You’re in love with her?” Smoke says, his face twisting to look at me, his eyes wide.

“Yeah, I am.”

“You told her yet?”

“Course not. I don’t want to scare her off.”

“There’s a Sinners chapter in LA,” Smoke says, his eyes back on the road.

“Not for me there isn’t. You guys are my family; another chapter wouldn’t be.”

Smoke nods, and I know he feels the same way. The Doomsday Sinners have chapters all over the United States of America, but the Archer’s Creek chapter is more than just a group of bikers; we’re a family, a real family, and giving that up isn’t a decision I take lightly.

Smoke drops me off at the shop and after a few hours’ sleep I get up and get ready for a full day of clients. My mind is full of my Rosebud. I texted her when I got in, not wanting to call and wake her. She doesn’t know, but I took a picture of her asleep on my chest. I pull out my cell and stare at it, wishing I was with her now, in her bed, her naked body pressed against mine.

The last couple of days have been perfect. The sex is out of this world good, but more than that, just being with her, being around her is easy and effortless. My sleep was peaceful and dreamless. Why do I need to fantasize about her when she’s in my arms for real?

The shop is still empty and quiet and in the silence my mind wanders. I met a girl and fell in love. I’d assumed that was off the cards for me. A few short weeks ago I thought that Taylor was my one and only chance at happiness. How fucking wrong was I?

Taylor. It’s weird to think of her and feel nothing, not even sadness or regret, just nothing. She’s my half-sister, but I doubt we’ll ever be a part of each other’s lives and honestly that genuinely doesn’t bother me. I’m not running and hiding from her anymore; now she’s just a nonentity. She’s unimportant to me. My life and my happiness and the weight that’s lifted from my shoulders at that revelation is immense.

Sighing wistfully, I glance around at my studio. This is my sanctuary. I spend most of my day in these four walls, in this shop, in this town. This place is my home, but is it still home if she’s not here with me? My cell buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out and answer it without checking who it is.

“Hello.”

“Hey,” Rosebud says, her voice soft and sleepy.

“Hey, baby.”

“I missed you this morning.”

“I wish I was there with you. Are you going into work today?”

“Yeah, playing hooky was fine while you were here, but I feel bad just sitting at home on my own.”

“You could always take a trip. I hear Texas is nice at this time of year,” I say playfully.

Rosebud giggles. “Tempting, but I can’t. I fly to Vegas tomorrow afternoon and my flight is already paid for.”

“I know. You should quit your job and become a kept woman. I could look after you,” I say jokingly, while secretly hoping she’ll say yes.

She laughs and I fucking love the sound. I wish I was with her now. I wish I could touch her and kiss her full lips while she giggles.

I part my lips ready to tell her I love her. What the hell am I doing? Clamping my mouth closed, I silently chide myself. I can’t tell her I’m in love with her, not yet. She’ll think I’m a fucking nut job. We’ve only officially been together for a couple of days. I’ve only known her for a couple of weeks. No, I need to stop being a fucking douche and keep it to myself, especially until I figure out a way for us to be together full time.

The bell over the door chimes and I look up and thank God for the interruption. “Baby, my first client is here. I’ve got to go.”

“Okay, I’ll speak to you later.”

“Bye, Rosebud.”

“Bye, Park,” she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice.

My day passes quickly and in the blink of an eye it’s after seven and my last client of the day is just waving as he heads to the front desk to pay. I quickly clean down my station and pack up all of my inks, then turn off the light and head to my apartment. After a long, hot shower, I pull on clean jeans, a t-shirt, and my cut, and I’m back out the door and riding my bike down the highway heading for the clubhouse.

A dull roar of music is emanating from the club, but it’s too early for a real party to have started. When I push open the door, the smell of chili and cornbread hits me and my stomach groans on cue. I wave to Smoke behind the bar and head straight for the kitchen filling a bowl with chili and piling up Ali’s homemade cornbread on the side. The girl might be a pain in the ass, but she seriously knows how to cook.

“Hey,” I say to Smoke as I sit my ass on a stool at the bar.

He slides a bottle of beer my way. “Brother.”

More of the Sinners trickle in, all of them heading for the kitchen and grabbing some dinner. The girls that live in-house cook three meals a day for the club members and Thursday is always chili night. When my bowl is empty and my stomach full, I reach for my beer and drain the last mouthful.

“Smoke, can I get another beer please?”

A moment later a cold bottle is set in front of me and Smoke walks from behind the bar and slides onto the stool beside me. “Here’s to chili night,” he says, holding his bottle out for me to knock mine against.

“Best night of the week,” I say, chinking my bottle against his. Lifting it to my lips, I take a healthy swig. The cold beer runs down my throat and I sigh with pleasure. “Fuck, I needed that.”

“Hard day?” Smoke asks.

“Just long,” I reply, rolling my neck from side to side and stretching out the muscles. “I had a full day, plus a couple of the appointments I moved so I could go see Rosebud.”

“I’m surprised you’re out tonight. I thought you’d be at your place whispering sweet nothings to each other, or just sitting and listening to the other breathe. Isn’t that what you guys do?”

“Fuck you,” I say, shoving at his head with my palm.

He laughs. “I’m only playing with you. I like Rosie for you; she’s a good girl.”

“Yeah, she is.”

“You figured out what you’re gonna do about the distance thing?” He asks, his pretty boy face watching me intently.

Sighing, I twist around on the stool so my back is rested against the wood of the bar. “No fucking idea. Her life is there and my life is here. Something’s got to give.”

“Fuck,” Smoke hisses. “You’re gonna fucking leave, aren’t you?”

My eyes take in the club, the men I’ve called my brothers for years; my friends, my family, my home. I love it here. I love my life, but I love her too. I’m not sure I can give up this life I’ve created for myself, but I know now I’ve found her, I can’t give her up either.

“I love her,” I say simply, hoping he can read between my words and see that she’s become the world to me.

“Yeah, I know,” he says solemnly.

“But I’m not gone yet, so let’s get into some fucking trouble. I need to leave a legacy behind me.”

Smoke whoops, then jumps from his stool and leaps over the bar. He grabs two bottles of liquor and tray of shot glasses. “Brothers,” he shouts at the top of his voice.

The room quietens and all eyes fall to him. “We are the motherfucking Doomsday Sinners.”

A roar of cheers fills the room.

“We are not middle-aged pussies who drink coffee and watch fucking Oprah,” he shouts.

A chorus of boos and no’s sound out.

“We are badass motherfucking bikers and we drink hard liquor.”

Another roar of cheers and laughter bursts from my brothers in arms.

“Tonight we’re gonna party like this is the last night on earth. We’re gonna party like the reaper is coming for our asses. K.C. turn up the music and everyone grab a shot, because tonight we are celebrating our club, our brotherhood, and our fucking family. Because we are Sinners, and Sinners look after their own.”

The roar that follows Smoke’s words is deafening and a sea of men swarm to the bar as the music trebles in volume and the bass ricochets through the floor. On mass, shot glasses are handed out and as one they’re raised into the air. “The Doomsday Sinners,” Smoke yells and every single person shouts back.

Emotion clogs my throat. How the hell am I going to give this up? Smoke hands me another shot and we both raise our glasses in the air again, silently saluting the fact that soon this might not be my life anymore.

I don’t want to leave my family, but the idea of not being with Rosebud is worse. Somehow, she’s become vital to me. I’d rather talk to her than anyone else; I’d rather be with her than anyone else. I fucking love her, when I thought love wasn’t possible. I’m obsessed, addicted to her, and I don’t want a cure, I just want her. If that means leaving this life behind for a future with her, I’ll do it.

I drop her a quick text letting her know I’m at the club and that I’ll try to call her later. She replies almost immediately telling me to have a good night. After the tenth shot, I lose track of the toasts we’re making and so does everyone else. From then on we all just throw back our shots whenever someone raises their glass into the air.

We drink and toast and celebrate. It’s messy and loud and by the time the sun begins to rise, my family is sloppy drunk and reminiscing about old times. It’s a perfect lost night, one I’ll never forget, and if I am leaving this town, the club, then I can’t image a more perfect night to end on.
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When I walk into the arrivals lounge, there’s a uniformed driver holding a sign with my name on. I walk toward him, and he smiles. “Miss Dalby?”

“Yes, that’s me,” I say awkwardly.

“Let me take your bags. Your car is just outside; if you’d like to follow me.”

I let him take my rolling overnight case from me and follow him out of the terminal and toward a shiny black town car. I’ve travelled in a car service many times with Taylor, but no matter how many times I do it, it still makes me feel a little uncomfortable, like I’m playing at being rich.

The driver plays soothing jazz music and smoothly pulls into traffic. A few minutes later the lights of the strip come into view. I’ve been to Vegas once before while I was in college, but even though I know what to expect, the sheer extravagance of the strip still makes me gasp. The lights, the people, the hotels, everything is ostentatious and loud. Love it or hate it, the place is an experience, and as we pull up to the drop-off outside the Waldorf Astoria, excitement is humming through my skin.

Towing my bag along behind me, I make my way to the desk and give the guy behind the counter my name. A few minutes later, armed with my room key, I exit the plush gold elevator and walk down the corridor until I reach room 367. I push the card into the entry lock and wait for the light to turn green. When it does, I push open the door and enter a beautiful room with a view of the Las Vegas lights.

For a few minutes I stare, mesmerized, just taking in the scene through the huge glass wall of windows; it’s beautiful and intimidating all at once. The vastness and intensity of the street below makes me want to lock the doors and hide from the craziness, but I’m also itching to explore and experience the freedom.

Even short plane rides always make me feel a little grubby. There’s something about the way the recycled air settles on my skin that makes me want to wash it away the moment the wheels hit the ground. My meeting isn’t for another couple of hours, so I take my time showering and getting ready. When 7pm rolls around, my anxiety is at an all-time high. Doubt and uncertainty are battling with my desire for something new, something more.

My cell rings and when I see it’s Park, a wave of longing washes over me.

“Hey,” I say answering the call.

“Hey, baby. I’m sorry I didn’t call last night; it turned into a pretty wild one,” Park says, his voice rougher than normal.

“Are you okay? You sound a little hoarse.”

“There was a lot of toasting, singing and cheering last night, plus a shit ton of whiskey. I’m amazed I can speak at all.”

I laugh. “Oh wow, sounds like one hell of a night.”

“It was. I fucking miss you, baby. You sure I can’t fly out to Vegas to you?”

My heart pitter patters. “I wish you could, but there’d be no point. I’d be home before you got a chance to fly out.”

“I could charter a jet. I’d be there in a couple of hours.”

“No, you couldn’t.” I say, shaking my head at his ridiculousness.

“What time is your meeting?”

“Seven-thirty. I’m a little nervous.”

“Why would you be nervous? They’re gonna love you.”

I want to tell him that this meeting could mean a job closer to him, that we could be together properly, not just a couple of days at a time with constant goodbyes. “It’s an important meeting.”

“Want me to help you relax, my wee Rosebud?” Park says, his voice going liquid and sultry.

My clit pulses. I’ve never been affected by another man the way I am by him. “And how would you do that?”

“What are you wearing?”

A burst of laughter escapes me. “Are you serious?”

“Skirt or pants, baby? I need to know what I’m working with.”

I bite my lip. Should I play this game with him? “A dress,” I whisper.

“Are you on your bed?”

Kicking off my heels, I climb onto the bed and settle against the cushions. “Yeah, I am now.”

“Good girl. Now slide your skirt up your thighs.”

I do as he says, the phone clamped to my ear with one hand and the other fisting the skirt of my dress and sliding it up until I can see my panties.

“Push your hand into your panties and rub your fingers down your cunt. Are you wet, Rosebud?”

My fingers slide beneath the waistband of my panties and I push down, parting my slick folds with my fingers and skimming over my clit.

“Tell me, baby, are you wet? Are your fingers coating in your juices?”

“Yes,” I whisper, running my fingers up and down, brushing over my clit then away, teasing myself while his voice tells me what to do.

“Push one finger inside, just the tip, then back out. Tease your cunt, baby.”

I slide my fingertip into my sex and groan, letting my eyes fall closed as I pull it out, then push in again. I want more. I want to push my finger deep inside, then rub at my clit until I come, but I wait for his words, needing him to tell me what to do, imagining it was his fingers not my own.

“Circle your clit, pinch it, then circle it again.”

I do as he says, my hips rising, my body seeking more.

“Slide a finger all the way into your cunt, then fuck yourself with it nice and slow. Grind the heel of your hand against your clit, let me hear how good it feels. I want to hear, Rosebud. Tell me how it feels.”

My fingers move on their own, following his instructions.

“Tell me, Rosebud,” he rasps.

“Oh god, it feels good, so good. But I need more, I need to come. I need you to make me come.”

“Slide a second finger into your cunt, baby. How does it feel? Is your pussy full and stretched, or do you need more?” Park says, his voice taking on a stern tone that I’ve never heard from him before.

“Full, so full,” I gasp.

“Fuck your hand. Ride your fingers like it was my cock, make yourself come,” he demands.

I thrust my fingers in deeper, grinding my hips against my hand. My clit brushes against the heel of my hand with every grind, and I gasp and moan as an orgasm starts to build.

“That’s it, baby. Fuck, I love the way you sound. If I was there, I’d flip you onto your stomach and pull you onto my cock. I can’t wait to watch you push yourself onto me, meeting me thrust for thrust; your greedy cunt so desperate for me, you fuck yourself on my cock.”

“Oh God,” I groan, just as my orgasm detonates, my sex clamping tightly around my fingers as my body tenses and an explosion of pleasure ricochets through me. My breathing is labored and the cell falls from my hand as the pleasure consumes me and I collapse back onto the pillows, my body lax and unable to move.

Eventually, I slap my hand around on the bed beside me, until I find my cell. Lifting it to my ear, I rasp. “Park.”

“Yeah, baby,” he says with a chuckle.

“I think I need a nap.”

“Sorry, Rosebud. You’ve got fifteen minutes to get yourself cleaned up and get to your dinner.”

“I can’t meet with her now. She’s gonna know I just got some.”

Park laughs again. “No, she won’t. Good luck, baby. Call me later if you can.”

“Okay,” I whisper, my voice still a little shaky.

“Goodbye, my Rosebud,”

“Goodbye, Park.”

Ending the call, I drop my cell back to the mattress and exhale loudly. My body is so relaxed, I could just curl into a ball and go to sleep. But I can’t, so with sheer force of will, I roll myself off the bed and into the bathroom to wash my hands and freshen my hair and makeup. Bracing my hands against the sink, I stare at my reflection in the mirror. My pupils are dilated, and my eyes look glassy, my cheeks are flushed, and my hair is a little more tousled than it was before Park called. But the smile on my face and the racing of my heart makes me feel alive and happy and all of my nerves are gone.

There’s a little more spring in my step when I slide my feet back into my heels and leave my room. When I reach the restaurant Erica and I are meeting in, all I feel is excitement and confidence. The hostess shows me to a table, advising me that I’m the first to arrive. I order a Martini and settle into my seat to wait. A few moments later, I spot Erica at the entrance and she waves enthusiastically, shooing away the hostess and making her way straight to our table.

“Rosie, so lovely to see you again,” Erica says, holding her hand out for me to shake.

“Hi, Erica. Thank you so much for meeting with me again.”

“No. Thank you. I wasn’t sure I’d ever hear from you again, but I hoped so. I’m delighted that you got back in touch. Have you ordered a drink?”

The waitress arrives with my Martini, just as Erica settles into the chair opposite me. “Oh yum, can I get a Porn Star Martini please?”

I choke on the sip of my drink I’ve just taken. “A Porn Star Martini?”

“Oh my god, they are to die for,” she says excitedly. “Make that two please,” she says to the waitress who nods and quickly leaves.

“So,” Erica says, steepling her hands and looking at me expectantly. “You asked for this dinner?”

“I did,” I say, a few butterflies bursting into flight in my stomach. “I wanted to know if the job offer was still available?”

Erica stares at me for a moment, her eyebrows furrowing together slightly. “What’s changed? When we met last, you very politely told me you had no interest in relocating.”

Pulling in a deep, affirming breath I smile. “That’s true, but recently I’ve come to realize that my current job, as stable and predictable as it is, has made me a little complacent. I thought I was happy with being content, but I’m not. I need more, and I think I could find more at your magazine. I want the freedom to write about more than parking fines and apple price-fixing. I want to be challenged and to really explore my potential as a writer, and I can’t do that in my current role. When we last spoke, the idea of relocating wasn’t something I’d ever considered, and I was scared. I’ve always lived in LA, but I’ve come to see it doesn’t mean there isn’t more out there, and I think it’s time.”

As I speak, Erica’s smile spreads and by the time I stop talking and take a much-needed sip of my Martini, her grin is wide and infectious. “Welcome to the team, Rosie,” she says, reaching her hand across the table. “I saw so much potential in you the last time we met. The only thing you lacked was fire, but it’s there now and I am so very excited to work with you.”

For a second, I just stare at her hand, shocked. Then I reach up and take it. My fingers wrap around hers, and we shake. Just like that, I have a new job, at a new magazine, in a new city. For the next hour we eat fabulous food, drink Porn Star Martinis and iron out the terms of my new job.

“So your salary will be this,” she says, pointing to a figure on the back of a business card she just pulled from her purse. “We’ll provide you with a small relocation package, but I’m afraid it will probably only cover the time you’ll need to spend in a hotel until you can find an apartment. Most of our writers come into the office two or three times a week and then telecommute for the other days, although you’re welcome to come in every day if that suits you better.”

I nod, still a little shocked by the generous salary. “That’s great. I’m not sure where I plan to settle. I’m not much of a city girl, so I’ll probably look for somewhere a little further from the chaos of Houston.”

“Well, if you need any help, I know a great realtor.”

“I might just take you up on that,” I say.

We eat dessert, then Erica insists that we head to a club for some celebratory drinks. We drink, we dance, and when I stumble back to my room at 3am, I have a new job and a new friend. The next day I make the most of the breakfast buffet, then pack my case ready to fly back to LA. The same driver collects me from the hotel and delivers me to the airport in plenty of time for my flight.

The airport is packed full of Vegas disheveled bachelorette parties and groups of college aged kids who are still partying even on their way home. As I search for the check-in desk, my eyes land on the departures board and I search for my flight. Scanning the board, I find my flight number then three below it is a flight headed to Houston.

I sigh wistfully, Texas is going to be my new home. It’s where my new job is, it’s where Park is. An idea starts to form in my head. He wanted to fly out here to me, so what’s stopping me flying out to him? It’s only a short flight and we could have the rest of today, then all of tomorrow together. I could get the Red-eye back home and be at my desk in time to hand in my resignation on Monday morning.

The more I think about it, the more the idea appeals to me. He’s come to me twice now, what’s stopping me from jumping on that flight and surprising him? I know he’s working today so I could go to him at the shop. My feet are walking and a moment later I find myself at the airline’s desk, buying the last ticket to Houston, Texas.

The air is balmy when I step out of the airport and into the bright afternoon sunshine. There are a row of cabs waiting at the curb, and I wait in line until it’s my turn. Opening the door, I climb in and the driver smiles at me from the rear-view mirror. “Where to, darlin’?” he asks.

“Sinners Tattoos. It’s in Archer’s Creek, please.”

“Okay,” he says, and we pull away into traffic.

The cab ride feels like it takes forever, but in reality, it’s probably only thirty minutes. When we pull up outside the shop, my stomach is in knots and I pay the driver and fumble with the door in my haste to get out of the car.

When I push open the shop door, the buzzing sound of tattoo guns fills the air. Greg, the shop’s receptionist, is sat behind the counter and when he sees me, he smiles. “Hi, Rosie. I didn’t know you were back in town.”

“Hi, Greg. It was a spur of the moment thing. I thought I might surprise Park, if he’s around?”

Greg smiles a knowing smile and tips his head in the direction of Park’s studio at the back of the shop. “He just finished up with a client, so I bet he’s in his studio cleaning up. Go on back.”

“Thank you,” I say with a smile, as I walk past the front desk and head to the back of the shop. The door to the studio is open but the room is empty. “Hey, Greg, he’s not back here,” I shout.

“He’s probably just popped up to his apartment. Go out through the storeroom and it’s the door off the courtyard on the right-hand side.” Greg shouts back.

“Thanks,” I reply, already pushing open the door and making my way out into the enclosed courtyard behind the shop. I spot the doorway that must lead to Park’s apartment, I knew it was above the shop, but I’ve never been inside. The door is open and there’s a pile of stuff leaning against the wall.

As I step closer, I can hear Park’s gorgeous accent singing, or should I say butchering, a song that’s playing in the background. He’s just a few steps away from me and my stomach leaps with excitement. Towing my case behind me, I step up to the door and my case clips the corner of the pile of what I can now see are canvases leaning against the wall.

The whole pile wobbles, then falls backwards with a crash that echoes through the cobbled courtyard. “Crap,” I curse, letting go of my case and bending down to pick up the pile of canvases and restack them against the wall.

As I lift the frame, my eyes fall to the image painted on the stretched fabric, something about it seems familiar. Placing it against the wall I lift the next, then the next, my eyes raking over the brushstrokes of each image. All are dark colors with harsh streaks, creating an intense image. Each is a snippet of a woman, a glimpse at her features in a sea of black and grey.

The final picture causes a muffled sob to escape from my throat. I know this woman. I know her because I’ve seen this face a thousand times. I’ve seen her sad and happy, drunk and laughing, pouting and broken. I recognize this face, because the person featured in these achingly beautiful pictures is Taylor.

Dropping the last canvas back to the floor, I step back, needing to distance myself from something I wish I’d never seen. Park painted these. He painted these pictures of the woman he loves, the woman he’ll always love, the woman he can never have but has never moved on from.

I thought we had something. I thought the connection we shared was special and unique and maybe it is. But I can never compete with a lifetime of love. He painted her; these images are so expressive, so haunting and painful. So beautiful that they unmask him. These are his emotions, his thoughts stripped bare and immortalized in oil. He told me he’d moved on, that he felt nothing for her, but these paintings aren’t about young love or a passing fancy. As I stare at them again, one word springs to mind. Heartbreak.

I know I’m crying, but I can’t feel the tears or hear the sound of the sobs that are coming from me. God, I’m a fool. I thought we could have a future together. Now I’ve fallen in love with him and he’s in love with someone he can never have. I don’t want to be the consolation prize.

I have to leave. Everything’s too raw, too real. I’ve completely underestimated the way he felt or feels. I don’t know. He told me he was in love with her, but he also told me he felt nothing for her now. These paintings aren’t nothing.

I try to move, but something stops me. Tears blur the edges of my vision and my ears are ringing. I try to move again, but when I turn something tugs me back.

“Rosebud,” a voice says, the sound muffled. Then large hands cup my face and he’s in front of me; his concerned face before me, his palms stroking my cheeks. “Rosebud,” he says again. “Baby, please. What’s the matter? What’s going on?”

His voice is my undoing. I love him, but I’m not sure his heart is up for grabs. I think it has, and always will, belong to someone else.
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“Rosebud,” I say again, fear filling my voice. What the hell is going on? There are tears running down her face and everything about her posture is filled with grief and heartbreak.

Clasping my palms around her cheeks, I tip her face back and force her to look at me, but her eyes are glassy, and as I stare at her, more tears pool then run from her desolate eyes. “Baby, please. What’s the matter; what’s going on?”

“I need to go,” she whispers.

“No, you don’t. You only just got here. What’s happened?”

“This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have come.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I say, my voice getting louder with each word.

“I can’t,” she says, trying to pull herself from my grip.

“No. What are you doing? You need to tell me what the fuck is going on.”

She freezes in my arms, her eyes flitting from me to something on the floor then back to me again. “I can’t do this, Park.”

“Can’t do what? Us?”

She closes her eyes and grimaces, then inhales sharply and opens her eyes again. “Yes, us. We’re friends and that’s all we should ever have been.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I demand, releasing my hold on her and taking a step back, my arms falling to my sides.

“Taking things further was a mistake. We make great friends, but anything more than that just doesn’t make sense,” she says, her eyes not making contact with mine, her gaze fixed somewhere by my feet.

“Bullshit,” I shout, and she jumps, startled. “We are not fucking friends. We’ve never been friends, it’s always been more. You need to tell me what the fuck’s happened from when I spoke to you last night and now.”

“Nothing’s happened. I just realized that we should never have tried to blur the lines.”

“Rosebud, that’s the biggest load of crap I’ve ever heard. When I spoke to you ten hours ago, you were orgasming down the phone with your fingers buried in your cunt. That’s not the type of conversation you have with your friend, or at least I don’t. You were getting yourself off because I told you to, panting and moaning down my ear, saying my name when you came.”

She gasps, slapping her hand across her mouth, the other wrapped protectively around her own waist as if she was holding herself upright.

“You need to tell me right now what the fucking hell happened between then and now.”

She shakes her head, tears still trailing down her cheeks.

“You’re not leaving here until you explain what’s going on, and don’t give me that ‘we’re better as friends’ bullshit. I want the truth.”

“I’m not prepared to be a consolation prize,” she blurts out.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I shout, my hands planting on my hips as I take a step toward her.

“I won’t be second best, and it’s not fair for you to expect me to be. I want to be everything to someone.”

“Who the fuck are you second best to?” I ask incredulously.

“To Taylor,” she shouts. “I refuse to start something when I know I’ll never be the person that you really want. It’s her, it’s always been her, and I’m not going to try to compete. I shouldn’t have to. I know this is new, but what’s the point of starting something that’s destined to fail?”

“Whoa,” I shout. “What the hell does Taylor have to do with anything?”

“Because you’re in love with her,” Rosebud says, her voice breaking on the last word.

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are.”

“No, I’m not,” I say, taking another step toward her until I’m completely in her personal space, my chest pressing against her. She tilts her head back to look at me, and I reach up and grab her chin in my fingers, stopping her from moving away. “I’m gonna say this, and I want you to listen to me. I’m not in love with Taylor. I had feelings for her a long time ago. You know this; we’ve talked about this. But now the only person I want is you; the only person I love is you.”

She closes her eyes and I know she’s not listening to me. “I’ve seen the paintings,” she says, her voice weak.

“What paintings?” I ask, confused as to what the hell she’s talking about. Why would the paintings of her make her think I’m in love with Taylor?

“The ones over there. They’re beautiful. I’m not an artist, but even I can see the depth of feeling you have for her in them. I can see the pain and anger, but it’s love too, and longing.

Exhaling shakily, I drop my fingers from her face, close my eyes and laugh lightly. Stepping back, I turn and point at the paintings on the floor. “These paintings?”

She nods, a fresh torrent of tears falling from her eyes.

I nod and shake my head. “These paintings are all I’ve painted in the last ten years. Six paintings that I agonized over. I put all of the pain and anger and yes, love, I felt for Taylor, all onto those canvases and yeah, they are intense, and they are emotional. Do you know why they’re out here on the floor?”

Her eyes move to the floor then back up to my face. “No, I don’t,” she whispers.

“Because I was throwing them away.”

Her chin snaps up so quickly, I almost laugh. Reaching for her arm, I wrap my hand around her wrist and tug slightly. “I need to show you something,” I say, turning and moving toward the stairs to my apartment. My grip on her isn’t tight—she could pull away from me if she wanted—but she doesn’t. Instead she allows me to pull her up the stairs and into my home. I don’t pause, towing her straight into the middle of the room.

“Take a look around you,” I snap, my voice terse. “How many paintings do you see?”

Her head moves from side to side.

“How many?” I demand.

“I don’t know, lots.”

“There are eighteen,” I say. “See anything familiar about them?”

Pulling her arms from my grip, she steps closer to the only picture that’s hung on the wall. It’s the one of her face. She’s smiling and so fucking beautiful it makes my heart hurt just to look at it. I watch as she lifts her hand to her mouth, covering the sobbing gasp that I still hear despite her obvious efforts to muffle it. “Is that…?”

“You,” I finish for her. “Yeah, Rosebud, that’s you and so is that one,” I point to the one resting against the wall a few feet from her. “And that one, and all the rest too.”

“I don’t understand,” she says, her voice small and unsure.

“In ten years, I painted six pictures of Taylor. Every single one of them is dark and angry and tortured. Some people write in a journal; well, I paint. Those paintings are my feelings put on a canvas. I’ve known you for less than three weeks, and these…” I say, throwing my arms out and gesturing to the canvases that litter the room, “are the journal entries of how I’ve felt since the first time I saw you.”

She slowly turns to face me, her eyes wide, her hand still covering her mouth.

“The moment I got a glimpse of you, you set my world ablaze. You gave me a rainbow of color in a world of black and white.” Stepping closer to her, I reach out and pull the hand that’s covering her mouth away and entwine our fingers together. “I’m not in love with Taylor; she was just the excuse I’ve used for the last ten years to not have to deal with my shit.”

Rosebud opens her mouth to say something, but I speak again, interrupting whatever she was about to say. “Now, I don’t think you heard me the first time I said it, so I’m going to say it again. Rosebud, I am unequivocally, undeniably in love with you. You are my fucking everything and whatever you need me to do to prove this to you, I will, because I can’t fucking live without you.”

I wait for her to say something, but she just stares at me. She opens and closes her mouth like she’s about to speak, then changes her mind. “You love me?” she asks finally.

“Yes.”

“You love me,” she says again, only this time it’s more to herself than to me. “You painted all of these?”

“Yeah,” I say, suddenly feeling a little self-conscious about the fact that this make me look like a bit of a creeper.

“They’re beautiful,” she says, taking a tiny step closer to me.

Shrugging, I stay quiet, needing her to take the next step. I’ve laid all of my cards on the table. I love her and now it’s down to her.

“You’re not in love with Taylor.” It’s more a statement than a question, but I answer her anyway.

“No, baby, I’m not in love with Taylor.”

She nods, shuffling a tiny bit closer to me. “I’m in love with you too,” she says, so matter-of-factly that I can’t help the chuckle that escapes.

“You are?”

She nods and her face crumples when more tears fall from her eyes. I close the distance between us, and she throws herself into my arms. “I’m so sorry. I love you, Park, so much.” She sobs into my shoulder.

Wrapping my arms tightly around her, I hold her to me, just needing her to be close. Her head moves and then we’re kissing, our tongues and lips frantic and desperate. “I love you,” she says between kisses.

“I love you too.”

She rips at my shirt and moments later our clothes are flying to the floor. Lifting her naked body into my arms, I carry her to my bed and lay her down, climbing above her. Sliding my hand between her legs, I find her wet and ready and on one long thrust, I settle my cock deep inside her. “Fuck, Rosebud, I love you so much,” I say as I roll my hips, withdrawing and then thrusting back into her hot, wet core.

“I love you,” she says against my lips as she lifts her head to meet my mouth for a drugging kiss.

Higher and higher, my thrusts send us over the edge at the same time, our lips pressed together and words of love still heavy in the air.

With my cock still inside of her, I rest my weight on my arms and pant as my breathing returns to normal. “I’m sorry, baby. You should never have seen those paintings of Taylor. They’re my fucked-up past and I don’t need them anymore. They’ve kept me trapped in the past for too long and I don’t want that. I want a future with you. I’m so in love with you, and I know that it’s too soon and that we’ve only known each other for a few weeks, but I love you and I want us to be together.”

“I want that too. It’s crazy and totally too soon, but I love you and I’m sorry. I saw those paintings and I just freaked out. All I could think was that I couldn’t be with you knowing that you would rather be with her.”

“Rosebud,” I say.

“I know,” she says with a nod. “I know you love me, I do. But I’m a girl and girls freak out.”

“My girl,” I say, leaning down and pressing my lips against hers.

She sighs happily when our kiss ends, and I rest my forehead against hers. “I can’t say goodbye again, Rosebud.”

Her hand lifts to the back of my neck, her fingers stroking a line back and forth across my skin. “I have to be back at work on Monday,” she whispers.

“I know.” I say, cutting her off. “So I’ve been thinking that I should move to LA. I can open a shop, or just rent a chair at an established studio. I have options. I don’t want to only see you once every few weeks, when one of us can get some time off. I want to see you every day. So, I could get my own place, or we could move in together. I just want to be wherever you are.”

“Park.”

“Don’t say no. I know it’s a big decision, but I can do my job from anywhere and I have enough money in the bank to keep me going for a while ‘til I get settled.”

“Park,” she says again.

“Hell, I even have a trust fund if I go sign the paperwork.”

“Park, will just shut up for a second?” Rosebud shouts, interrupting me. “You’d do that for me? You’d leave your family, the club, the shop, and move to a place you hate—for me?”

“Of course,” I say. “I love you. I don’t care where we are; I just want us to be together.”

“You don’t need to move to LA.” She says quickly.

“I can’t do the—”

“Shut up,” she shouts again, cutting me off. “You don’t need to move to LA, because the meeting I had in Vegas was actually a sort of interview for a job. In Houston.”

“What?” I say dumbly.

“I met with the editor of a magazine a while back and they offered me a job, but it meant relocating so I said no. Erica, that’s the editor, well, she liked me and she sent me a letter with an open-ended job offer. So on Friday night, I flew out to Vegas to meet with her. I start my new job as soon as I’ve worked out my notice at the paper.”

“You got a new job?” I say, as if the words she just said don’t make sense.

“Yes.”

“In Houston?”

“Yes.”

“Houston, Texas?”

She giggles and nods her head. “Yes, Houston, Texas.”

“You’re moving to Houston; that’s where they want you to relocate to?”

“Yes, Park, I’m moving to Houston. They’re even giving me a small relocation package and the salary is much higher than I get now.”

“But what about your home, your family?” I ask, excitement blooming to life in my chest.

“I like my apartment and I love my parents and Eric. But LA isn’t home anymore. You’re my home, and there’s nowhere in the world I’d rather be than right here with you.

 

The End
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Six weeks later

 

“Is that the last of it?” Smoke asks, placing the large cardboard box on top of the others stacked up against the wall.

“Yes, that’s the last box. Thank you so much for helping.”

“Anything for you, Rosie,” Smoke says, playfully pulling me in for a hug.

Giggling, I hug him back, but the man’s so tall, the top of my head only reaches the middle of his chest.

“Get your fucking hands off my girl. Why are you always touching her?” Park growls, stalking out of the bedroom and pulling me from Smoke and into his arms.

“Jesus, you sound like Blade. I’m hugging my new sister, don’t be such a possessive bastard,” Smoke says with a wink in my direction.

“Well she’s mine, so get your own girl, then you’ll understand how I feel. Now isn’t it time for you to leave? I want christen our new apartment.”

“I could always stay and watch,” Smoke says, wriggling his eyebrows up and down. “Maybe even join in.”

A laugh bursts from me at Smoke’s antics. He loves to wind Park up and since he walked in on us having sex in Park’s studio a few weeks ago, he’s been teasing him about it relentlessly.

“Out,” Park says, pointing to the door, but focusing all of his attention on me, as he lowers his head to kiss me.

“See you later, lovebirds,” Smoke calls, as the door clicks shut behind him.

“I’m officially all moved in,” I say against Park’s lips. “All of my stuff is here.”

“Do you like your new office?” Park asks, his hand roaming its way across my ass.

“I love it.” I say, glancing over his shoulder to the freshly renovated apartment.

Instead of moving, we decided to knock through to the empty apartment next door and make his tiny home into a beautiful two bedroom, with an office for me to work from and a studio for him to paint in.

As much as neither of us had wanted to say goodbye again, I’d had to go home to LA to resign from my job and work my two weeks’ notice. My parents had been surprised when I’d introduced them to Park and told them about my plans, but after an adjustment period they’d been happy for me.

All it took was four weeks to pack up my life in LA and move it here, and for the last couple of weeks we’d lived at the clubhouse while the apartment was being finished. Seeing Park with his brothers at the club, I’m overwhelmed with love that he would have given that all up for me.

“Love you, friend,” I say, pushing up onto my tiptoes.

“Love you, friend,” he says with a low laugh, then he lifts me off the ground and carries me to our bedroom.

All of this started because of a friendship with a man I should never have met. But we were always more than just friends. Whenever we were together sparks of something more smoldered, and then before we realized it, our friendship set on fire and we were left with a love so strong and intense that it became everything.

He’s my man, my love, my home.
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This is the fifth book I’ve written. I genuinely never ever expected I’d get to say that. What started out as a dream, has turned into an obsession. I love creating this world for you all and I’m so incredibly grateful to those of you who live in it with me.

 

Thank you so much Andie for putting my commas in the right place and for being the absolute best editor I could ever have. You deal with me, you get me, and I’d be lost without you.

 

My kids might never read these acknowledgements, but I’m so grateful that they let me be a bad mommy while I finished this book. My babies are my absolute world and even though they’re not allowed anywhere near mommy ‘swear word books’ one day they might see this and know how much I adore and appreciate them.

 

I’m a little sad to have written the end for this couple, they are so sweet and nice. I hope you love my Irish boy as much as I do.

 

Finally, thank you, thank you, thank you. If you’re reading this then I couldn’t have done any of this without you xxx

 

This author stuff is awesome, long may it continue!
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