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        * * *

      

      Saint or sinner—I wasn’t sure which this guy was yet. I could understand his actions completely. I definitely could.

      If I’d been away with the Marines and came home to find my wife cheating on me with my brother, I knew without a shadow of a doubt I would flip out too. I would have gone crazy and most likely killed one of them.

      Was it wrong that I was giving this guy credit for not taking that path? He’d beaten his brother within an inch of his life, torched his car, and wrecked the whole house with a baseball bat. Then he’d topped it off by shooting the place up.

      That was what he’d done, and that last part was why we had been called in. Patrol cops had said they needed more muscle, which meant me and my partner, Aaron.

      Didn’t matter that we were up to our eyelids with work for an ongoing investigation that was already requiring far too much work for my liking, and it didn’t matter that we didn’t deal with shit like that anymore. In our precinct, a cop was a cop whether he pushed pencils behind a desk or had moved up the ranks and become a detective, like we had.

      It was just that lately things had become more crazy, and always on a Friday—always on a fucking Friday.

      Mondays were shit, but people already knew that. Fridays, though, had become everyone else’s Mondays for me.

      It was a day I hated for two reasons.

      The first was this crazy madness that had suddenly taken off. The next item on my agenda of crap was I was certain Aria, my sixteen-year-old daughter, was ditching school to see some guy behind my back.

      I was a damn good detective and I mostly loved my job, but it was difficult to stay focused when my girl could have been getting up to God knew what. I had to somehow know what to do on my own.

      No one had to tell me it was wrong for me to be fixated on her right then instead of doing my job, or that it was wrong for me to be looking at the clock wondering how much longer I’d have to be there at Lieutenant Burt Rollings’ house questioning his wife, who was shamelessly flirting with me while Aaron questioned her husband in another room.

      The brother had been taken to hospital.

      “Mrs. Rollings, last question: do you consider your husband to be a violent man?” It was a question we were required to ask in these sorts of domestic disagreements.

      This was where I needed to separate fact from my opinion. It didn’t matter what I thought of a situation, even if I could understand why it had happened.

      What mattered was what had actually happened, the views of the people involved, and the way things played out based on the emotions that existed at the time of the incident.

      Steadying my pen, I held up my notebook and got ready to write down her answer—except what I saw when I looked at Mrs. Rollings wasn’t a woman who was as devastated as she’d claimed to be.

      “You know what, I wouldn’t even consider us married. Our relationship is very open. So, I’m not even sure why he behaved that way.” Her eyes sparkled as she looked me over.

      We were sitting in the living room, while Aaron had taken her husband into the kitchen to question him. They were in there with Sean, the patrol officer who’d been nearby when shit went down.

      The whole time I’d questioned Mrs. Rollings, she’d been giving me that look—that look of interest most women had given me all my life, the brave women who could match my wild streak.

      Well…that was the old me, the person I’d been before I changed, before my world changed and handed my eighteen-year-old self a daughter.

      It wasn’t that I’d lived my life like a priest or had become some saint, but even I thought this woman was a piece of work. Alas, it was perhaps a bad idea that I’d interviewed her while she wore that barely there negligee. It was just how we’d found her.

      “So you have an open marriage?” Trying to be professional, I wrote that down, even though I didn’t believe it.

      “We do. Does that help you in any way?” she cooed, leaning forward onto her elbows to give me a good view of her cleavage, which appeared to be enhanced by what had to be multiple surgeries on her tits. She flipped her dark hair to the side and pursed her lips together. Looked like she’d had some shit done there too. “If I asked you out for a drink, would you say yes?”

      God…why?

      I sighed, wanting to roll my eyes, but I restrained myself.

      “No, I would not say yes. I would say no.” I sounded like my father, who used that tone when he was pissed. He’d skip past abbreviations and emphasize his syllables for effect, just like I did.

      “Really, you’d turn me down? No man in their right mind would turn me down.” As she tilted her head to the side, the strap to that skimpy thing she wore fell down her shoulder, now giving me a good view of most of her breast, all but her nipple exposed.

      Know what? Fuck this.

      I frowned and shook my head. Fuck this shit. I just left her and walked into the kitchen to join Aaron and Sean.

      Thankfully, they looked like they were done. Lieutenant Rollings was already handcuffed and ready to go to the station.

      We’d been there for less than an hour, but it felt like it’d been forever.

      “We’re just going to take you to the station where we can question you properly,” Aaron told the lieutenant.

      The poor man nodded and a tear ran down his cheek. I wouldn’t lie or pretend to not feel anything; I did feel sorry for him.

      He stood up by himself, but Sean took hold of his left arm to usher him out.

      “What will happen to her?” he asked Aaron. “I need someone to come around and clean the place up.”

      My best buddy at least had the decency to give a professional answer and not say what I knew was on his mind.

      The place had been shot up to hell and looked like a herd of wildebeest had run through it.

      “We’ll sort something out,” Aaron told him before giving me a withered look.

      “I can’t believe my own brother would do this to me. Fucking bastard,” Lieutenant Rollings snarled.

      I didn’t bother to tell him his wife was an equal participant in the scenario, and based on my brief encounter with her, I thought it had most likely been her who initiated the whole affair.

      We walked him out of the kitchen.

      Mrs. Rollings was still sitting in the living room in that seductive pose, perched up on the sofa like one of those hairless cats I hated. She reminded me of one of those paintings of those god-awful things, sitting on a cushion. Her steely blue eyes only served to enhance the vision.

      “Bye baby,” she called after the lieutenant.

      I felt some sense of triumph when he turned his head away from her and looked ahead, not answering.

      He did, however, break down once Sean got him seated in his patrol car.

      The guy was actually crying tears of pain.

      Women…they were beautiful creatures who could change everything in the blink of an eye, for good or for bad. Some were literal angels, while others were like Mrs. Rollings and used their looks to get what they wanted without caring about the consequences.

      Then there were others who were so valuable and precious, there was no description for them.

      I could only think of three women who fit that description for me.

      The first was my mother, who’d put up with my crap daily for a solid eighteen years. The second was my baby girl, who I preferred not to consider a woman just yet because when I looked at her I saw the five-minute-old baby the doctors had handed to me when she was born.

      And the third…well…

      The third had to be Olivia, Aria’s mother, the one woman who’d successfully managed to steal my heart. She had also been the only woman to truly break me, to break everything inside me in a way that would never be fixed.

      A part of me had died too the day she died.

      Much as I hated it, I found myself thinking about her more than I wanted to lately. It was all this shit with Aria.

      It was simple: the reason I didn’t know what to do was because I’d never been a sixteen-year-old girl. Eager to leave and initiate my plans for the evening, I rushed over to Aaron. If not for that damn incident, I would have been home an hour ago. I needed to get back by five. It was four now, and if I left right this minute, I could probably beat traffic.

      “Hey, you good to finish up here?” I asked him.

      He ran his hand over his beard and frowned, large brown eyes narrowing at me. The scar over his eyebrow looked more pronounced when he scowled.

      “Ryan, don’t tell me you’re going to do what I think you’re gonna do.” He huffed, folding muscular arms across his chest.

      “Don’t know what you mean. Are you good here? She didn’t say shit that was worth noting.”

      “Aria—leave her. Trust me. Just leave her, or it will get worse,” he cautioned.

      Aaron didn’t have kids, so I didn’t know why in the hell he expected me to take his advice.

      He was as clueless as I was, and there was no way he could tell me what to expect from a teenage girl who could apparently do what she wanted because she was turning seventeen in a few months.

      “I’m pretty certain about the getting worse part, so I’m going.”

      He walked closer to me as Sean drove off with Lieutenant Rollings.

      “Ryan, you should be coming with me to the station to process the witness statement. That is what you should be doing, not trying to get home in time to catch Aria in the act of whatever it is you think she’s doing.”

      I’d never told him my plans. As usual with this guy, when it came to me, he’d guessed.

      We’d known each other since we were in diapers. Our parents were friends, and we’d grown up like brothers. I was an only child, but he had two sisters and a brother. He was the youngest.

      “Mrs. Rollings asked me out. That is all I have to report, and it’s not relevant to the incident.”

      “No way.” Aaron chuckled.

      “Yes.”

      “What a fucked-up situation.”

      “I agree. Aaron, I’m going—need to beat traffic.”

      “I’m warning you, Ryan Donovan—you’re becoming that overbearing father type. I may not be a father, but I had sisters who were sixteen once, and it was not nice. They’re like wild creatures who take on their own lifestyles, parents be gone.”

      That sounded like truth, but it didn’t help me at this moment. I left him, jumping back into the unmarked police vehicle I’d borrowed for my stakeout.

      He said something but I didn’t hear. I took off down the road and headed home.
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        * * *

      

      Ten to five.

      Miraculously, I beat traffic. Granted, the way I drove helped. I knew how to push the limits from my speed racing days.

      I parked a few doors down from my house, right outside the Johnsons’ place so I could get a good view.

      Mrs. Parker had told me she’d seen Aria leaving the house twice this week with a spiky-haired boy wearing a leather jacket who looked like a hoodlum. Mrs. Parker was a seventy-five-year-old woman with a neat beehive updo who reminded me of Mrs. Drusilla.

      Okay, that wasn’t really her name. I’d given her that name when I was ten. She reminded me of something from Dracula, and it didn’t help that her dentures either fell out or moved when she spoke.

      She’d called me a spiky-haired hoodlum too, and I’d worn several leather jackets she hated. She would spy on me and rat me out to my parents. For a while I couldn’t stand people like that, but now I knew why they existed. It was an extra pair of eyes for parents—parents like me who needed at least ten eyes watching over my girl, who’d suddenly changed from the sweet angel she was into this makeup-wearing person with short skirts and mini things.

      The year before, Aria had traded in going fishing with Aaron and me to hang out with her friends at the mall. Then she’d stopped going to watch any kind of game with me. We loved watching basketball and playing football on Sundays. We went camping, rock climbing, and sailed the open sea for whatever adventure we could find.

      That had changed the previous year, though, just before she turned sixteen. Actually, it might have been a little before that.

      Now I barely recognized her.

      In horror, I watched as the door to my house opened and she skipped out wearing a skirt so short I didn’t think I could even call it a mini skirt. Her hair was down and super straight, like in one of those shampoo commercials.

      As she floated down the steps leading to the garden, I saw the top she was wearing and nearly had a heart attack. It was one of those midriff things, but that wasn’t what nearly killed me.

      It was the belly button bar in her navel and what looked like a tattoo on the edge of her hip.

      I’d just caught my breath when a motorcycle sped down the road adjacent to the house and stopped outside it.

      As Aria practically flew up to the cyclist—a guy with a leather jacket—he took off his helmet, revealing dark blond hair, ruffled with spikes.

      A breath escaped my lips and my hand gripped the gun in my holster when I saw this person take hold of my baby girl and assault her lips with what was supposed to be a kiss.

      I got out of my car, gun at the ready, and growled.

      Of course they couldn’t hear me because they were too busy sucking face to give a crap that a man with a fucking gun—AKA me—was walking up to them.

      I was too slow; the shock slowed me down.

      Aria stopped kissing the guy, took his helmet, and set it on her head.

      “Aria!” I called out when she jumped on the back of the bike.

      I was sure she heard me; I wasn’t that far away.

      “Aria!” I cried again, now running.

      Fuck, why didn’t I run before?

      I stopped, getting ready to turn back, but then I saw an old car swerving down the road. It was really old, like something out of The Beverly Hillbillies.

      Aria and spiky-hair boy were heading the same way. I could see the catastrophe that was about to happen so I started running toward them again.

      I could see it: Aria would crash with this idiot on a motorcycle, into this idiot who was coming down the road in whatever the hell kind of vehicle that was.

      Fuck!

      Spiky-hair boy pulled some stunt and missed the car then sped up way too fast, zipping down the road like a demon from hell.

      But…the car was still coming…right at me.

      I had to jump out of the road to get out of its way. It got as far as the railing, where the driver screeched to a stop and jumped out.

      The driver was a striking blonde with long hair that glistened as she moved. She wore a blue strapless sundress that showed off the definition in her toned, graceful arms.

      “Fucking piece of shit,” she cursed, glaring at the vehicle.

      I’d stopped in my tracks to watch her. I had been about to give her a piece of my mind, but seeing her threw me off kilter.

      She kicked the car, and dammit to hell, something snapped and the fucking piece of shit started moving again.

      With no driver inside.

      Jesus Christ.

      “No!” she yelped, now running after it.

      On instinct, I ran too, because I saw danger. There was a driverless car going full speed ahead down the road, and there could be people in its path.

      “My things!” The woman cried.

      The car headed straight to the edge of the pier. The woman only stopped when she saw that, hair billowing out into the wind in wild tendrils. Her hands flew up to her cheeks.

      I stopped too when I saw what was about to happen. It was like something from one of those crazy films—not the blow ’em up, edge of your seat, theatrical Michael Bay movies but the other kind where everything that happens is just far-fetched and ridiculous.

      Except this was real.

      The piece-of-shit clunker went up and over the green, rolled along full force, knocking over the community notice board, then it crashed through the barrier that separated the sea from the dock and went in head first, straight into the water.

      Fuck.

      I hated Fridays.
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      It was actually true.

      I now believed the common saying about all the good-looking guys being assholes.

      This guy…Officer whatever his name was had to be the biggest one I’d met in a very long time.

      Seriously, this guy wasn’t just an asshole; he was a total jerk.

      The man had seen everything, all that had happened to me with the car from hell, and to top it all off he thought he should give me the third degree because I could have killed someone.

      Like it was my fault the fucking car was so bad. He wouldn’t listen to me, oh no. He didn’t want to hear my explanation at all. Instead he breathalyzed me, questioned me about everything under the sun, and implied that I was on drugs.

      Looking at him now, I could see that was the conclusion he’d come to. The asshole thought I was on drugs, because no one would have gotten into a car like that sober. He blamed me for the whole occurrence.

      It wasn’t my fault.

      Okay…maybe it was…a little. I agreed that I probably shouldn’t have driven the damn car asshole number two, Wade Marshall, had rented for me, and I agreed that the vehicle looked like shit. The rental company had said it was a Honda, but the thing was what my grandma would have called a jalopy.

      What I didn’t agree with was the assertion that I’d gotten into the car knowing it had faults. How the fuck could I have known that?

      The car looked like hell, but how was I supposed know the thing would have all sorts of problems and eventually give up on me?

      After the day I’d had, I seriously just wanted to get to where I was going.

      The whole day was messed up—all of it, start to finish.

      First my flight from LA was canceled and I had to wait three hours to get the next one. Then on the plane I sat next to a man who stank of shit. Said man also insisted on flirting with me for the whole journey, and his breath was worse than his body odor.

      On the plane, there was hair in my food, and next was the car. I actually almost died when I saw it, and that was exactly the effect that had been desired. Wade, PA to my boss, Perry Sanderson, had gotten the car for me out of spite, all because I wouldn’t sleep with his married ass.

      He’d started at the magazine eight months before and immediately started pestering me to go out with him. I didn’t normally go out with guys who were completely full of themselves, but I thought if it would get him off my back, I’d go. I went for dinner. That was it. Then I found out he was married.

      Asshole.

      Still, that didn’t stop him from pursuing me—much to my dismay. Taking a break from LA and coming to Wilmington was a welcome relief. It was a break from him, but he had to make his mark here too with that car.

      Which led me to this moment with Officer Gorgeous, who’d given me the third degree because he thought I was on drugs.

      And, to top off my day from hell, fate or the universe decided to deal me the wild card.

      Officer Gorgeous just so happened to be my next-door neighbor.

      God, why do you hate me?

      “We’ll continue the investigation to determine if what you’re saying is true,” he cautioned, nostrils still flared even though it had been two hours since the incident occurred.

      “Investigate then. I don’t care.” That was the way to deal with him.

      I shuffled on the bench and straightened up to stare him down, even though my back hurt.

      He’d had me sitting there on that rickety bench the whole time while he stood over me. The stupid car was a few feet away. There was police tape on it and a few more officers had joined us, along with one of those massive trucks that looked like a tow truck except it had a massive lever that had reached into the sea to pull the vehicle out.

      Officer Gorgeous shifted his weight from one solid, athletic-looking leg to the other and glowered at me with light green eyes that reminded me of the beautiful Aegean sea.

      I had amazing memories of frolicking on the beach in Santorini. Some parts of the sea were pure blue, but it was the mingle of green that made it striking. That was what his eyes looked like. Those eyes surrounded by thick long lashes—wasted on a man—glared at me.

      His frown deepened as I continued to stare. I may have looked like I was giving him attitude, but really I couldn’t help but check him out.

      I had to admit when I first saw him, he actually stole my breath away.

      Stupid me thought he had come to my rescue.

      His face was all angles and planes, chiseled to perfection like the statues of the Greek gods I loved admiring at the museum back in LA.

      Achilles—that was what I thought he looked like, a modern-day version with a faux hawk and a suit instead of armor. He was so tall, and packed with muscle.

      And an asshole.

      “Can I go now?” I snapped.

      He looked thrown by my attitude. “Miss Pierce, you do realize you could have killed someone, right? Kids play on this street. There are elderly people who wouldn’t have been able to get out of the way of your car.”

      “You said that before,” I pointed out, folding my arms under my breasts. His eyes dropped to my cleavage but just as quickly came back up to meet mine.

      “What you did was serious.”

      “And I’m sorry. If I’d known the damn vehicle was dangerous, I wouldn’t have driven it.” I couldn’t see why he didn’t understand that.

      “Watch your tone with me, Miss Lady. You’re lucky I haven’t taken you in just from my suspicions alone.”

      Oh I had to stand up now. “Miss Lady? Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?” My hands flew to my hips and I squared off with him, meeting his oafish stance.

      It was me with my five feet and four inches against him, who had to be at least six foot six, maybe seven. Jayce, my older brother, was six foot six, and this guy was about an inch taller.

      “Clearly I’m talking to you. You could have killed someone, and you don’t seem to care.”

      God, he truly was an asshole. Officer Gorgeous, no it was more like Officer Asshole.

      “Look, if you aren’t arresting me, I’m going.”

      “I never said I was finished.”

      “Well you can go fuc—”

      “Brooke,” Noah called out my name.

      I turned away from Officer Asshole to see the very best thing I could have laid eyes on right then.

      Noah. Thank God. I didn’t think I could have been happier to see my best friend running toward me.

      I moved away from the officer and rushed straight into Noah’s awaiting arms. He felt like coming home. Not only had I not seen him in two months—which was very long for us—but him being here was a most welcome sight.

      I had called him before Officer Asshole started in on me.

      “Are you okay?” he asked when we pulled apart.

      “No.” I exhaled slowly, really showing how exhausted I felt from the stress of the damn day.

      My sudden step into how drained I was brought down the strong presence I’d previously exhibited.

      Noah brushed his hand over my cheek, and the simple notion soothed me. He then turned to Officer Asshole.

      “Are you the officer in charge here?” Noah asked him. That was a much better way than I’d described the guy when I called. Of the two of us, Noah was definitely the calmer one, although he’d been a raging bull of a linebacker for the LA Centaurs when he used to play.

      Officer Asshole looked him over. “Yeah, we’re in the middle of questioning.”

      I saw the recognition in his eyes when he looked at Noah. Anyone with an ounce of love for football would recognize my Noah immediately. While he now worked as a scout for the North Carolina Razorbacks, people knew him for his fame with the Centaurs. He’d only retired two years before after an injury, and he’d also done a number of ads for Calvin Klein. The previous year, if Noah wasn’t on a billboard somewhere, he was in magazines or on TV. The man was famous, so Officer Asshole would have definitely recognized him.

      “You charging her with something?”

      “No. Not yet.”

      “Not yet?” Noah’s voice took on a stern edge, one the officer did not like.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Okay then, when you figure out what that thing is, let us know. I’ve arranged for the rental company—which we will be suing—to fax over the details on the car to your precinct, and I’ve spoken to your captain and asked that he views CCTV for the area. We’re going now.” Noah looked him up and down.

      I couldn’t help the feeling of triumph that surged through me.

      Officer Asshole’s eyes widened and he looked like he was going to hit Noah.

      It would have been some fight if he had, because I had to say the two were comparable in body, which made me think Officer Asshole definitely worked out hard, athlete style.

      Noah took my hand, and without any further comment, we walked away.
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      At least the house was nice.

      The modern two story porch-wrapped house sported a nice large lot that had a car port and overlooked the sea. The interior was the kind that suited my cosmopolitan taste with it’s high ceiling, tasteful leather furniture and a kitched with designer cabinets and quartz counters. The soft cream and burgundy colors created an ambience of serenity and I loved the wooden floors, real fireplace and walk in closet.

      I didn’t feel particularly comfortable knowing Officer Asshole was my neighbor, but thanked God the house was to my liking, and wasn’t designed in such a way that we were right next to each other.

      There was a space of about fifty feet between us, and my back garden mostly had a view of the sea.

      I was, however, very envious of his place since he had a boardwalk that went right up to the harbor. It looked like most of that land was his.

      “Brooke, are you going to move from that window any time soon?” Noah asked, coming into the living room.

      I turned toward him and frowned. He’d just brought in my suitcase, and I could already see the water had gotten to the contents inside.

      “I can’t believe the crap from this day.” I shook my head then rested my hand on my forehead. My laptop was in that suitcase. I had a lot of things stored on my Google Drive and my Dropbox, but there was some stuff that wasn’t.

      “Just be glad you’re safe.” He raised a brow and stared at me with his piercing blue eyes. He had a tan that made his blond hair look lighter.

      He set the case down and opened it. Just as I’d thought, the water had gotten to the inside.

      “Shit. Everything’s ruined.” I huffed. It was soaked, through and through. All the stuff I’d put together before moving across the country…everything.

      “The other bags are the same. This was the one I thought would be okay.” He offered a look of sympathy.

      “Great, so I have nothing but the clothes on my back.”

      “Looks that way. I can run out and get some stuff for you in a little while. There may be a few shops open late.”

      Normally I would have declined, but today I felt I needed the help. It was nearly eight and I was tired. I’d been traveling since six in the morning.

      “I think I’d love that.” I nodded, bringing my hands together. “I’m glad you came.” Who knows what I would have had to put up with if I hadn’t had him by my side. I was certain Officer Asshole would have taken me down to the station and all but ordered an internal examination on me.

      “You know I’ll always come if you need me.” He smirked as if the idea of him not being there when I needed him was completely far-fetched.

      I was inclined to agree. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” I nodded.

      If there was ever an image to show what a best friend looked like, he would be it. He was truly always there for me, and I knew he would do anything for me, like the time I lost my passport in Paris and he flew over to help me and sorted everything out. After that, I knew he would do absolutely anything for me.

      The best thing he’d ever done for me, though, was give me an exclusive interview. Sure, he was my best friend, but Noah hated interviews.

      That interview had landed me the junior features editorial position at People Magazine, and that was when my career really took off. I would say it was one of the stepping stones that got me my current assignment here in Wilmington, too.

      It might have been an awful day, but I had to remember why I was here: for the highly coveted position I’d worked so damn hard for.

      Out of the five seriously qualified competitors I had back in LA, Perry had chosen me to do the yearly special. All the people who had ever been featured in People had been amazing, but this year’s subject wasn’t just any old special.

      This year the issue would be on professional marathon runner Sally Weinstein. The extent of her greatness blew me away. I’d followed her career for years because she was my role model. I loved her and all she stood for. She was the kind of person who’d been a great example to me in my life.

      Sally had been voted the most influential woman of the year by People Magazine, and I was going to write the exclusive.

      That was going to be the epitome of my career.

      Remembering that made me feel good. I would feel better later when the effects of the crazy day passed, a crazy day that definitely could have been avoided.

      “Brooke, you need to do something about Wade.” Noah frowned as he sat down on the soft leather sofa. I joined him, but I sat on the arm and lifted my legs onto the seat.

      “All I can do is complain.” I would have loved to do more, but he’d just set me up for another disastrous day. In truth, it was the car company who was to blame. They should never have given me a faulty car.

      “You could have had a serious accident. Thank God you weren’t in the car when it went in the water.”

      Yes, thank God indeed, because I couldn’t swim. “I know. I sent Perry a message. At least I don’t have to see Wade for eight months.” Eight blissful months in Wilmington. I loved living in LA, loved frolicking around the stores and indulging in the latest beauty treatments, but there was something about being in a place that had a slower pace that appealed to me.

      “And, you don’t have to hear how Craig is either.” Noah added rolling his eyes. “Your asshole of an ex can be history for eight months.”

      My stomach squeezed and I pressed my lips together. Sure, he was right.

      “Yup, I don’t have to hear about Craig.”

      I wouldn’t have to hear how Craig was, or what he was doing from the tight circle of friend we shared. Friends we went to college with.

      He one guy who’d singlehandly managed to make me fall for him and break my heart all at once.

      He got married two weeks ago and hearing all about it from our friends stirred up hurtful memories for me. I couldn’t even pretend I wasn’t affected by the news.

      The hard exterior I showed the world crumbled when I heard he was engaged and my heart broke just a little more as my friends talked non stop about the supposed wedding of the year. Craig and his beautiful bride who apparently looked like a goddess.

      How was nice for the asshole.

      Craig was my first love, we met in our senior year of college when he transferred from Penslyvania. While he did Law, like me he did a minor in English for the same reason as me. Our love for books. I’d never met a guy who ever admitted to anything like that. He was a notable criminal defence lawyer now and we were together for a total of five years before he decided he didn’t want to be with me anymore.

      I was such a pity he couldn’t have come to that conclusion and ended things with me before I found out he was sleeping with his secretary. I found out in thw worse way too. I found messages they shared on his phone when I borrowed it after losing mine. A message came through from her asking if she should meet him in the morning for a blow job.

      When I confronted him about it his answer was, he cheated because he didn’t see us having a future together. That was it. His excuse and it crushed me. I took it hard because I’d given my heart and soul to him.

      That was over a year ago and it changed me. It made me wiser and more aware on my outlook on life.

      I’d  felt like a fool though because I’d already gotten the heads up that love could be cruel from the combo of my parents disasterous marriage and Mom walking out on our family when I was ten. When I met Craig I thought that if I tried to be the best girlfriend it would work out. I couldn’t have been more wrong. It wasn’t as simple as being the best and like Dad I gave my heart to someone who would never love me.

      “Hey, stop thinking.” Noah chided. His voice cut into my thoughts. “You’re okay right?”

      “Of course.” I was just annoyed at myself because I allowed it to get to me,

      but I would be fine.

      I was fine, and I was here in a new town to have a brand new adventure. This place had a lacadasical feel about it that appealed to the writer in me. I wanted to harness that and enjoy the opputunity for what it was.

      I just wished I had a better neighbor.

      “Good. So looks like you swapped Wade for Officer Asshole.” Noah laughed. I knew that was a purposeful subject change. “The names you give people are crazy, Brooke.”

      “He was an asshole.” A normal person wouldn’t have behaved the way he had.

      “And he’s your neighbor. I’m going to love watching this play out. Fuck, that’s some irony—or maybe karma.” He gave me a quizzical stare with a lopsided grin.

      I knew exactly why he was looking at me like that, and unfortunately I also knew the direction our conversation was about to take.

      “It’s irony. Why would it be karma? I haven’t done anything wrong.” I folded my arms and narrowed my eyes at him.

      He straightened up and stared me down. “Really? You don’t think you did anything wrong? Nothing at all?”

      “Nope.” I shrugged and pouted.

      That silly grin I’d grown used to for the last twenty-five years returned to his face. That was how long we’d been friends: twenty-five long years. We were what people called life friends.The kind that may as well be related.

      “So avoiding meeting Vanessa is a nothing?”

      I attempted to stifle a grona but I failed. It came out sounding like a growl. He laughed at me and shook his head.

      Vanessa was the new girlfriend. He’d said things were looking good for them and he wanted me to meet her. I just found an excuse not to meet everytime an arrangement was made because I’d had the worst experience with all his previous girlfriends.

      They hated me.

      There wasn’t one among them that didn’t think I secretly wanted him for myself and nothing was further from the truth.

      “Noah, it’s your relationship. It’s nothing to do with me. I don’t introduce you to every guy I’m with.”

      “That’s because since you and that asshole broke up you’ve been on a speed dating spree.”

      “Ughh. I have not.” I scowled.

      “Yes you have.” He said with more insistence.

      Maybe he was right, but it wasn’t like how he was saying it.

      I simply wasn’t relationship girl anymore. I was Miss Fun. That was me. After that whole debacle with Craig I decided I’d never allow myself to go through feeling that disappointment and rejection again.

      Dating for fun was a lot more exciting than dating with anything long term in mind. And, it went in line with the focus I needed to take my career to the next level.

      “I’m happy. It works for me.”

      “How long for?” he asked with a crooked smile that annoyed me because it was like he was just waiting for me to realize I couldn’t live this way forever.

      “As long as I want.” I gave him a firm nod.

      “Okay, whatever, back to me. You’re in Wilmington. We’re going to be seeing a lot of each other, just like old times.”

      “We see each other anyway.”

      We usually saw each other a few times a month, twice at minimum. He’d either see me when he was visiting family in LA or I’d go to see him in Charlotte, where he’d moved for his job.

      “But it will be more, and I’ll be with Vanessa. Brooke, come on. I’m a guy who has a very beautiful girl for his best friend. I admit my previous girlfriends were a pain, but she’s nice.”

      “Nice like Tiffany who called me a fucking bitch and badmouthed me to your mom?” I was told she was nice too.

      I hated when people called me a bitch. I couldn’t help that I had a strong personality. Just because a woman knew how to stand her ground and be comfortable in her mind and body, that didn’t mean she was a bitch.

      “No. Brooke please. It feels good. It’s been nearly six months. I like her and I just want you to meet her. It’s important to me that you meet her and like her.”

      God. I didn’t need this right now.

      “Fine.” I got up and walked back to the window.

      Moving back the curtain, I grimaced when I saw Officer Asshole standing on his front porch.

      He was in my direct line of sight. The amber glow from the porch lights beamed down on him, making him stand out against the oncoming night.

      Wearing a white tank top and ripped jeans, he looked nothing like the man who’d terrorized me earlier in his suit. He looked out at the street like he was either waiting for someone or looking out for something. His jaw was set, eyes focused ahead even when he reached into his back pocket and took out a pack of cigarettes.

      I watched him light up. It looked sexy. The way he did it looked sexy, though it was a crazy thought to have considering our previous encounter.

      “What are you looking at?” Noah suddenly came up to me, purposefully startling me.

      “Nothing.” I rolled my eyes.

      He looked outside to where Officer Asshole stood then back to me. “Checking out the nemesis?” he teased.

      “He thought I was on drugs.”

      “Sometimes I think that too.” Noah laughed.

      I smacked him playfully.

      “It’s not funny.” I looked back out the window.

      Maybe it was the light or the movement we made, but Officer Asshole was now looking our way. He stared right at me and blew out a ring of smoke, looking even sexier.

      Noah was saying something about Vanessa, but I didn’t hear him. I was deep in thought, too busy looking at my gorgeous neighbor who thought I was on drugs.

      What the hell was his deal? It had been so clear that the incident with the car wasn’t my fault.

      I got the feeling my stay here was going to be very interesting.

      Very interesting indeed.
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      It was 2 a.m. when Aria eventually came home.

      Fucking 2 a.m., and she only made it home because Jim, one of the patrol officers, brought her in—not because she’d gotten in trouble, but because I’d gone insane and reported her missing.

      Jesus, God in heaven, I knew—knew I’d totally overreacted, just like I knew I’d totally overreacted with my new neighbor, Miss Mouth.

      With her, I would have probably backed down a little, but she had an attitude that rubbed me the wrong way, especially since I was pissed that her arrival meant I couldn’t go after Aria.

      That would have been my next move if Miss Mouth hadn’t come bumbling down the road in her piece-of-shit car. Then what pissed me off even more was the arrival of Noah Whyte. The guy was one of my favorite former NFL players.

      What I didn’t like was the high-and-mighty attitude he’d taken with me, although I most likely would have done the same thing too if I was filthy rich and powerful like him. Aside from the wealth and the power, he was just taking care of his girl. I got that, understood it, but I was still mad as hell, and that incident had fueled my rage.

      I put both occurrences down to me losing my mind. I’d officially lost it.

      Calling the cops to search for Aria was my last resort, the final thing I’d thought I could do. I’d sat out on that porch waiting, worrying myself to death the whole time. I only didn’t go looking for her myself because I wanted to be home in case she got back.

      I must have visualized every terrible thing under the sun that could have happened to her, everything from being kidnapped to raped and murdered. By ten o’clock, I was sure something truly awful had happened, and that was when I called the station.

      I wanted to give her a piece of my mind for making me worry like that. The crazy thing was, when Jim brought her back to me, I was so relieved, so relieved and happy to see she was alive that the momentary happiness abated my anger.

      Then I saw the look of fury on her face.

      She just looked at me, livid, but also like she hated me.

      Was that truly how I’d been when I was that age? I had gotten up to some really bad stuff, things my parents would never know about, things I would never tell anyone.

      Aria went straight to her room. I couldn’t even pursue her to argue. The atmosphere was so tense and thick it would have needed to be cut with a chainsaw. I figured she thought she could get away with being out all night because I’d worked super late on Fridays for the last few weeks, most times well into the morning. It was the case I was currently assigned to and then all the shit that kept happening in between.

      Later in the night was when it had dawned on me that I needed help with her. She’d had a babysitter until she argued she was too old to have one, and she’d even become one herself for the Pearsons.

      I agreed that she was too old. She’d be seventeen soon and would hate me even more if I suggested that, but I didn’t know what choice I had other than to sort things out at work. That would be difficult because I wasn’t some random cop. I was a detective with a lot on my plate, especially with Captain Hawkins’ attitude that we all had to do whatever work came our way.

      I felt like I was in limbo, because Aria wasn’t a baby. I shouldn’t have had to be thinking about that shit. At the same time, I didn’t want her to lose her way and…end up like me—or rather, in her case, end up like Olivia: seventeen and pregnant by an idiot jock who thought he owned the world.

      At least I’d done what was necessary to take care of my family, and Olivia had known when I married her, it wasn’t because she was pregnant. I’d even made a point of it by asking her to marry me after Aria was born.

      I did that so she would know I wanted them both in my life. I did that so she would know that even though we’d made mistakes, Aria was no mistake. I didn’t think I was the best guy ever for doing that, but I knew a majority of eighteen-year-old guys would not have done that then, and they wouldn’t do it now.

      Definitely not now, when that child was looking at me like she wanted to kill me.

      I’d just walked into the living room. She had on Saturday morning kids TV while she munched on a toaster pastry.

      There was too much angst in me to spread the tenseness out any longer. We had to talk.

      I’d barely slept and couldn’t live through another day without airing out all the shit that was on my mind.

      Without saying anything, I grabbed the remote and switched off the TV. Then I pulled up one of the wooden chairs from the dinner table and sat right in front of her.

      She glowered at me, the weath of hate intensifying with each nanosecond.

      “We’re going to talk now,” I declared, straightening up.

      “I don’t want to talk to you.” She shook her head and frowned. Her green eyes darkened and she narrowed her little eyes at me. “Dad, you sent the police to get me.”

      I knew she’d come at me with that first, just like the previous week when I’d gone to her school to pick her up in my police car. I’d done it as a warning.

      “Why were you out so late? Who was that boy you were with, and where did he take you?” I tried my best to keep my voice under control, but the image of her kissing that guy popped up in my mind and I feared what else she might have done.

      “Are you spying on me?” Now her eyes snapped wide and her nostrils flared.

      “No, I came home early and I saw you.” That was a roundabout lie because technically I had been laying in wait to see what she was up to. Then Miss Mouth had come along in her piece-of-crap car.

      “Dad, this is ridiculous. You treat me like a child—like a child who has no sense.”

      “You got on a motorcycle with a boy who thought it was okay to ride around without a helmet.”

      “He gave me his helmet,” she pointed out, as if it was supposed to mean something wonderful.

      “You both should have had helmets. Also, when did you get a tattoo? And your belly button is pierced?”

      Oh she didn’t like that. Her face flushed red and her eyes blazed. “Are you kidding me? The tattoo is fake, Dad, and I can get a piercing if I want to.”

      While I was glad to hear the ink was fake and I’d been far away when I saw it, I knew what I’d seen. Only someone with artistic talent could have drawn the little hummingbird on her hip. Having had lots of tattoos myself, I knew that, and the fact that she’d had it done meant she wanted it permanently.

      “Aria, who did the fake tattoo for you?”

      “Brad,” she snapped.

      I balled my fists, and her gaze flew down to my hands.

      “Who’s Brad?” I growled.

      “My boyfriend.” She knew this was making me crazy, and it was like she loved it.

      The doorbell rang before I could give an answer to that. Of course Brad had to be motorcycle guy. At least now I had a name.

      “Are you going to get that?” She motioned to the door with her head.

      I was too worked up to talk to anybody. My daughter just told me she had a boyfriend—what the hell was I supposed to do with that information besides go on a hunt to skin this Brad person alive?

      I stood up and moved over to the door feeling like I’d aged a hundred years since waking up. I didn’t know who the hell it was, but I needed to get rid of them quickly. Aria needed a serious talking to, and here was yet another distraction.

      I opened the door to find Mindy Stevens standing before me holding a cake box in her hands—another cake.

      This was fast becoming a weekly thing since I’d foolishly decided to go out with her for dinner. Big mistake. I hadn’t slept with her, and I had no desire to either. That first date was the only one she’d get out of me.

      I felt she knew that, too, but this was her trying, and shit…

      My eyes dropped straight to her breasts, which looked three times the size they’d been the previous week.

      “Hi.” She beamed, tossing her brown hair over her shoulder.

      She must have taken my looking at her breasts as a confidence booster. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate a great pair of tits; it was more that she looked ridiculous, and I seriously hoped she was wearing a Wonderbra or something because she was shaped like a bad drawing, like a distorted Jessica Rabbit, except Mindy had a tiny ballerina frame and a mousy look that actually reminded me of a mouse—and not in a cute way either. It was more of a rat-like appearance.

      “Mindy.” I forced a smile and tried to calm my racing thoughts.

      “I brought you guys some more cake, pumpkin again—you liked that last time,” she babbled, pushing out her chest to enhance the view of her breasts.

      Cake, and it was pumpkin, too. I didn’t even like my mother’s pumpkin pies, and everything Mom made tasted like it came from heaven.

      I’d fed the last cake Mindy brought to the Johnsons’ dog. It had tasted like shit. I didn’t think the dog deserved shit, but I hadn’t wanted the cake to go to waste.

      Other than being used as jack-o’-lanterns for Halloween, pumpkins were no good to me.

      “Sure.” I bit the inside of my lip. “Thank you.”

      The old me would have been an ass and told her the cake tasted terrible, but now I was more compassionate toward people’s feelings, especially when she smiled at me like she’d just scored points. Before I could say another word, she sauntered in and gave Aria the biggest smile.

      I watched her in dismay, not knowing how in the hell I was going to get rid of her, how I was going to put a stop to these visits.

      She worked at the deli in town, not too far from the station, and she also lived two blocks away from us.

      She liked Aria, and she was a woman who didn’t mind being with a single dad who had a teenaged daughter—all plusses, except I just wasn’t attracted to her at all.

      Aria looked at her and her mouth dropped open when her eyes landed on the freaky tits.

      My little girl was an angel, well-mannered in every way, a girl who would never disrespect anyone, but what I witnessed next shocked me to death.

      As Mindy was about to put the cake on the table, Aria stood up and said, “No.” Then she wagged her pointer finger and made her way over to Mindy. Placing her hands on her hips, she stopped in front of the woman, straightened her back, and looked her up and down. “What did you do to yourself?” Aria asked, glowering at Mindy’s breasts.

      Mindy’s face turned several shades of red and landed on crimson. “What do you mean?” she asked, trying to shrug off her embarrassment.

      “The scary fake tits. Please don’t tell me you seriously got implants to impress my dad.”

      My eyes turned to saucers and my ears burned. “Aria,” I snapped.

      “Dad, please—not even you can talk this one down.” Aria held up her hand and stared at me. “You could have saved her the trouble of damaging her body by telling her you weren’t interested. She was fine the way she was before—ugly yes, but better than how she looks now.”

      Oh my God.

      “Excuse me?” Mindy looked at Aria, completely horrified.

      I was so mortified I didn’t know what to say.

      Aria returned her gaze to Mindy. “Look, Mindy, you seem like you could be an intelligent woman. You must have known there would be no more dates after the first date, because it would have happened already, yet you come here every weekend with cake.” Aria shook her head, giving her a pitiful look. “He’s just not into you, and so help me I will not watch him feed the poor Johnsons’ dog another cake. Dad loathes pumpkins and fruit with seeds that can get stuck in your teeth. He hates cake, full stop, so please, just go and don’t come back.”

      Mortified wasn’t the right word. What I was feeling was something else entirely.

      Mindy didn’t even look at me as she turned on her heel and marched out of the house, cake in hand.

      I closed the door and squeezed my eyes shut, wondering what I was going to say to Aria. She’d never behaved like that before. It was clearly an attempt to get me back for last night, but what she’d done was mean and embarrassing.

      When I opened my eyes and turned to face her, I saw she was still standing in the same position: hands on hips, staring at me like she was waiting for war.

      “Jesus Christ, Aria, why in the fuc—” I had to hold my tongue. I didn’t swear at her or around her, and I’d almost forgotten that.

      She smiled when she saw my near failure to be a good example.

      “What’s that, Father? Didn’t hear you,” she cooed in a sing song voice, placing her hand to her ear.

      “Aria, why did you talk to Mindy like that?”

      “What, you mean tell her the truth? It was tough love, Dad, and I hope like hell she didn’t get a boob job, although I’m pretty certain she did. It’s bad enough she has a face like a rat, but she can’t help that.”

      “You can’t say things like that,” I barked.

      “You’re a hypocrite,” she threw back, her hands dropping to her sides.

      “What makes me a hypocrite?” I was real interested to hear this.

      “You freak out because I have a boyfriend yet you had me when you were eighteen. You freak out because you thought I had a tattoo, but you’re covered in tats, and now, we both know you don’t like Mindy and you were probably trying to think of a way to get rid of her but instead of thanking me for being honest with her, you’re mad at me.”

      All I could do was stare. All I could do was look at her in amazement.

      She was right, and I hated that she was right. I really did.

      All of what she’d said was correct.

      “You were mean. You didn’t need to be mean.”

      “Fine, I accept that.”

      “You did that to get back at me for last night.”

      “Maybe I did.” She squared off.

      “You aren’t out of the woods for that, young lady.”

      “Neither are you, old man.”

      What the fuck?

      The problem here was my girl was me. I could have been talking to myself because everything she said was exactly what I would have said.

      I didn’t like that either. It was like she knew what I was going to say before I said it.

      “Aria, this is not a joke.”

      “I didn’t think…” Her voice trailed off and her gaze shifted to the window. “Oh my God, wowwwwww.”

      I turned too, to see what she was staring at.

      A massive Neiman Marcus delivery truck was outside, the kind I thought would normally deliver to the store itself. The one truck was enough cause for excitement since I’d never seen anything of the sort in these parts, but when another truck pulled up, Aria gasped. Neiman Marcus was in Charlotte, a good three or so hours away.

      As if that wasn’t bad enough, a truck from Nordstrom parked behind the second Neiman’s truck.

      The drivers began unloading the delivery, and Miss Mouth opened the door to the house. She floated down the steps with the biggest smile on her face. That blonde hair looked like a mass of white gold on her head.

      It hadn’t escaped me that she was very beautiful. It had been fucking distracting the previous day, and it was distracting now.

      “I didn’t know we had a neighbor.”

      I hadn’t either until the day before. That house had been empty for over two years then a month before I’d seen movement, people going in and out to clean and fix up the place.

      Then the previous afternoon, she’d arrived: Miss Mouth, my new neighbor who had a mouth on her, who gave as much as she got.

      Her mouth with its full, round lips made me think of all kinds of shit I hadn’t thought of in a while.

      There she was now across the way, ushering the men inside. They were only too happy to do whatever she wanted. Any man would be just from the sight of her in that romper that showed off her tanned legs and voluptuous breasts, which were real, definitely not like Mindy. Also unlike Mindy, Miss Mouth’s perfect body had curves in all the right places.

      I had definitely overreacted the day before. I’d been mad as hell, but I should have dealt with the situation better. Couldn’t take it back now, though. A first impression was a first impression. Miss Mouth most likely thought I was a jerk, even though I’d seen her watching me from her window the previous night.

      “That is what I call classy,” Aria gushed, continuing to admire her.

      Brooke. That was her name.

      “Classy,” I said, more to myself than to Aria.

      Brooke was most likely one of those Barbie Doll types with daddy’s credit card. Look at her. Everything about her was perfect from head to toe.

      “Definitely classy.” Aria beamed. “Look at all that stuff—Chanel, Gucci, Louis Vuitton. Wow, I wish I had even one thing from any of those brands.”

      I looked at Aria and got absorbed in her fascination.

      It would be just my luck for my daughter to like the one woman I’d totally

      pissed off.
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      “Looks like we’ve come to a standstill again with this case,” Aaron declared. He set the folder he’d been reading from back on his desk and looked over at me.

      I threw my stress ball up again and caught it. These days I found myself playing with this thing a lot more than I liked. It was a good distraction, though, for when I was at work, and I needed it. Aria was on my mind big time, and I already knew our case had tanked because some key evidence we found two weeks ago had been thrown out as irrelvant.

      I didn’t know how anyone could consider fingerprints on a bag of cocaine irrelevant, but that was the kind of shit I was up against.

      There was an incongruence between the tests done at the forenscics lab here and the one in Charlotte. For this particular case we needed both tests to be conclusive.

      I set the ball down and rested back against my chair.

      Aaron looked over to me and frowned. “Ryan, you could say something.”

      “Like what? Those guys are always one step ahead of us. I don’t know what more we can do.”

      Patterson St. James was the guy we were after, but to get him we needed hard evidence. That was difficult when he had so many high officials covering his tracks. It wasn’t the officials I was concerned with because that was out of my jurisdiction and well above my pay grade; it was him I was after. I just couldn’t get my hands on him and his drug ring. We knew there was going to be a shipment of some new stuff on the street; we just didn’t know when.

      “What about another stakeout? At the docks this time.”

      “No, not me. You can take Wilks or someone like that.” This was me drawing the line. I’d been a damn good cop, just like my father, and my grandfather. Like him, I went over and above my duties to get the job done.

      But, he drew the line too, and he didn’t put his neck out more than he had to. A stakeout would be fruitless. The last one had been, and I wouldn’t be party to another meaningless mission, one that would take me away from home again.

      Aaron was good to go running around town doing God knew what. He was single and had no responsibilities.

      “Is this about Aria again?” he asked.

      “Everything is about Aria.”

      “So, if I get a hunch that a stakeout is what we need to do, you won’t come?” He tilted his head to the side.

      “Not for a hunch, man.” I shook my head.

      I was serious. I needed to keep my priorities straight.

      “You know you were way worse than her,” Aaron pointed out with a lopsided grin.

      “And you were right there with me.” He had been. We’d gotten up to crazy shit together.

      “Look at us now, though: we became cops, detectives—respectable.”

      “That’s us, Aaron. She needs guidance.”

      “What are you going to do when she goes to college? Follow her? Be her guide?”

      I’d cross that bridge when I got there. It would be a big change for me, but I wanted her to go. I’d never gone because I had a family to take care of. I wanted her to go and have every opportunity she could get her hands on. I thought something like a business degree would suit her well because she could use it for anything.

      Of course she didn’t agree, though. She didn’t agree, just like everything we spoke about.

      “I still can’t believe you reported her missing. Man that was so uncool.”

      “I know.” I’d had to suffer the wrath of Aria the whole weekend.

      “You need to take a chill pill. You need a woman to distract you.”

      “Like Mindy?” I widened my eyes at him. Mindy had been his idea, his terrible idea I’d only gone along with because of the way things had played out.

      “Okay, not Mindy. How about your new neighbor?” He laughed just like he had when I’d told him the story and given him the full rundown of my weekend.

      Then he’d come by to see me the previous day and had gotten a visual of Miss Mouth for himself.

      “Right, of course.”

      “The woman is hot.”

      “Like I didn’t notice.” I frowned.

      “I didn’t realize you planned on being celibate.” He smirked and straightened up.

      “Asshole.” I smirked at him.

      “I’m actually being serious. You need to…get laid.” He nodded with conviction, as if that was really the answer.

      “I don’t need to get laid.”

      “Okay, when was the last time you got some, Ryan?” A wicked smile lit up his face.

      Aaron thought he had me all figured out, but he didn’t.

      “Three months ago.”

      He looked like he didn’t believe me. “Really? Who with, yourself?”

      I narrowed my gaze. He could be such a jerk sometimes. “No.”

      I was going to make him wait for an answer.

      “Who was it? Come on.”

      “Nah. Why do you need to know?”

      “’Cause I’m your friend and you should tell me these things so I don’t worry.”

      I had to laugh. Really, though, it wasn’t funny. I’d had a one-night stand with a woman I met in a bar uptown. I was having one of those days when I’d had enough. It was at the height of my problems with Aria. Suddenly the old me had come rushing back, and I’d gotten with the easiest lay who’d had her eye on me from the minute I stepped into the bar.

      I had been like that before I met Olivia, and I’d gone off the rails when she died. I wasn’t going to commit to living like a priest or anything, but I didn’t think random hookups were a good way for me to live. It set a bad example for Aria, particularly now that she’d jumped on the comparison train.

      I stood up, deciding it was time to grab lunch. With the window open, the aroma from the deli called to me. I would have to trek into town because Mindy would be there and I doubted she’d forget her encounter with Aria any time soon.

      “You’re seriously not going to tell me?” Aaron winced.

      I shook my head and pulled my jacket on.

      “If you’re not interested in your neighbor, can I hit on her? Did you see the body on that woman?”

      I didn’t answer. Best not to. It wasn’t my call.

      I’d seen her, admired from afar, and that was all I’d be doing. I’d keep my distance, staying far away from her and the famous boyfriend.

      It would have been easier to keep my distance if she hadn’t come crashing into me as I reached for a jar of olives in the world foods section at the supermarket.

      I actually had to catch her and steady her so she wouldn’t fall over.

      She’d come at me backward, dropping her bag and a pineapple. Miss Mouth went to say thanks but stopped midsentence when she saw it was me.

      “God, why?” She pouted, and those lips grabbed my attention just like they had on Friday. It was the way she pursed them together when she frowned. It was such a sexy expression, except she wasn’t trying to be sexy.

      “You’re welcome,” I stated, smirking.

      “Thanks for saving me from falling.” She lifted her shoulder into a slight shrug. “I just have to wonder what sort of joke the universe is playing on me this month.” She tucked a strand of her golden hair behind her ear and leaned down to pick up her bag.

      I grabbed the pineapple. “The universe plays different jokes on you each month?”

      “No, just several this month. Why else would I run into you twice within a few days?” She stood up and placed the bag over her shoulder.

      “We’re neighbors, so I think we’re bound to see each other at some point.” I nodded slowly for effect.

      “No, not like this. Also, where I come from, neighbor has a different meaning. The new ones aren’t made to feel like lepers on their first day in the neighborhood.”

      Lepers? I was certain I hadn’t been that bad…or maybe I had. This whole tension with Aria was throwing me off my game and making me do things I wouldn’t normally do. Since that tension had been around for a while, my misadventures were probably habitual now.

      “I was just doing my job.” Perhaps I should have taken the opportunity to apologize.

      She looked me up and down, and her pretty face contorted into another grimace, this time drawing my attention to the sharp bone structure of her face. With her hair pulled back into a ponytail, the focus was all on her high cheekbones, exotic and sharp, like a runway model, and those glossy pink lips sparkling the way they were just lured me to stare. The baby pink sheen on them matched her silky top, which slid a little off her elegant shoulders.

      “Suspecting I was high on drugs was doing your job?” She gave me a piercing look and stared at me with those large blue eyes.

      “I, um, never said you were high on drugs.”

      “You didn’t have to—your accusations were pretty clear.”

      Again, she was right. I actually felt nervous and a little uneasy.

      I didn’t usually get like that around women. Just once…one time that I could remember, one woman: Olivia, who I was suddenly thinking about again. Perhaps it was because when we’d first met, I hadn’t been able to figure her out either.

      Like Brooke. She had this dainty appearance, but there was nothing dainty about her. The confidence in her was very evident. She was the kind of no-nonsense woman that attracted me.

      “So, did my story all pan out?” She shifted her weight from one leg to the other. “I never heard back.”

      “Yup, all clear. That boyfriend of yours worked everything out, even paid for the railing to be fixed.” That’s what Captain Hawkins had said that morning.

      She looked amused and something sparkled in her eyes. “Boyfriend? How cute. You assumed Noah was my boyfriend?”

      “Isn’t he?”

      “Noah’s my best friend, if you must know.”

      “Your best friend’s a guy? Isn’t that a little awkward?”

      “Questions, questions. I think you already know enough about me, detective. Knowing too much is never a good thing.”

      Classy and sassy, and…interesting, enough to make me want to know more about her.

      “So is not knowing enough.” Our conversation felt like a game.

      “You know enough, but if there’s more to know you have eight months to find out.”

      “Eight months—you’re only here for eight months? Is it for work?”

      She smiled, revealing a little dimple in her left cheek. “Detective, I think that’s enough Brooke 101 for today. Can I have my pineapple back please?”

      I handed it to her. When she took it, she gave me a playful one-shoulder shrug and sauntered away.

      Yup. Classy and sassy, and interesting.

      But also trouble—definitely trouble.

      My eyes went straight to her ass in that little skirt she wore and stayed there until she turned the corner at the end of the aisle.
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      It was difficult to call him Officer Asshole when he looked at me like that, with the twinkle of interest that flickered in those eyes I found myself lost in, those eyes I tried not to look into.

      Then I could feel his gaze on me as I walked away. I wanted to look back to see if he really was watching me, but I thought better of it.

      Better to leave things up in the air. It created mystery. Besides, if he was actually a nice guy, I wouldn’t have come to the conclusion that he was an asshole.

      It was just very annoying that I found him attractive, and I couldn’t pretend I didn’t feel the little flutters in the pit of my stomach when he looked at me.

      We were like fire and ice—hot and cold, no in between, none whatsoever.

      That was fine by me. The last thing I needed was a man in my life to make me crazy. Noah made me crazy enough, and he was just my best friend.

      I was here to do a job. My mindset had to be right. I couldn’t just approach the tasks at hand with foolishness in my head. No. This one project could mean everything for me—everything.

      I wanted to be a senior features editor. Whether that was at People or not, it didn’t matter, as long as the job suited me. It would be so much better if I could travel.

      That was what I liked about this project. It was the first one I’d been assigned to where I’d traveled and was on location. That part was exciting. I loved the prospect of going somewhere new and seeing all I could find there.

      I was also so excited to meet Sally. I was heading to see her now for our first meeting. I was so excited I could burst.

      The excitement rushed back in yesterday. I’d spent the weekend shopping, sorting out the house, and arranging a hire car.

      The car arrived yesterday evening. A beautiful red Porshe that would get me around town in style.

      I hopped in it with excitement and set off to see Sally.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sally lived in one of the old colonial-style mansions on the other side of town.

      I loved it and could envision the place in olden times when people dressed in period wear, gentlemen were gentlemen, and the ladies were southern belles.

      An image from Gone with the Wind came to mind. Grams loved that film and had seen it at least twenty times that I knew of. We’d watched it together many times. It was no joke sitting through the four-hour film, but I would happily watch it with her. It was one of our things, and it helped when Dad was away. Jayce didn’t understand the power of allowing yourself to get lost in a favorite film. Gone with the Wind was one of those stories that had the power to transport you to a different time.

      That was how I felt now, that feeling of escapism. It was nice, and Sally’s house bore some resemblance to the plantation house and land, Tara.

      I was greeted by a butler when I rang the bell. The silver-haired man wore a suit and ushered me to the conservatory.

      It was surrounded by beautiful ferns, mini yellow roses in pots, and climbing roses that had a blend of colors. The design was amazing, showing off the skills of the person who planted and took care of them.

      I was a woman who loved flowers as much as the next, but I didn’t have the patience to care for them. All those details about how to cut and prune and what food to give them were lost on me.

      I had a cactus and that was it—minimal water and care, but it still looked pretty, especially where I’d placed it in the bathroom.

      I could definitely see Sally being the kind of person to care for flowers, though.

      Gosh, I couldn’t believe I was going to meet her.

      Sally had won five Olympic gold medals and had been appearing at the games since 1992, when she was the youngest member of the team. The following games had been in Atlanta, and that was the year that had made her famous. Of course, the people here went crazy over her medals—victory on home soil.

      My dad had taken me to watch that event. It was one of the times we’d spent together and one of my fondest memories. It was just us. We’d come and stayed for the whole duration, seeing the opening and closing ceremonies, the memory of which still gave me goose bumps.

      Sitting here in Sally’s home reminded me of the proud look on her face as she’d carried our country’s flag for the opening ceremony. She had almost looked prouder to do that than when she’d stood on the podium to receive her gold medal.

      I understood why. The medal was her achievement, and carrying the flag was symbolic of the person she’d strived to become and still was, even after all that had happened to her.

      She’d been getting ready for the 2012 games when she was diagnosed with breast cancer. That news had changed everything, and it had meant her having one treatment after another: chemotherapy and radiation, surgery after surgery. It had made it impossible for her to train, and she hadn’t taken part in any event since then. I’d read all about it in my research and was completely in awe of her and the person she was.

      Me being in town for so long was about capturing all the details of how she felt, her journey, and what she was working towards.

      This year was an Olympic year. I’d read that she was training with the mindset to compete but wasn’t ready yet. Instead she’d be doing a series of marathons, the first of which would take place in a handful of months.

      Footsteps sounded on the marble floor and I looked up to see her walking towards me.

      Breathe, Brooke.

      I’d interviewed a few famous people, but no one of her level and social standing.

      Dressed in a beige pantsuit, Sally looked stunning. Her dark blonde locks flowed down her shoulders in loose waves, curving around her elbows as she glided towards me. She was in her early forties but could have easily passed for someone in their twenties.

      I thought she carried herself with poise and grace, with confidence. That was how I strived to be, and I could see the strength of her personality rippling off her in waves.

      But…there was something else I noticed. It was the way she looked at me. Something dimmed in her eyes when she saw me, like the spark had gone out.

      “Hi. I’m Brooke Pierce from People Magazine.” I stood up to shake her hand.

      She shook mine gingerly, and now the look was replaced with a tentative expression.

      “Sally Weinstein, but you already know that.” I detected uncertainty in her voice. “People sent you?” She narrowed her gaze at me.

      “Yes, I’m the features editor who will be doing the exclusive on you. I’m truly excited to be here. It’s an honor to meet you.” I thought I would say that since it was the truth. I was genuinely honored to meet her.

      “Oh,” was all she said before she sat in the wicker chair opposite me near the potted fan palm.

      I sat back down and placed my hands on my knees. I’d brought along a notebook, even though the day was more about getting to know each other and coming up with a plan than me taking a lot of notes.

      She looked me over with narrowed, assessing eyes. If she’d been someone else I would have asked her what she was looking at, but I let it go.

      “I absolutely love your plants, and the way you designed them.”

      “Well, when you have time on your hands, hobbies like this become useful. I had time.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but this is the first year I’ll be back out in the public’s eye, and I want to make sure the story is written properly.” A tight-lipped smile spread across her face. It was crude and a little hard.

      “I can assure you it will be written extremely well.” I’d never had to say anything like that. It wasn’t as if I worked for the neighborhood paper—I was a professional coming from People Magazine, and they didn’t just hire any old person.

      “I’m sure that’s what you would say to everyone. Can you tell me a little bit about your background?”

      Right…

      Again, if she had been someone else, I would have probably lost my cool right about then.

      “What do you want to know?” Funny how it was me who should have been asking that question since I was the one who’d be writing about her.

      “Where did you go to college? Did you go?”

      “I went to Yale, and I studied journalism with a minor in English literature.”

      At least she looked surprised to hear I’d gone to Yale, but then most people were surprised by that too.

      “How did you get into Yale?”

      The usual way, I wanted to say, but I thought better of it. “I got the highest score on my SATs. Yale was one of the colleges that offered me a spot. I was also offered scholarships from Harvard and UCLA if that helps.”

      I had worked hard—damn hard. When I’d known I wanted to write and go down the journalism path, I had seized the bull by the horns and gone in guns blazing. In high school, come any weekend I’d shop till I dropped, but that was a treat for the way I worked during the week.

      The weekdays saw me in the library studying. I started studying the first week of each semester. I knew that way I’d grasp all I needed to and add to my knowledge.

      “Impressive, but why the minor in English? Does that mean you don’t have a full journalism degree?”

      What I was about to say next was sure to impress her. “No. I have a full bachelor’s degree in journalism, and the minor was additional courses that amounted to a diploma. I loved English.” I adored it. The only other thing I would have become if I couldn’t write was an English literature teacher. I would have loved to teach others and watch them fall in love with the subject the way I had. Put simply, I loved, loved books. All the classics, anything by Shakesphere, any poem by Tennyson, anything of the romantic and post romantic era. Anything I could read. That was me.

      Sally at least looked impressed.

      “And People? How long have you worked there?”

      “Five years.”

      “Is that all? How old are you? You don’t look old enough to have much experience in dealing with public figures like myself.”

      Now she was getting personal.

      “I’m thirty, and I have plenty of experience. Prior to People I worked at The Times in New York. I did my internship there and they kept me until I left. The position opened up at People and I went for it.”

      “Why? Did someone make it easier for you to get that position?”

      How rude to assume that, and why would she think it? Considering she wasn’t trying to be rude, I felt that was rude. I released a slow, shallow breath.

      “No one made it easier for me to get my position. I worked for it and got it all by myself.”

      “Okay. Great.” She actually sounded like she didn’t believe me. Then she gave me that weird assessing look again. “And five years? Can you tell me how many interviews of this nature you’ve done?”

      “You’re the first notable public figure I’ve been selected to work with. The closest thing would be Todd Willman, before he went bad.”

      Todd Willman gave the appearance of being a kindhearted soul who was always doing charity work, even working for the United Nations. However, two years earlier he’d been taken down for securities fraud and embezzlement. He’d stolen millions of dollars from all those charities he worked with and siphoned the money to offshore accounts. To say he’d disgraced himself wasn’t a strong enough word. He was also the reason for all the more stringent methods now used to screen people before they got accepted to work with charities.

      Sally frowned—actually, she scowled.

      “You interviewed that imbecile?” She straightened up and glowered at me.

      “Yes, I did a piece on him when he did a fundraiser for the homeless.”

      “Fundraising money he stole? From kindhearted people like me? I’m not sure how I feel about having you interview me. Your name would be linked to his.”

      God in heaven.

      I didn’t know why, but now I was starting to get the feeling she was trying to find something wrong with me, something she could pick at, and I’d just handed it to her.

      “Sally—”

      “Ms. Weinstein to you,” she corrected.

      Fuck. What the hell?

      “Ms. Weinstein. I can assure you I do not support any of Todd’s activities. I also did my interview years before the world knew how bad he was. I was like every other journalist who interviewed him.”

      “Miss Pierce—I’m assuming it’s Miss and not Mrs.” She glanced down at my hand and the absence of a wedding band on my ring finger confirmed her assumption.

      “It’s Miss.”

      “I figured—you look like the party girl type.” She shook her head at me with disgust. “You have no tact, and I find you completely unprofessional. You don’t know me, and yet you have mentioned a man who wasn’t just a criminal but a villain in my eyes. How dare you think you’re suitable to write an exclusive on someone like me?”

      I looked at her, my lips slightly parted, skin flushed, because I didn’t know what to do.

      What did I do? I hadn’t done anything wrong. Oftentimes when Todd’s name was mentioned, people would elaborate on how shocked they’d been to find out he’d done so much wrong. They’d never behaved the way Sally was now. Was I seriously in the wrong here?

      It wouldn’t matter, not one damn bit, because Sally Weinstein was Sally Weinstein, and I was just Brooke.

      I was Brooke Pierce, another journalist climbing up the career ladder, and she was one of my stepping stones.

      “I’m terribly sorry if I offended you in any way.” That was truly toned down for me. I knew when I was right, and this woman was being completely unreasonable.

      “If?” She raised her brows. “This is what I mean—even the words you’re using are all wrong. If you had more than a mere five years of experience at People you’d know how to speak properly. Clearly I’m mortified that you would mention Todd’s name, particularly since he embezzled huge amounts from Cancer Research, the charity I helped so much.”

      Okay…

      I would try to see her point.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Weinstein. You’re right, I shouldn’t have mentioned him.” It killed me to say that, but if she was offended, she was offended. “Perhaps we can move on to setting up a schedule for when I can come by and meet with you.”

      “Are you serious? That’s the way you choose to change the subject? By brushing your errors under the carpet?” Her nostrils flared.

      All I could do was stare. “No, I wasn’t brushing anything aside. I apologized and wanted us to move on to the topic at hand. I didn’t mean to upset you further.”

      To my surprise, she stood up and announced, “This meeting is over. You can come back tomorrow and try again. Perhaps my opinion of you may change overnight, though I doubt it. Get here at nine, no later.”

      She walked away from me.

      I released the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding in.

      Meeting her was supposed to be the highlight of my life, but what had just happened was a disaster, an absolute disaster—kind of like everything that had happened to me since arriving in this town.
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      “I feel terrible,” I said to Noah.

      His voice sounded hollow on the phone, and a little static crackled too.

      The signal was awful. Now he was talking and I couldn’t hear him.

      “I can’t hear you, Noah.”

      The damn line went dead.

      I stared down at the phone, hoping he’d call back. There was only one signal bar, and it kept flickering. Seconds later, a message came through from him.

      Noah: I’ll be with you in two hours, can’t stay long though. I have a date with Vanessa.

      I would have loved for him to come by, but his mention of Vanessa stalled me.

      Brooke: Don’t worry about it. How about we have lunch tomorrow?

      The blue dots on the screen jumped, and as the signal bar bounced across to the bar next to it, his message came through.

      Noah: You need a hug. I’ll be there in two hours. Chin up.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling gratitude in abundance. He was such a great guy.

      Brooke: Thank you. I do need a hug.

      Noah:

      I looked at the clock on the wall: it was only five. I’d been back home for just over two hours, two hours of one wasted day. I went into the sitting room and lowered myself onto the sofa that sat in front of the sliding doors. It had an amazing view of the sea, and in the distance there were sailboats. I hadn’t managed to go exploring yet. My gaze landed on the boardwalk attached to Officer Asshole’s back yard. If it had been mine, I would have gone to sit out there. I’d have gone at night too just to take in the surroundings.

      That look he’d given me earlier entered my mind as I thought about him. Thinking about him wasn’t exactly something I wanted to do, but it beat thinking about Sally. I didn’t know what I was going to do about her. She didn’t like me.

      That was it: she didn’t like me.

      But…neither did Officer Asshole.

      Eight months with a gorgeous next-door neighbor who was possibly the most attractive man I’d ever seen in my life and a former Olympian who thought I was unsuitable for my job—just great.

      The doorbell rang and I turned to look.

      Who could that be? Not Noah; he’d said he’d arrive in two hours, and it’d only been a couple minutes.

      I made my way out to the hallway and opened the door to find a girl standing before me holding a gift basket. She looked to be in her early teens.

      Her striking features lit up when she saw me, and she held the basket up a little higher.

      It contained an assortment of fruit.

      “Hi, I’m Aria. I live next door.” She beamed, nodding her head. Her long ponytail bobbed as she moved.

      Next door—must have been the Johnsons’ daughter. They were on the opposite side of me, but I was sure they’d said they had a son.

      “Hey, I’m Brooke.”

      “Wow, your name’s as pretty as you are.”

      What a darling girl. “Thank you, that’s so sweet of you to say.”

      “You’re welcome. I made this for you. It’s a welcome to the neighborhood present.” She smiled wide, green  eyes sparkling with delight. Something about her seemed familiar, but I wasn’t sure what it was. I was pretty certain I hadn’t seen her before. “You didn’t look like you’d like cake so I went with fruit.” She handed me the basket.

      The Johnsons came by on Saturday evening with a casserole and Mrs. Granville, the elderly lady who lived in front of me, had stopped by as well yesterday with a cake and some homemade jelly. Now I was getting fruit, delicious fruit being handed to me by a girl with a friendly face. It was just the pick-me-up I needed.

      “Oh my gosh, you’re the best. I love fruit, and these are all my favorites.”

      Pineapples, apples, ripe juicy grapes, and massive oranges filled the basket, which was encircled by a pink ribbon.

      “Yay! I’m so glad.”

      I liked her energy.

      “Do you want to come in?” I stepped aside so she could enter.

      “Oh wow, yes please.”

      When she walked in, she looked around and her whole face brightened.

      “The place looks amazing. You really made it look like one of those homes on Beautiful Houses.”

      I laughed. “I wish I could say it was all me, but my friend hired a designer to deck the place out.”

      I’d unpacked all the stuff I’d bought, spent the whole weekend doing that, and Noah had gotten Tina to actually decorate and furnish the place. She was coming back on Thursday to look at my bedroom. I wanted a new bed and matching wardrobe. Perry had gotten his own designers to get all that stuff for me a few weeks back, but the bed was uncomfortable and I needed my beauty sleep.

      “That’s so cool. I saw the trucks from Neiman Marcus come by the other day. I’d love to go there one day. There was a really cute dress I saw once in their online shop.”

      “We should go together.” I nodded. “We could be shopping buddies.”

      Her face when I said that was classic. I actually thought she was going to cry.

      “Really? I could go with you?” Her hands clasped together and she did a little hop.

      “Sure.” I had an idea. It wasn’t like I was going to be as busy as I’d thought I’d be today, and I needed to prep to see Sally tomorrow—needed to prep my mind. Maybe hanging out with my new shopping buddy would do the trick. “Do you want to see the stuff I got? I probably got too much makeup, and there’s a skirt or two that I think would fit you perfectly.”

      “Oh my God.” She breathed and nodded. “I must be in heaven.”

      If only. I’d thought I was in heaven too when I’d been selected to do the piece on Sally.

      Clearly I wasn’t.
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      “I still can’t believe I met Noah Whyte,” Aria gushed, smiling ear to ear. “God, what a great day.”

      I laughed at her starry-eyed expression. I’d forgotten how much attention Noah got and how other people saw him.

      Before he’d come by earlier to give me that hug, I hadn’t realized how much I’d needed him until I saw him. Seeing him helped; it reminded me that I had someone who believed in me.

      “Well you did.”

      “He’s so nice. I’ve never met a real live athlete before.” Aria chuckled. “I always kind of thought they wouldn’t be as nice as he was.”

      Noah was nice. I loved that his fame hadn’t gotten to his head and he was still the same crazy guy I’d always known, the same crazy guy who always made time for me.

      “He’s always been like that.”

      “You are so cool, and you know the coolest people.” That smile of hers widened, reaching her eyes, which seemed even greener.

      “I wish.” I smirked.

      If I had been cool, maybe I would have had a great day too.

      Aria had been with me for a good three hours, and she’d had a great time indeed. We’d talked, eaten pizza, tried on my new clothes, and gotten lost in makeup, and now we were up in my room practicing how to contour. In the background I had When Harry Met Sally playing on the TV with the volume low.

      I’d had enough to distract me, but I was crumbling inside because of my meeting with Sally. I was worrying about tomorrow and wasn’t sure what to do.

      I’d never worked with anyone who took such an intense dislike toward me, never, and not the way she had. It was like everything I said was the wrong thing.

      “You are, Brooke, and I really appreciate you hanging out with me today, and everything you’ve given me. I’d have to work all my life to afford half that stuff.” Aria nodded.

      Gratitude filled her eyes, and she actually looked like she might cry when she glanced over at the massive bag of clothes and makeup. I hadn’t realized how much I’d bought until we started going through it all. There were a lot of outfits I’d gotten just because purchases, and wouldn’t get use out of.

      Well, those just-because purchases made one sixteen-year-old very happy.

      “It was a pleasure.” I lowered myself to sit opposite her and looked her over.

      I’d done her makeup to look like Amanda Seyfried at the previous year’s Academy Awards. We’d looked online for ideas, and that was what she’d wanted. The look was very youthful but striking with neutral and smoky shades. Aria looked like she was ready for the red carpet herself. She glanced at her reflection in the dressing table mirror and smiled.

      “I wish I could look like this for prom.” She lifted her shoulders and ran her hands through her hair.

      “Seems like you’re in luck—your wish is my command. I’ll do your makeup for you.” I’d taken a liking to her. I supposed as bad as the morning had been for me and as much as I wished I could get Sally out of my head, Aria had provided some distraction. Her presence stopped me from going crazy.

      “Oh my gosh, really? Would you?”

      I nodded and smiled, crossing my legs then hugging my knees to my chest. “I love doing makeup, and it’ll be cool to fix you up for the prom. Think of me as your fairy godmother.”

      Again, she looked like she might cry. “I’m so grateful. Thank you.” She glanced at herself again and her expression shifted, becoming sad. “I wish I could look like this forever, but my dad would probably freak out if he saw me like this.”

      God, I hadn’t thought of that—but she was sixteen, going on seventeen.

      “Your dad doesn’t like makeup?”

      “My dad doesn’t like anything. Think overdramatic psycho.”

      I couldn’t resist the laugh that escaped my lips. “Really, he can’t be that bad. Most dads get all weird about their daughters wearing makeup. Just tell him it was practice for prom.”

      “Brooke, I think if I left things up to him, I wouldn’t even go to prom. He’s just unbearable at the moment, and every day it gets worse. I’m actually grounded, but he’s working late so I was able to come over here.”

      “God, I don’t want to get you in more trouble.” I really didn’t. The Johnsons had been so nice to me, and I didn’t want to upset them.

      “No. I actually don’t care anymore. If I was wrong, I’d admit my error, but I’m not, so that means I’ll do whatever I want. You wouldn’t believe what he did just last week.”

      “What did he do?” I pulled in a breath and shuffled so my knees were to the side of me.

      “He sent the cops to look for me when I didn’t come home on time.”

      My jaw dropped. That was dramatic. “Really?” Mr. Johnson didn’t look like the overdramatic type. He seemed so cool and chilled out. Really chilled out. So it was surprising to hear he’d done that.

      “Yes, really. I understood that he was worried and he couldn’t reach me because my phone battery died, but that was over the top. Every Friday for months he’s worked late. I don’t like being cooped up in the house, so I thought I’d go hang out with my boyfriend, who he also freaked out about. We were at the ice cream parlor in town when the cops came in and took me away like I was some kind of criminal. I was so embarrassed.”

      That sounded like a nightmare. “What did he say when you spoke to him?”

      “We actually haven’t really talked about it properly yet. I’m too mad to talk, and I can’t stand arguing with him. I hate it so much. He never listens, and he just jumps on his own train of thought. It’s awful and I can’t wait to move out.”

      Sounded like she really needed to offload the stuff that was on her mind.

      “For college?” I assumed she meant that, but she shook her head.

      “I don’t want to go to college. I think I may head to New York and do something there. I don’t know. I’ve always lived in this town and I want to go somewhere exciting.”

      “And you don’t want to go to college?” I found that a little hard to believe since way back when I was sixteen, I’d dreamed of going just for the experience. I had been excited about what I was going to study, but it was like going to college made me grow up.

      “No, I don’t think so. I don’t really think it’s for me. Plus, I don’t know what I’d do there. I’m not exactly an A student. I’m not even a D student, so I doubt any college will accept me.”

      “I think it’s better not to go if you don’t know what to do. College is important and you need to know how to have a good balance. Work very hard then you can play harder.” She smiled when I said that and came over to sit next to me.

      “Play harder?”

      “To reward yourself. That’s important. I always do that, and I did that when I was in college.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “Yale.”

      Her chin nearly hit the floor. “Yale? As in Yale?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      Now this was nice, and so unlike Sally’s reaction this morning.

      “Yale was amazing, but I made sure I had options.”

      “Options? God, like what?”

      “Harvard and UCLA offered me scholarships, but I turned them down because Yale had a program I felt was more suitable for me and my career.”

      “That’s so amazing. I’ve never met someone so intelligent.”

      “Thank you.” Hearing that and seeing her admiration of me made hope spark in my heart.

      “It’ll never happen for me though.” She shook her head in dismay.

      “If you believe you can do something, you can do it, but make sure it’s what you want and not what someone else wants. College is a fantastic experience and you’ll get lots of opportunities. That is something you shouldn’t turn down, because it takes away from the choices available to you.”

      “You make it sound so cool.” She bit the inside of her lip. “Dad wants me to go to college.”

      “And you don’t?” I was starting to get the impression she didn’t want to go because she wanted to spite her father.

      “I…don’t know now. I don’t see myself going, and I don’t really have the desire to go.”

      “How about you do more exploring before you make up your mind?”

      “I’ll think about it. Tell me about your major—it sounds amazing.”

      That was like flipping the switch in my mind that made me talk nonstop.
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      Another hour of deep conversation followed, and we would have continued, too, if she hadn’t looked so tired. It was ten by the time she left.

      I couldn’t believe I’d spent all that time hanging out with a sixteen-year-old. Apart from Noah, I had Shauna, who lived in Malibu, and Janine, who didn’t live too far from me in LA, though I couldn’t remember the last time I’d spoken to either of them for the length of time I’d spent with Aria.

      Also, speaking to them meant Craig’s name would pop up at some point during the conversation. Shauna was married to Craig’s best friend and Janine worked at the same lawfirm as him. So awkwardness was something I couldn’t avoid sometimes.

      Aria’s presence had been a welcome break, but her departure brought all my worries rushing back in. Instead of getting ready for bed, I jumped online to do some more research on Sally. I checked out previous interviews she’d done and emailed Bob Jacobe who’d done an exclusive on her a few years back for ESPN. He got back to me right away, told me she could be a little difficult at times, and said it was best to talk about things she liked.

      That led me to look up all the things she liked, and I mostly stuck with her career. I knew she loved that, and there wasn’t anything she loved more than running.

      I made so many notes, pages of them, notes documenting her early achievements and everything else going forward. I’d done a lot of this before, but now that I’d met her, I knew more of what to look for.

      I figured it would be good to arm myself with as much knowledge as possible.

      But…it was all for nothing.

      I got to Sally’s house bright and early the next day. I was nervous as hell, but a little more confident. Her butler opened the door for me just like he had the day before and told me quite bluntly that Sally didn’t wish to have any visitors today. That was it.

      When I tried to ask him when I should return, he said that was the message he’d been told to give me and practically closed the door in my face.

      I skipped the what do I do now? thoughts that ran through my mind and went straight to anger.

      What a bitch. She had my number and could have sent me some kind of message telling me not to come; why hadn’t she? And to send her butler out to dismiss me like that was…

      It was awful.

      I went back home to regroup and re-strategize, thinking I would send Sally a message that afternoon.

      The message I sent was nice. I simply asked her when would be a good time to meet, that was it. There was nothing there that could be misconstrued to mean anything it didn’t.

      However, it wasn’t Sally who contacted me next.

      It was Perry.

      He called and screamed at me over the phone, telling me I couldn’t fuck things up. I didn’t have a leg to stand on because he threatened to pull me from the assignment, an assignment I’d always dreamed of. The most I could do was assure him I would do better, although I really hadn’t done anything wrong.

      I didn’t sleep that night, not at all.

      It was all bad luck. Some stroke of fucking bad luck had followed me to North Carolina. I didn’t know where it had come from, but it was very much present.

      Then, as if things couldn’t get any worse, the next morning I was stopped in the middle of opening my car door by a psychotic-looking Officer Asshole.

      “You,” he bellowed, rushing over to me, his gorgeous face contorted into an evil scowl.

      “What about me?”

      “Who do you think you are giving my daughter advice!” he barked.

      I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. He had a daughter?

      “I never spoke to your daughter.”

      “Yes you did. Aria told me she talked to you about college.”

      God in heaven, he was Aria’s dad!

      I couldn’t have been more shocked. When she’d said she lived next door, she’d literally meant next door.

      Still, though, I never would have imagined he was her father, and it was weird since I didn’t think he was that much older than me.

      “You told her it would be better not to go if she didn’t know what she wanted to do.”

      God, I had said that, but I’d said some other good stuff too.

      “I think you’ll find that I encouraged her to go.”

      “By saying she shouldn’t go?” His eyes blazed, and I could totally see the melodramatic psychopath Aria had described. “You wouldn’t believe the hard work and effort I put into making sure she has a chance to go to college, so I don’t need her taking advice from some walking Barbie with daddy’s credit card who probably never went to college.”

      Something snapped inside me, just snapped. In the back of my mind, I remembered Aria telling me her father never listened to her. I saw firsthand that it was true, because I doubted she would have forgotten to tell him I went to Yale.

      Once again, someone else had formed a negative opinion of me that they believed to be true, and it infuriated me. It infuriated me more because of what he said and because it was him saying it.

      My hand rose up and landed upon his cheek so hard it left a mark.

      “Fucking asshole. How dare you speak to me like that?” I cried, shocked at myself that I’d just slapped him—him, a cop who already had my name on his hit list. I didn’t care though. I really didn’t. He was out of line and deserved it. He didn’t know me; anyone who knew me knew to never talk about my father. “I went to Yale, and my father died for his country with a Medal of Honor.”

      Just saying that stirred up memories I didn’t want to think about.

      Walking Barbie with daddy’s credit card…

      I wish.

      Leaving him standing there, I jumped in my car and sped off.

      The previous week I’d been so excited to be here, but now I just wanted to go home.
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      It seemed like fucking things up was a daily thing for me, completely and utterly.

      I remembered when I was sixteen and I first went to juvi. Mom and Dad were so disappointed in me, hated the self-destruct mission I’d been on. I hadn’t seen it that way then, and I didn’t until maybe years later when I started to look back on all the things I’d done. Having a child had made me grow up fast—faster than fast, like overnight fast. I had to.

      This felt like that time when I was intent on destroying myself. I couldn’t see what I was doing until things went wrong, went to hell, and I’d ended up hurting people I shouldn’t.

      Brooke couldn’t have been more right. I was a fucking asshole, and that was all I’d been to her since she arrived.

      What was worse was that Aria saw what happened and was mad at me too.

      That morning, we’d been talking about college. I’d said I wanted her to get home early so she could study, and that was when she’d told me about Brooke.

      I remembered her talking, us arguing, and then she’d told me what Brooke had said. I hadn’t stayed to find out what else Brooke had said because rage had built within me. It had reached a boiling point when I saw Brooke sauntering out of her house without a care in the world, and suddenly I was moving—moving toward her and screaming at her.

      I was basically telling her to keep her nose out of our business. Then I was offensive. Even if I didn’t know her, I shouldn’t have called her a walking Barbie with daddy’s credit card.

      That slap had woken me up and made me feel like the asshole I was.

      “I went to Yale, and my father died for his country with a Medal of Honor.”

      Her words echoed in my mind, repeating long after she sped away and left me standing there, and they were still there as Aria launched her attack on me, telling me off for making her look bad to someone she admired.

      The words were still in my mind now, hours later.

      So was the way she’d looked. Brooke had looked like I’d really hurt her. The expression on her face had been one of someone who’d lost someone close to them—her father. I should have recognized it more than anyone because of the loss that had gripped me when Olivia left me.

      Left me—better to say that. She’d died, but it felt like she’d left me.

      And…there I was thinking about her again.

      Not good, definitely not good.

      I didn’t go to work that day, instead taking a personal day and spending it on the beach.

      When I got back, I had one thing on my mind, one thing I had to do before the day ended, and that was apologize to Brooke. Thankfully she was home when I got back.

      I rang her doorbell and waited patiently outside. It wouldn’t have surprised me if she didn’t answer the door, but I hoped she did. After a minute or two, I rang the bell again and heard strange noises coming from inside the house. It sounded like water.

      “Brooke?” I called out. Her name felt foreign on my lips, and I realized it was the first time I’d said it out loud.

      Then the door flew open and a very distressed Brooke stood before me, drenched with water and dripping head to toe.

      Inside the house, it looked like someone had turned on a river because water was everywhere. The sound I’d heard had been water, and it seemed to be gushing from the kitchen.

      “Oh God no, not you. I can’t deal with you right now so please go away.” The frown on her beautiful face was enough to tell me how pissed off she was at my ass.

      She went to close the door but I stopped her.

      “Please, wait.” I put my hand up. “I’m sorry about this morning.”

      “Just this morning?” She gave me a pointed look.

      “The other day too, but this morning was worse.” I nodded.

      “Yes, it sure was.” She held me in place with her gaze, intense but with something else that flickered in the depths of her eyes.

      “What happened in here?”

      She looked me over hesitantly then pressed her lips together. “Burst pipe.”

      “Let me fix it?”

      That hesitant look returned to her face.

      “Come on, it looks pretty bad in there, but there’s nothing I can’t fix.” I offered a small smile.

      This time she blinked and nodded, but I noticed a slight flush to her cheeks.

      “Okay.”

      My whole body sighed with relief, and it felt like the first right thing I’d done in days.

      I stepped inside, hoping I could fix more than just her burst pipe.
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      I fixed the pipe within half an hour.

      There was a rusted spot in one of the copper pipes under her kitchen sink that had caused it to burst. I replaced that and added better pipes with stronger metal. That part was easy to fix. The part that was hard work was all the water that had gushed out into the house. I managed to clean up most of it, but it was still pretty bad.

      It was a good thing I’d come when I had because the water had nearly reached the electrical wiring, and that would have been a disaster none of us wanted.

      By nightfall the place was still soaked, but with the doors and windows left open, I hoped the air would dry most of it up. Thankfully most of downstairs was covered with floorboards and not carpet like we had at my house. If that flood had happened to me, I would have had to rip the carpet up and redo the place.

      I was pretty soaked myself and it was probably time for me to leave, but I hung back to talk to her. She’d left me about an hour before when I’d insisted on her taking a break, which she’d looked like she needed.

      I packed away my tools and found her in the sitting room. She was resting on the bay window, gazing through the glass, looking out at the darkness of the night and the vague movement of the sea.

      All that golden hair cascaded down her back in waves. She turned upon hearing me enter and regarded me with a curious expression.

      Her face, bare of any makeup, was flawless and dewy. She looked younger, and I found myself trying to remember if she’d told me her age the other day.

      No. The day of her arrival, I hadn’t gotten as far as taking down her date of birth. Noah had arrived by then.

      Nerves gripped me and I knew I was staring at her for longer than was acceptable, getting lost in her beauty and those eyes that still drew me in with curiosity.

      I finally found my voice. “Everything’s all done.”

      “Thanks for your help. How much do I owe you?” She actually reached for her purse on the table nearby.

      “No.” I held up my hands. “Nothing.”

      “You’ve been here for hours.”

      “It’s fine. We’re neighbors, right?” That was my attempt to level out the tension. “Next-door neighbors.” I nodded emphatically to give it more meaning.

      “Thank you. I’ll find some way of making it up to you. The plumber wouldn’t have made it in time, and Noah’s out of town.”

      Noah, the friend who I felt was more like her boyfriend. Maybe he wanted to be, or maybe she wanted him to be.

      “I’m guessing he helps you out when things like this happen?” I enquired, moving closer.

      “Yes, but things like this don’t tend to happen to me. It’s just bad luck. It’s all I seem to have attracted since being here.”

      I could have informed her that bad luck wasn’t the only thing attracted to her. I also thought revealing that she attracted the hell out of me would be seen in the same light as bad luck in her book.

      “I’m sure it’s just the usual that can be expected when you move somewhere new.”

      “Unfortunately not. I think your town hates me being here.”

      “Good thing you’re only here for eight months then, right?” Not that I was agreeing with her; I was just curious to know what she was doing in town. “Are you here studying or something?”

      The other day when this had been mentioned, I’d asked if she was here for work and she’d never answered. Maybe it was studying. She’d handed my ass to me when she’d informed me she went to Yale, and she did look young, so maybe she was a grad student.

      “Studying?” She raised her brows.

      I lifted my shoulders into a shrug. “I’m trying to guess something that won’t piss you off any more than you already are at me.”

      “And you think I’m studying?”

      I decided to sit on the chair in front of her. She looked me over and tried to bite back a smile.

      “Are you?”

      “What makes you think I’m studying? I already said I went to Yale.”

      I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “You look young. I figured you could be a grad student at Yale.”

      She laughed and the sound did something to me. It reached into me, and I almost wanted to make some kind of joke so I could hear the sound again. The only problem was I’d been so wound up lately I’d forgotten how to joke around. I also hadn’t been that version of myself in years.

      “Oh my gosh.” She brought her hand to her cheek and stared at me. “Young? Like how young, detective?”

      Was it wrong that I loved how she said detective?

      “Forgive me if I get this wrong. Please don’t bite my head off or get more pissed at me.”

      “Don’t keep me in suspense. I want to hear what you think.”

      “Okay. I think you could be twenty-four.”

      More laughter escaped her lips, and I thought I’d gotten it wrong.

      “Twenty-two…or three?” I offered.

      “I wish you’d just asked me how old I was. You should be going higher, not lower.” Her smile was as beautiful as she was.

      “Higher? Twenty-five?” When she shook her head, I looked her over.

      “I’m thirty.”

      “There’s no way you’re thirty.” She just looked so much younger. I wouldn’t have guessed thirty.

      “I am, and I’ll be thirty-one in a few months. And you? You don’t look old enough to have a sixteen-year-old.”

      “I’m thirty-four. I had her when I was eighteen.” This sort of conversation usually verged into talking about Olivia, and I didn’t really want to talk about her right now.

      “You don’t look thirty-four. You look younger too.”

      “Thank you.” It was a nice compliment since I felt about a hundred years old. “So, you’re not in grad school?”

      “I never went to grad school. I went straight out into the field after Yale for my internship.”

      “Which was where?” I was starting to see there was much more to this woman than met the eye, much as what met my eyes was pleasing enough.

      “The Times, in New York. I’m a features editor with People Magazine. I’m here for eight months doing an exclusive on Sally Weinstein.”

      Jesus. Just when I was beginning to climb down from the shock she’d already served me.

      “Wow. That’s amazing, very impressive.”

      A mischievous little look washed over her face. “The walking Barbie could almost forgive you for being an ass.”

      I pulled in a breath and tried to think of the best thing to say. “I’m really sorry about earlier. I shouldn’t have said that to you.”

      She seemed to consider what I’d said and narrowed her eyes.

      “What?” I asked, because I really wasn’t sure what she was thinking.

      “I hope you don’t expect an apology from me because you deserved the bitch slap, and if you try to take me down for assaulting a police officer, I’ll say I was provoked.”

      I opened my palms and bowed my head. “I deserved the slap, definitely. I accept that.”

      She smiled. “Really? You’re accepting it?”

      “Yeah, I am. I’m not normally like…this. I’m not normally an asshole.”

      “What are you normally like?”

      I was a little thrown by the question. “Different.”

      “That doesn’t tell me anything. Different could be worse than what I’ve seen.” When she shuffled, the movement made the little strap of her top drift down her shoulder, drawing my attention to her fully rounded breasts.

      I’d avoided looking at them all evening, all evening as she spent most of it in those wet clothes that clung to her figure.

      “Hey, eyes up,” she chided.

      Fuck. I hadn’t meant to get caught staring. Hell, I hadn’t meant to stare at all. I opened my mouth to say something but couldn’t think of anything that could redeem myself.

      What could I say? That I wasn’t looking? I totally was.

      With a slight flush to her cheeks and a little giggle, she adjusted the straps on her shoulders. “If you’re going to ogle my tits right in front of me, I have to at least know if I’d like the other version of you.”

      I opened my mouth again then closed it.

      Would she like the real me? The version of me who wasn’t always tensely wound up and worrying about Aria?

      I couldn’t remember what it felt like to be that guy. I did know he was fun, and…I missed him.

      “Yes.” I nodded. “Yes you would.”

      She inclined her head to the side, assessing me. Interest now flickered in her blue gaze. My eyes dropped to her mouth as her lips parted and slid into a sexy smile.

      “And you have a sixteen-year-old who I kind of adore?”

      That made me smile. It was a nice thing to hear.

      “Looks that way.” It sure did, and said sixteen-year-old had given me an ultimatum that morning. “My daughter would like you to join us for dinner tomorrow.”

      Aria had told me if I didn’t ask Brooke to join us for dinner, she would never speak to me again. Ever.

      “Us?”

      “Me and her. Aria and me. Us.” As I looked at Brooke, I knew I’d be a fool not to take note of the attraction that sparked between us.

      I would have been lying if I’d said I didn’t feel it.

      “I’ll go for her. I know for sure I definitely like her, though you haven’t impressed me yet.”

      I had to laugh, and damn it sounded weird, like the laughter was coming from someone else.

      “Brooke, I just spent all evening fixing your pipes and clearing the water away from the floors.” I thought that was impressive enough. “Also, the other day, I saved you from falling over in the grocery store.”

      “You fixed my pipes and cleaned up the water because you felt guilty for calling me a walking Barbie with daddy’s credit card. I’m still upset about that.” She narrowed her eyes at me.

      Guilt consumed me. I still felt bad that I’d actually said it. “I’m really sorry ,again.”

      “I’ve half forgiven you. Also, the grocery store incident was…well, you were in the way. It would have been evil if you’d let me fall over when I bumped into you.”

      I didn’t think I’d ever met anyone quite like her.

      Classy, sexy, and…quirky.

      “How about we start fresh?” I brought my hands together.

      She considered the offer. “Okay, but I’m still going to dinner for Aria.”

      “Just so I know, what will I have to do to impress you?” I couldn’t help myself. It was curiosity.

      “I’ll let you know.”
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      As far as weird went, this was definitely weird—me at Officer Asshole’s house.

      I’d been there for the last hour, seated at his table with a delicious feast before me, a feast he’d cooked and Aria had served.

      Ryan made slow braised beef and honey roated chicken with spring vegetables.

      It was definitely impressive and for me nothing was sexier than a man who could cook, but I didn’t tell him that.

      I did however decide that  if I was trying to like him, I should probably stop thinking of him as Officer Asshole. I thought it was fair to say he was leaning more toward the nicer side for me, especially after yesterday. Plus, there was the overarching fact that while the man had upset me to no end, I still thought he was gorgeous, the kind of handsome that could make me push aside the real world for one evening.

      The real world had dealt me a bad day—another bad day. I hadn’t gone to Sally’s, but I had suffered through another chat with Perry. He was still unhappy with me for apparently reflecting poorly on the magazine.

      I’d learned long ago that to move past a disagreement, sometimes you had to see things from the other person’s perspective, so this was me trying—trying harder. I had a meeting set up for Monday to see Sally, which would bring it to one full week since our last meeting. That gave me more preparation time, and more time to think of strategy.

      I knew if I didn’t pull it off, it would be bye-bye for me.

      It was my second chance to make a good impression. It weighed heavily on my mind, but I was determined to push it aside for the night.

      Here I was eating dinner with Ryan and Aria. I would have never imagined myself being here, attending as an esteemed dinner guest—that was what Aria had called me. She was a great little hostess, and I even noticed she’d worn the skirt I gave her and some of the hair clips, as if she was showing me she was using what I’d given her.

      What was even weirder was that I was actually enjoying myself. The food was great, and so was the company.

      Aria talked nonstop. From the surprised look on Ryan’s face, I could tell that was perhaps uncommon.

      I didn’t need to talk about myself because she did it for me. She babbled on about everything we’d talked about the other night, from me going to Yale and the scholarships I’d turned down to my work at People. Then she started talking about something I never expected: poetry.

      Back at my house, she’d seen a few of my poetry books and realized they were the same ones she had for her English class. She, who hadn’t bothered to look at them since the school year had begun, declared that she thought she’d take a look since she thought they must be cool if I had them.

      That had led her to reading all of her five books the day before, and because she wanted to know a bit more about the poets, she’d spent all her free periods in the library today.

      As she explained that, Ryan had looked from me to her with a quizzical expression. I took that to mean she wasn’t normally a big fan of the library.

      The situation with them was different for me, because none of my friends had kids and I wasn’t used to being around children or teenagers.

      While I thought Aria was adorable and great, I could see how it must have been hard to have a sixteen-year-old, a mini adult who wanted to explore her own world.

      “I can’t believe how much there is to know about all this stuff, and it isn’t just the poetry—it’s the art too,” she continued, looking at me eagerly.

      “I hear there’s a gallery in town. In a few weeks they’re doing a Waterhouse exhibition.”

      She gasped and clutched her hand to her heart. “Really? As in John William Waterhouse and ‘The Lady of Shallot’?”

      I nodded. The exhibition was one of the things I’d noted before arriving. I’d planned to go even before I got the assignment. I’d thought I’d take Noah, but he wasn’t a fan of anything like that. It would be nice to go with someone who would enjoy it as much as me.

      “We can go if your dad agrees.” I glanced over at Ryan, who was already looking at me, his fork danging between his fingers.

      “He’ll agree because it’s like school work. He’s just opposed to anything else that contributes toward a life.” She frowned, looking at him.

      He straightened up and gave her a hard stare. I had to bite the inside of my lip to keep from laughing.

      God, if I’d said anything like that, my dad would have gone ape shit on me. Granted, I wouldn’t have thought to speak to my father that way. I noticed how outspoken Aria was, and I figured she was like that with Ryan because he was just a little over twice her age. Jayce, was five years older than me, and that was how I was with him. These two reminded me of the way I was with my brother.

      “School contributes to a life,” Ryan replied.

      He rolled up the sleeves of his long-sleeved shirt and I got a good glimpse of the tattoos snaking up his thick forearms. The week before, as I’d watched him from afar, I had seen the tats but hadn’t been able to make out what they were. I was certain I saw the edge of the Colosseum and the end of a spear.

      He glanced at me and caught me looking. I didn’t like being caught ogling, but I wouldn’t act like I was embarrassed, so I held his gaze and only looked away when Aria said my name.

      “Brooke, don’t you agree?”

      I looked at her, trying to figure out what she’d just said. I must have missed it.

      “What am I agreeing to?” I thought I’d play it safe. It was like a mini world war in here, and if I agreed to something, it could set off a bomb.

      “School and life are separate. I don’t want to be seen as some kind of geek.”

      I laughed. “I’m sorry, Aria, I’m kind of a geek, so I was always stuck in a library somewhere.”

      She looked so shocked when I said that, but Ryan looked relieved.

      “You think you’re a geek? No way.” She shook her head. “You even buy Cosmo.”

      “It’s the girl bible—everyone has Cosmo.” I nodded.

      “I agree. We’d be lost without it.”

      “Cosmo, the same magazine I caught you with other the week?” Ryan asked, stabbing the withered remains of his chicken with his fork. He looked from me to her again.

      Aria stared at him head on and straightened up. “Yes Dad, that same one.” She looked at me. “Dad got all worked up over an article titled How to know if he’s good in bed.”

      I wanted to laugh but tried to suppress it. It was funny, really, but I knew if I reacted it would be construed as me agreeing with her, and I didn’t. There was no way I would feel comfortable knowing my sixteen-year-old was reading stuff like that. Articles like that were okay for me, but for her…

      “Come on, Aria, you seriously expected your dad not to freak out?” I had to ask her because I knew my dad would have probably burned the magazine.

      She frowned at me. “Brooke, you’re supposed to be my friend—you can’t take his side.” She pouted.

      “I’m not taking sides. As your friend, I have to be honest. If there was lipstick on your teeth, wouldn’t you want me to tell you?”

      “Yes, I would be very upset if that happened and you didn’t tell me.”

      “Same thing here. Why don’t you leave those articles to the big girls? I loved Cosmo Girl when I was your age. They had the coolest articles, and the best thing was the discount at Macy’s and Sephora.”

      She gasped. “Really? I didn’t know that.”

      “Girl you’ve been missing out. Thank God I’m here, right?”

      “Oh yes.” She nodded.

      Ryan chuckled. “Finally something we can all agree on.” He widened his eyes.

      I smiled at that too, but it got me thinking about what his life must be like. Where was Aria’s mom? No one had said anything, neither Aria nor Ryan.

      I’d scanned the dining room for pictures, but there weren’t any of the family photos I expected to see around the place. I hadn’t been in the living room yet so I couldn’t be totally certain. Maybe they had a bad relationship and Ryan wasn’t with her anymore, or maybe they had a good relationship but the kind where she saw Aria during the holidays or weekends, but then that would be odd too because usually most kids lived with the mother and the father had visitation arrangements.

      The other possibility I thought of was that she wasn’t around anymore, like …she’d died. I hoped not. I knew the pain from loss all too much. I may not have known Aria long, but I would have felt truly sad for her if that was what had happened.

      The buzzing of a phone brought me out of my thoughts.

      It was Aria’s cell vibrating on the table. The excitement that danced in her eyes as she looked down at the screen told me it had to be the boyfriend calling.

      The put-out look on Ryan’s face confirmed it.

      “Excuse me,” Aria said, picking up the phone and dashing out of the room before Ryan could say anything.

      He frowned and glanced at me.

      “You should see your face.” I chuckled.

      He sighed and sat back in his chair. “You seem to speak the same language as her—any tips on how I deal with this boyfriend situation?”

      I blinked several times then shook my head. At the age of sixteen, I’d gone on a total of one date. It was for junior prom, and after that I didn’t date until I was eighteen, after I was out of the woods for my exams and I was certain I’d secured the spot I wanted at college.

      “I was a geek, remember.” I giggled.

      “You don’t look like a geek, Brooke. I’m not going to believe that, even if you spent your days and nights in a library.”

      “It’s true. I was. What were you?” I asked, even though I already knew before he answered.

      “A jock. I played football, quarterback for my school team.”

      Yup, I’d guessed some sort of jock, and I was right.

      “Okay jock, are you seriously going to tell me you didn’t have a girlfriend at sixteen?” I laughed at him trying to find an answer.

      “Oh, God.” He sighed. “It’s different.”

      “How?”

      “It just is.”

      “Okay.” Better to agree; no way was I getting in the middle of this battle of theirs, interesting as it was.

      “So no tips?”

      “Have you met the guy?”

      “I don’t know if that is wise. We probably shouldn’t meet.”

      “When I started dating, my dad had to meet whoever I was with, and he was always like that.”

      I thought of my father often, but I didn’t really talk about him. Talking about him stirred memories, memories of not just him but Mom too.

      “Was he?”

      “Yes, he was, and he’d always wear his uniform too, so they knew he carried a gun. If there was any doubt he had about the guy, he’d meet with him in his office with his gun collection.”

      Come to think of it, Ryan wasn’t as much of a nightmare as Dad had been.

      Ryan laughed and leaned on his elbows. “Your dad sounds cool.”

      “He was.” I pulled in a breath to calm my mind. The last time I’d told anyone what had happened to my father was years ago. “He was a captain in the Marines. He died in Iraq ten years ago saving his men when they were ambushed. It was the same year he was due to retire.”

      I was in my sophomore year college when it happened. It was a wonder how I’d made it through and completed my semester, let alone my degree.

      Ryan immediately looked sad. His expression fell and guilt filled his eyes, most likely because of what he’d said to me the day before.

      “I’m sorry that happened to you. It must have been tough.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it was.”

      Ryan pressed his lips together. “I’m sorry, Brooke. That definitely is sad. I…know what loss feels like.” Sadness filled his eyes, turning them a darker shade of green. “My wife…um, she died six years ago. It was cancer, leukemia.”

      I stared at him, realizing my worst thought was correct. Aria’s mom had died, and I didn’t have to be told that they hadn’t mentioned her because of the pain they must have felt.

      I could see it in Ryan’s eyes.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said on an exhalation.

      “Thanks.”

      Looking him over, I suddenly had a lot more respect for him as I put the pieces together. He’d said he had Aria when he was eighteen, and just now he’d said his wife had died. So, he’d married at an extremely young age, had a child he’d raised on his own for the last six years, and still he cared so much for her.

      I didn’t know any men like that.

      Aria came back into the room at that moment, phone in hand, and gave us both an uneasy look.

      “Can I be excused for the evening?” she asked Ryan.

      “It’s seven.”

      “Exactly.”

      Ryan’s voice took on a stern edge. “Why? Where are you going now?”

      “Out.”

      “With?” He flicked his hand over and gave her an expectant look.

      “Brad. He got off work early and wants to see the new X-Men movie.”

      “Brooke is our guest, Aria. You invited her to dinner and you’re just going to leave? Also, you didn’t want to see that movie with me—what makes Brad so special?”

      “Are you kidding?” she snapped. “I’m not going to see a movie with you and have people thinking I’m out with some sugar daddy.”

      Ryan’s mouth dropped open, and as much as I tried, I couldn’t stop myself from laughing at that one.

      “Jesus Christ, Aria. What the hell? It’s X-Men.”

      “Whatever, Dad. I’m going. I know what I’m talking about, and Brooke is cool with me leaving.”

      I liked how she spoke for me even though I’d given her no indication as to what I thought. She definitely amused me.

      “Brooke, that’s not funny.”

      “This is what I have to put up with.” Aria pointed at Ryan. “See? Psycho maniac.”

      “You guys are so funny. I feel like I’m at a play.”

      “It’s not a play. She just called me a sugar daddy.” Even Ryan couldn’t stop himself from laughing.

      “I didn’t. I said people would think that. Do you know how embarrassing it is to have to explain you’re not my college boyfriend or some man who wants to lure me away to do God knows what?”

      “Just stop already.” Ryan shook his head.

      “I’m going,” Aria said again.

      “Hey, I get to meet this Brad person.” Ryan looked over at me and nodded.

      “No—God no. Why? So you can scare him away?” Aria winced.

      “I get to meet him, end of story.”

      Aria actually looked over at me. “Brooke, do you see how uncool he is?”

      “Yes,” I said, to Ryan’s horror. “So uncool, but then is Brad a fling?”

      “A fling?” Ryan could barely say the word.

      Aria looked as confused as I’d intended her to be. “A fling?”

      “Yeah, ’cause you don’t have to introduce flings to anyone. If he’s not important to you then no one has to meet him. Come this weekend you’re probably going to ditch him anyway.”

      “No, Brad’s not a fling. I really like Brad. I like him a lot.” She nodded.

      “Oh.” I bit the inside of my lip. “Then if this guy isn’t a fling, you’ll most definitely have to introduce him to the person who matters most to you. It’s Cosmo rules.”

      When Aria looked at Ryan, awe filled his eyes. Then when she got out her phone and called Brad, he looked over at me wide-eyed like I’d just worked some kind of magic.

      “Brad, hey—can you come by the house? I want you to meet my dad.”
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      I was…

      Well, shocked didn’t begin to describe how I felt.

      I had been pretty certain Aria had developed a deep hatred toward me until I watched her whip out her phone and call Brad.

      It only took her a few seconds to decide she had to introduce him to the person who mattered most to her, and within seconds, I knew that was me. The person who mattered most to her was me.

      My girl had come through for me even before I could hope she loved me enough to introduce me to her boyfriend.

      Now the orchestrator of that play had a smug expression on her face as Brad stood in my living room, looking like he was about to shit himself.

      Brooke hung back, watching the story unfold.

      “Ryan Donovan,” I said, giving Brad a firm handshake.

      The poor kid looked worse because I had a firm grip on his hand.

      “Brad Mead, sir.” He nodded. “Nice to meet you.”

      At least he was well mannered. No leather jacket today, either, and the hair had been cut shorter—military short.

      “You too. So, you’ve been seeing my daughter?” I was trying not to be scary, but Brad’s face turned red.

      “Dad,” Aria snapped, giving me a hard stare.

      “I’m just confirming,” I said with a smile.

      “Yes sir, if it’s okay with you.”

      Was it okay with me? Not really. I didn’t want her to have a boyfriend.

      Aria looked at me with pleading eyes. The expression on her face screamed Please don’t mess this up.

      Since I knew I was the person who mattered most to her, I decided I wouldn’t.

      “You seem all right kid,” I answered, to her great relief. Even Brad loosened up a bit.

      “Thank you, sir. I promise to have her back by ten—we have a study group in the morning.”

      Okay. This guy wasn’t as bad as I’d first imagined. I still had questions, though. He’d drawn that hummingbird on Aria’s hip and he rode a motorcycle, although he’d driven a car tonight.

      “All right, don’t let me keep you.”

      Aria actually sighed with relief.

      “Great to meet you both.” He looked from me to Brooke, who still hung back. She nodded toward him.

      I realized the whole evening must have been truly awkward for her between Aria and me arguing and then me meeting Brad, my daughter’s boyfriend.

      Aria couldn’t leave quick enough. She grabbed Brad’s arm and practically fled with him through the door, leaving me with Brooke, her dinner guest.

      I looked over at Brooke as she reached for her little purse. It was the same peach color as her summer dress.

      She was leaving too.

      She smiled when she saw me looking at her. “That’s my cue to dash.”

      I didn’t want her to go just yet.

      Apart from the fact that she’d impressed the hell out of me because Aria was completely fascinated with her, I was fascinated with her.

      “You’re going to let me drink that wine all by myself?” She’d brought a bottle of pinot noir.

      “You want me to drink it with you?”

      “Why not?”

      “People may think you’re my sugar daddy.” She laughed.

      When she tried to move past me, I caught her arm and pulled her back.

      “I don’t tend to care what people think, and you don’t seem to either.” I’d realized that right off the bat.

      She gave me that seductive smile. I released her arm when she looked down at my hand holding on to her elbow.

      “I don’t.”

      “Then stay. I’m still trying to impress you, and Aria took up all the time.”

      “I’ve decided I’m not sure you can impress me.”

      She had to be kidding.

      “So, you still haven’t forgiven me?”

      “I forgive you for yesterday. I can see how it would be tough thinking I’d discouraged your daughter from going to college, but I still feel traumatized about my first day here.”

      She was trying to say it with a straight face but ended up smiling.

      “Fresh start, remember? So it’s like none of that actually happened. Now I’m just a guy asking you to stay and have a drink with me. I’ll even make you a cocktail.”

      “You make cocktails?” She looked me over in disbelief.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “I highly doubt you can make my drink, and if I’m going to drink then I need to make sure it’s good.”

      “Try me.” My grandfather was a bartender, and I’d worked in his bar for a few years before joining the force.

      She folded her arms under her breasts and stared at me. Something wicked flashed in her eyes. “Sex on the beach, mixed with…a screaming orgasm.”

      Of course. Why in the hell would I be surprised she would say that?

      I knew how to make those drinks individually; that wasn’t the problem. The problem was I was now thinking of her having sex on the beach and screaming as an orgasm took her over.

      Somehow I thought that was her intention, either to shock me or turn me on.

      I wasn’t sure which.
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        * * *

      

      I whipped up her drink in a jiffy and when she sipped on it, she closed her eyes and seemed to savor the taste. When her eyes fluttered open, she smiled and set the glass down on the counter.

      We were at the island in the kitchen. Next to us was a collection of fruit and drink mixes I’d used to make her beverage.

      “Is it good?” I asked. I knew for damn certain it was good, and if she said no, she’d be lying.

      “It’s good.” She nodded.

      “Impressed?”

      Her brows knit together. “By a cocktail?”

      “My cocktail didn’t impress you? That’s an Irish mix I gave you. It’s damn good.”

      “Irish?”

      “I’m half Irish, so I know how to make a drink.”

      “Is the other half monk?”

      I narrowed my gaze at her. “What?”

      She laughed and the sound filled me again. “Monk, as in member of a religious order who lives in a monastery.”

      “What makes you think that?” I was real interested to hear.

      “I just assumed. You seem so goody two shoes, like a priest who just took his vows.”

      “I’m not a priest.”

      “No? Well not that I’m trying in any way to tell you how to raise your child, but I should tell you Aria’s only going to get worse. Also, the more you push, the more she’ll defy you.”

      I took a sip of my own drink and regarded her. “I don’t know what kind of magic you worked but she listened to you, and I owe you big time.”

      “You don’t owe me anything. It’s clear from the way she acts that the most important person in her world is you. I was just trying to show you both what’s obvious.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded. “How did you know to do that?”

      She lifted a shoulder into a shrug, drawing my attention to the daintiness of her.

      “I was a sixteen-year-old girl once.”

      And I hadn’t been. “Tonight could have been much worse if you weren’t here.”

      “What would you have done?” She picked up her drink again.

      “Freaked out and said something I shouldn’t. I certainly wouldn’t have met Brad.”

      “My dear detective, what you need is to get a life.” She nodded as if that was the simplest answer.

      “Get a life? Is that you insulting me?”

      “No. If I was insulting you, you wouldn’t need to ask.” She giggled and shook her head. “But honestly, you need to get a life, or possibly buy a dog—something that will fill up your day more.”

      I chuckled knowing I was a hundred percent certain I’d never met anyone like her. The woman had just told me I should get a life or buy a dog.

      “Brooke, are you always like this?”

      She nodded. “Am I wrong? Think about it: if you keep going the way you are, you’ll probably go crazy. If you allow her to live, it will be so much better. Also, she knows what you fear the most, and I’m seventy percent certain she won’t disappoint you.”

      “How do you know what I fear the most, and why are you only seventy percent certain she won’t disappoint me?”

      “You’re worried she’ll sleep around, and I’m only seventy percent certain because I’m speaking from experience.”

      I was about to agree with her until she said that last part.

      Experience.

      “Do you want to elaborate?”

      “If I’m going to have sex, I don’t stop to think who will or won’t be disappointed. All I can think of is the act and how I feel then and how I’ll feel after, and then the next time if the guy is lucky enough to have me twice.”

      I had to swallow hard and blink.

      “Oh,” was all I could say. “Does said guy normally get to have you twice?”

      I don’t know why I asked that. Whatever spell she had me under must have charmed my mind and pushed me further into the enchantment of her.

      “It depends.” She leaned forward and my eyes dropped to her cleavage.

      “Depends on what?”

      “Whether or not said guy can impress me.”

      Impress—there was that word again.

      She knocked back the rest of the drink and slid off the stool.

      “You still haven’t told me how to go about that.”

      She shook her head at me. “Nope, sorry detective. You’re going to have to figure that out all on your lonesome. Brooke 101 is over for tonight.”

      She backed away and picked up her purse.

      “Brooke 101?”

      She focused on me and smiled. “Brooke 101.”

      “I don’t know how I ended up taking that class, but here I am. Are you going to be taking Ryan 101 too?”

      She laughed. “Be careful Detective—I’m the same woman you thought was on drugs less than a week ago. Should I really be taking a class on you?”

      “If I’m taking your class, you take mine. What’d you say?”

      This…whatever it was that drew me to her had taken me to this point, a point where my interest had grown and stuck on her.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Yes. You make good cocktails—would be nice to see what else you’re good at.” I totally didn’t miss the flicker of sexual heat that sparked in her eyes, and neither did my cock.

      “I can assure you, Brooke, I’m good with many things.”

      She bit back a smile and glided away, hips swaying and oozing sexiness.

      My eyes went straight to her ass and when she glanced over her shoulder, she caught me looking.

      When she smiled, I got that feeling of being in trouble again.

      Unlike the other day though, this trouble was mixed with the temptation of a woman who’d gotten me to make her sex on the beach mixed with a screaming orgasm.
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      It had been a long time since any man had gotten me interested—interested enough that I’d spent the weekend thinking about him. I saw him going in and out of his house, and Aria too. I even almost got tempted to go over a few times, but I decided not to.

      Ryan 101…it was tempting—oh so tempting—but I knew better than to go down that rabbit hole.

      I didn’t know how that man had managed to get me from thinking of him as Officer Asshole to loosely agreeing to be in Ryan 101. Maybe it was because I was captivated by the way he cared for Aria.

      No…that wasn’t it at all. It was him. Something about him interested me in a way I hadn’t felt in a while, not since Craig.

      It was a sad thought on my part but it was true, and I didn’t know why I was thinking about that now or relationships when I had so much on my plate.

      Business—I was in Wilmington for business, not learning Ryan 101, much as I wanted to allow myself to be tempted by a gorgeous detective, and business was the first order of the day on Monday morning.

      When I walked into the conservatory, Sally was perched in her chair, waiting for me. She was dressed in full black with her hair piled on top of her head in a loose ponytail. Her skin looked pale, and I couldn’t help but notice the dark circles under her eyes. She looked like she’d been crying.

      If I hadn’t known of her intense dislike for me, I would have asked her if she was okay.

      “Clock’s ticking, so make this quick—I have a hair appointment in an hour,” she cautioned, eyeing me with a sharp gaze.

      “Thank you for allowing me to come back.” I thought I would be gracious.

      “Yes yes, skip past the pleasantries. Here’s your chance to fix the bad impression I have of you.”

      God help me. I said a silent prayer as it looked like I would need the good Lord today.

      I sat opposite her and opened my folder. Over the weekend, I’d actually managed to do some more prep work, but what had also helped was Bob sending over the questions he’d used for his interview with her. I couldn’t ask the very same questions, but I thought I could adapt them.

      “I wanted to get an idea of your schedule so I could plan with you better. Can you let me know what days work best for you?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “You know I don’t work, right? It is you who should tell me the schedule and I will fall in line. I’ve got this time with you booked out for the next eight months.”

      She might have said that the other day. “Okay, I would like for us to meet on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays from eight to twelve.”

      “Only four hours? What could possibly be achieved with four hours?” She frowned.

      “I thought we could start with that then increase the time prior to the the marathon.”

      “No. We work full days. If you are writing about me for this exclusive, you need to spend enough time with me. I shouldn’t have to tell you this. You would know if you had more experience.”

      Fuck.

      I was so sick of her saying that. I had enough damn experience for this job. There was actually nothing to it if only she wouldn’t be so abrasive towards me.

      “Okay, we work full days.” I glanced down at my folder, deciding it was best to move past this hurdle. At least we’d agreed on me being there. “I’m going to write a preliminary article for the website. I have my own monthly spot, and I thought it would be cool to update it with things you’re doing now, almost like a teaser. We can have seven features that would then lead to the full-on exclusive. We could maybe do different things each month.”

      I thought it was an amazing idea. I was going to call the features Running with Sally. Some of the ideas I’d come up with so far were a charity event at the children’s home, hanging out at her favorite local attractions, and maybe burying a time capsule. She’d done something similar at the end of the summer Olympics three seasons ago.

      “I hate that idea,” she snapped, crushing me.

      “Oh…okay. We don’t have to do it then.” Shit, that was actually my main plan. So much for that.

      “What is the point of that? People will get the full exclusive in the end. If they see me every month they’ll probably get bored by the end.”

      “I really doubt that. People love reading about you, and I didn’t want to do anything long, just something of around five hundred or so words.”

      “No. I don’t think so.” She let out a harsh breath.

      “Okay. Well maybe we could prep for the pre-marathon article then.” That was supposed to kick-start the exclusive, almost like an introductory article.

      “What are the questions?”

      I flicked through my folder for the list of questions I’d adapted but I couldn’t find it. I found Bob’s list I’d printed off; mine, however, was not there.

      Shit, shit. I must have left it.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “No, um…the first question I have is…” I’d adapt what I had now. “What was the best thing about competing in the last Olympic games?”

      “I didn’t compete in the last games.” She eyed me dangerously.

      I knew I’d said that wrong. “Oh, I meant your last Olympic games.”

      “Nothing was good. That was when I was first diagnosed with cancer and I felt my career would be over.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.” I was digging a hole for myself. “We’ll move on to the next question. Are you looking forward to competing again?”

      She pressed her fingers together and gazed at me. “Competing in what? Every event is different. They mean different things to me. It’s not just running.”

      “Sure. How are you feeling about competing in the next Olympics? I know it must be tough not competing this year, but I’m sure you’ll be awesome next Olympics.”

      “You’re asking me how I feel about something that’ll take place four years from now? Really?” She tensed her shoulders.

      Sure, these weren’t from my list, and she was making me seriously nervous—so nervous I was making mistakes I didn’t usually make—but I didn’t see anything wrong with that question. There were people prepping for the next games as we spoke.

      “I know a lot of athletes preparing now so I figured someone as notable as you would be too.”

      No, that was the wrong answer, just like everything else I’d said.

      “This meeting is over. I’m done with you. It’s clear you don’t know what you’re doing, not at all.”

      “I’m trying here, but you won’t even meet me halfway.”

      She opened her mouth to speak but started coughing, almost like she was choking. She pulled a tissue from her jacket pocket and coughed into it. Her maid rushed in with a cup of water, which she drank quickly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, looking her over. Somehow her skin had grown paler.

      Then my gaze landed on the tissue and I caught sight of the small droplets of blood.

      “Just leave. Get out. Get out!” she hollered when she noticed me looking at the tissue in her hand.

      I grabbed my stuff and left, completely embarrassed but also concerned.

      She was sick, very sick. A person didn’t just cough up blood for no reason.

      I was definitely concerned for her and even thought about going back to her house later to check on her.

      However, before I even reached my place, Perry called me.

      He was pulling me from the assignment.
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      Bad luck.

      Fucking bad luck.

      Had to be that. Definitely had to be that.

      What else could it be?

      “Can I have your strongest drink please?” I asked the bartender.

      He smiled and walked over to the counter to mix my drink. It wasn’t even five and I was drinking. I was drinking in the middle of the day.

      That was never a good sign. I’d always been told the day that happened was a signal to take a stock of everything, time to see what had gone wrong and fix it.

      Except this couldn’t be fixed. I’d driven mindlessly around town for an hour after after speaking to Perry. I found this sports bar a few hours ago. I came in and sat in the corner by the TV at first then I just thought fuck it. I needed to get drunk.

      Wasted. Wasted like I’d have to spend a week trying to remember what happened today.

      I’d been in town for a little over a week and I’d lost the assignment that was supposed to take me to the next level in my career.

      I didn’t know what the hell to do anymore, especially since I didn’t know where I’d gone wrong.

      The bartender came back with a blue drink and smiled. “This is for you pretty lady.” He winked at me.

      “Thank you.” I took it and knocked back the whole thing.

      Darn, I shouldn’t have done that. It had vodka in it and it seared my throat.

      “You’re gonna need a lot of water with that,” the bartender cooed.

      All I could do was nod. God, I certainly knew how to make a bad situation worse.

      He grabbed the water for me and came over with it. I downed that too, and thankfully the ice cooled my throat.

      “Do you have anything a little milder? I’m going to need a few.” To go in for the kill I didn’t want to reach that buzz too quickly and have a mere hanover in the morning. I needed to do this properly if I was going to do it.
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      A few hours later, I was nearly there, nearly as drunk as I wanted to be.

      A few more drinks and I’d be in a coma of intoxication.

      Right now, I was aware of my surroundings and had a buzz that had that lackadaisical effect I craved. It lured me into thinking I didn’t have a care in the world.

      I’d spotted a few guys playing pool and joined in their game. I couldn’t even play pool, but somehow it felt like I should just play.

      I literally let my hair down and decided to have fun.

      I set my drink on the bar and leaned over the pool table to line up my cue then I took a shot. I could feel eyes on my ass as I did so, but I didn’t care. For tonight, I didn’t care about anything. Everything was shit and I was most likely going home in a few days—why should I give a shit about anything?

      Except when a large hand landed firmly on my ass, something snapped in my brain and brought me back to reality.

      I whirled around to face a trucker with a crude smile. All of him was muscle, thick muscle, and he looked like a pit bull.

      “I’m taking you home with me tonight, angel doll.” He looked me over with satisfaction and licked his lips when he looked at my breasts.

      “Asshole, how dare you touch me?” I pushed him.

      Of course he didn’t move. He was solid as a rock. I also might have pushed him a little harder if I wasn’t drunk. I actually did more harm to myself than him because my wrist hurt.

      “Come on, baby.” He grabbed me and tried to pull me through the crowd that had now formed in the bar.

      I pulled back, much to his annoyance. “Let go of me. Who do you think you are?”

      My luck just had to get worse, didn’t it?

      “The man who’s going to show you a good time.” He went to grab me again but a hand landed hard on his shoulder, stopping him.

      I thanked God and all his heavenly host of angels when I saw Ryan standing behind the man. I prayed like hell my mind wasn’t playing tricks on me.

      “Doesn’t look like she wants to go with you, man,” Ryan said, glaring at him with authority. Yup, that was Ryan all right, in full cop mode.

      Dressed in a casual white button-up shirt with his hair slightly ruffled, he could have easily passed for a college guy.

      “Keep your nose out of it, Donovon. This doesn’t concern you.”

      So they knew each other.

      “Looks like it does to me,” Ryan contended. “Come over here, Brooke.” He beckoned for me.

      I moved toward him but the meathead caught me around my waist and yanked me back to his chest so hard I saw stars, and I felt like I would throw up from the horrid smell of him.

      “Let me go.” I tried to kick him to free myself but it wasn’t happening.

      “Let her go now, Jackson,” Ryan barked.

      “No.” He lifted me higher like I weighed nothing, like I was a rag doll.

      Ryan reached for him just as he was about to turn away then Jackson dropped me and landed a punch right between Ryan’s eyes.

      I screamed when he staggered backwards. I thought he was going to fall over, but he didn’t. He lunged forward and knocked Jackson to the ground.

      Jackson, however, was up before anyone could register he was down. He went for Ryan again but Ryan dodged the attack and used the momentum to take him down once more.

      “Ryan!” I cried when he got hit again.

      The two were then on the floor throwing punches. Jackson may have been bigger in thickness, but Ryan had lean muscle. I could see he was good in a fight, and he was winning.

      With a headbutt, Ryan knocked Jackson out.

      A guy I’d never seen before rushed up to them and started asking Ryan if he was okay. Ryan jumped up and wiped blood away from the corner of his mouth.

      “Are you okay?” I rushed over to him.

      “I’m fine. Aaron, put his ass in a cell,” he said to the guy who had come up to us. Then he turned back to me. “You okay?”

      Was I okay?

      Somehow I didn’t feel like being the strong woman he’d seen since he met me. I shook my head.

      “Come on, let me get you home.” He gave me a small smile and surprised me by taking my hand as he led me out.
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        * * *

      

      She was quiet the whole journey, quiet and reserved, different than what I’d seen of her.

      I arranged for Aaron to get her car back to the house so she could ride with me. When we got to her place, I went inside with her because her mood had worsened.

      “If I asked you what was wrong, would you tell me?” Something was clearly wrong, something that had sent her to the bar by herself.

      She shook her head then gasped when she turned to face me. “Oh my gosh your eye.”

      I knew it was swollen. I could barely see out of it and knew I’d have a shiner in the morning.

      “I’m good—I’ve had worse happen to me.”

      “It’s my fault.” She brought her hands up to her cheeks. “I’ll get you some ice.”

      She dashed into the kitchen and returned moments later with an ice pack. Since I felt I needed it, I took it from her and placed it over my eye. The coldness instantly soothed the stinging sensation.

      “At least sit down.”

      “Honestly, you don’t need to fuss over me.”

      “If not for you, I could have been that asshole’s love slave.” Her voice slurred a little and she swallowed hard then blinked several times. “He looks like the kind of man who would kidnap a person.”

      She wasn’t wrong about that. Jackson had been in a few times for attempted rape. When I’d seen him with her at the bar, I’d already been moving to the rescue before she’d seen me. I’d made up my mind that even if she protested, I was stepping in, because she didn’t know what Jackson was capable of.

      “You just need to be careful.”

      “Ryan, please sit.” She tugged on my hand and pulled me over to the sofa.

      I sat down and she went back into the kitchen to grab a bowl of water and a cloth.

      “Do I look so bad I need a sponge bath?” I tried to joke, but she shook her head at me.

      She wet the cloth and dabbed at the corner of my mouth.

      “There’s dried blood there. God, what a day.” She huffed.

      I caught her hand before she could continue. “How drunk are you?” I knew she’d had enough alcohol to fail a breathalyzer, but that didn’t mean she was wasted. She didn’t look wasted.

      “Not drunk enough,” she replied sadly.

      “Do I have to tell you getting drunk by yourself in a town you barely know is dangerous?”

      She sighed and tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “Could you just be normal for five minutes and not in cop mode or dad mode? You’re so much sexier when you aren’t like that.”

      Maybe I was wrong. She was probably wasted and just doing a good job of hiding it, or it could be her trying to shock me.

      Whatever it was, it was her calling me sexy.

      “You think I’m sexy?”

      “How do you know what’s in my brain? Did I say that out loud?” Her eyes narrowed in confusion.

      “Brooke, you should probably go to bed. Go sleep it off, and I’ll come by to check on you tomorrow.”

      “No, I can’t sleep with you tonight. My panties don’t match my bra. One’s Victoria Secret and the other is from Neiman’s—a definite no-no. I can’t let you see me in mismatched underwear. I didn’t want to be late this morning so I just jumped into the first things I could find. Also, I don’t think I took my birth control this morning…I don’t remember.”

      I looked at her and blinked several times. Wasted, totally wasted, and she couldn’t have known what the hell she was saying to me.

      I just wished I wasn’t so turned on by her. Maybe it was best for me to leave.

      I put the ice pack down and took both her hands into mine. She smiled when I did that.

      “Brooke, I think you’re kind of drunk. I’m going to go home and you can sleep it off.” I spoke slowly so she could understand me.

      The hopeful expression on her face fell as she nodded.

      “Is there something I can get you before I go?” I added.

      “No. I’ll be okay…I think.”

      “Cool. Good night Brooke.” I stood up to go but she caught my hand.

      “Ryan?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Could you kiss me good night?”

      My lips parted.

      This was one of those times where I should have left well enough alone and gone home while my brain still worked. I’d known this woman was trouble the minute I saw her bumbling down the hill in that damn car.

      Now there she was with her gorgeous self asking me to kiss her.

      It was so much harder, too, since I wanted to do it. My eyes dropped to her mouth, that sensual, curvy mouth, and I could almost taste her.

      “It wouldn’t be good for me to kiss you while you’re drunk. You won’t remember that you asked and you’ll chew me out in the morning.”

      “I’ll remember. That’s all I want to remember from today… nothing else. Please.”

      Damn it. Fuck.

      Although I knew, knew, I shouldn’t, looking at her weakend me.

      The enchantment captured me, the enchantment of her. It robbed my mind of reasoning and logic, robbed me of common sense, and all I could think of was kissing her.

      When I sat back down and she shuffled, I took in her gorgeous breasts.

      She leaned closer and pressed her dainty hand to my chest. I reached out and ran my hand along the edge of her jaw, and damn her skin was just as smooth as it looked, smooth and soft like butter cream.

      I moved closer and brushed my lips over hers. It was a taste, the taste of temptation, the temptation that was her.

      I took the plunge and pressed my lips to hers, and all my reservations faded away, everything.

      We kissed slowly at first then it intensified when I lost control and swept my tongue into her hot, wet mouth. God, she tasted so good, like honey, and passion, and the fiery woman she was.

      She moaned into the kiss and kissed me harder. Needing more, more of her, I slid my hand from her cheek to the back of her head, weaving through that gorgeous mass of silky hair.

      I pressed her harder to me. With my other hand I pulled her closer so she was flush against me, and that was when we really got going. Stopping was the last thing on my mind, the very last thing, but it was the kind of kiss that would lead to the bedroom—or right here on that sofa would be fine too.

      My cock was aching to break free and be inside her, but it would be wrong. I couldn’t take advantage of her in her drunken state. I’d already crossed the line with this kiss.

      She moaned again when I pulled away and pouted with that pretty mouth.

      “No, don’t stop. That was a good kiss.”

      “Yeah, it was a good kiss.”

      She moved in and kissed me quickly then pulled back. “Why’d you stop?”

      “Brooke, if you aren’t careful, we’ll both end up naked right here.”

      “Could we do that? I promise next time I’ll get good lingerie for you.”

      Jesus. “How about we do this again when you aren’t drunk?”

      She thought for a moment then nodded. “Okay, okay.”

      With reluctance I stood up, leaving her on the sofa. “See you tomorrow?”

      “Mmhmmm.” She cooed.

      “Ryan.” She  called out to me just before I reached the door. “You impressed me tonight.”

      I looked back to her. Like the other day, the little straps of her top drifted down her shoulder.

      “You impressed me too, Brooke.”

      She slowly ran her tongue over her lips as she continued to stare at me.

      Leaving her was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up in the bath.

      I was face down in the tub with a blanket pulled over me.

      First I struggled to open my eyes, and then my brain felt weird, like someone had been scraping it with one of those steel wool scouring pads.

      Why am I in the tub?

      God, my head.

      Sitting up was a terrible idea because my head felt like it was going to fall off and explode.

      I looked around me. The window was wide open, letting in the swishing sound of the wind in the trees. The bright sunlight bounced on the white tiled walls over the sink and created a glare on the mirror.

      It looked like it could be around midday, but I couldn’t be certain—I wasn’t certain of anything. I ran my hands through my hair and my fingers got stuck in the matted mess. I dreaded to think what I looked like.

      Closing my eyes, I searched my mind for my memories. I remembered the strong desire to forget, but also the strong desire to remember one thing, something important.

      It didn’t take long for that thing to pop into my mind.

      Kissing Ryan. My eyes sprang open and I gasped, covering my mouth.

      Oh my God, what did I do? I looked down at myself and saw I was fully dressed—dressed in the same clothes I’d worn the day before, the same baby blue camisole top, wraparound skirt, and mismatched undies I’d gone on and on about.

      Everything I’d said to him flooded my mind, and my skin heated at the memory of the kiss.

      He’d kissed me. He’d actually kissed me, and he hadn’t said no.

      What should I think that meant? It hadn’t been just any old kiss either, and hell, it wasn’t the sort you could forget either.

      I couldn’t even lie to myself and say I didn’t like it, or that I didn’t want him.

      Drunk as I’d been, I’d known I wanted him.

      I was the kind of drunk who spoke the truth when plastered. That was why I kept drinking to a minimum and only ever had a sex on the beach mixed with a screaming orgasm. Those drinks mostly had fruit with the alcohol to give it a kick.

      The previous night, however, I’d drunk serious shit designed to wipe the brain of all one’s problems and make you believe you were someone else—someone else who wanted to devour her hot next-door neighbor.

      I really did know how to accelerate my problems.

      Damn it.

      The memory of kissing Ryan would never leave me, and I had to admit I didn’t want it to.

      Unfortunately, the memories of what had driven me to the bar in the first place filled my mind too: Sally and Perry.

      I’d been pulled from the assignment. Pulled, as in I wasn’t doing it. Pulled, as in I wouldn’t be writing the exclusive on Sally for the magazine.

      Pulled, as in I might only have a few days left here.

      Here in the house I’d gotten comfortable in, the house that was next door to the super hot man I’d kissed the night before and his daughter, who I adored.

      The tears that should have come the previous day now spilled down my cheeks.

      I hated crying, hated it. It reminded me of the desolation I’d felt after Mom left, and worse, when Dad died. On both occasions, I’d known I was helpless to change the situation, just like I was now.

      Helpless.

      My phone buzzed somewhere. It sounded like it was in the bedroom but on the floor. It would probably be Perry again.

      I got out of the bath and padded into the room where my phone was indeed on the wood floor.

      Picking it up, I breathed out a sigh of relief when I saw it was Noah.

      I answered it quickly. “Noah, God, I’m so glad it’s you.”

      “Brooke, where are you? I’ve been calling and messaging all morning.”

      All morning? What time is it?

      “Oh, Noah, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”

      “Can you still make it? I thought you would’ve been here already.”

      “Where am I going?” I couldn’t remember.

      “God, Brooke, what the hell? Lunch with Vanessa at the waterfront, meeting her—I can’t believe you don’t remember. You were supposed to be here at two. Brooke, please don’t tell me this is a ruse to get out of meeting her.”

      “No, no.” I shook my head even though I knew he couldn’t see me. I glanced at the clock on the wall and winced when I saw it was a quarter past two. I couldn’t believe I’d slept for so long. “I’ll be there. Give me half an hour. Can you wait half an hour?”

      The last thing I needed was for him to be upset with me too or disappointed in any way. I couldn’t bear it if he felt that way about me.

      “Okay, just get here.”

      “Cool, see you soon.” I hung up and ran back into the bathroom to fix myself up.
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        * * *

      

      A quick shower, a dash of makeup, and some dry shampoo had me in better shape. My face was still puffy, but I looked human.

      Perry called, but I didn’t answer. Then he sent me a message, which I dared not look at. I didn’t want to ruin this lunch meeting—not any more than I already had.

      I got here in half an hour like I’d said, so it was now two forty-five.

      I was forty-five minutes late.

      I walked into the restaurant and went out onto the dock where tables were placed outside. It wasn’t very busy. I found Noah right away, and the dark-haired woman who sat opposite him gazed at him with a sparkle in her eyes I could see from here.

      I made my way over and they both noticed me.

      My nerves prickled when Vanessa looked at me and smiled. The fear of the past loomed over me, and I waited for that tense moment that always came whenever I was introduced to any of Noah’s girlfriends.

      But, it didn’t happen. The smile looked sincere like she was actually happy to see me.

      “You made it.” Noah stood up and hugged me.

      Vanessa stood too and put out her hand to shake mine. She was striking with her hazel eyes and shiny, brown locks.

      “Hi Brooke, I’m Vanessa. It’s so good to finally meet you.”

      “Really? And hi.” My mind was still reeling from the incoherency of intoxication.

      Vanessa laughed.

      “Forgive her, she’s weird at this time of day.” Noah gave me a sharp look.

      Vanessa lowered herself back into the seat, and I sat in the chair Noah pulled out for me.

      “I’ve been dying to meet you for months now,” she confessed. “Apparently you’re the gateway to my man’s heart, so I have to win you over before he even thinks about getting serious with me.” She laughed.

      I looked to Noah, who was already looking at me with a bright smile on his face. I couldn’t believe he’d told her that.

      She seemed cool.

      “Oh gosh.” I returned my focus to her. “I don’t know what to say.” That must have made her feel awkward.

      “It’s a good thing.” She nodded. “He had to meet my parents and my four brothers who hate football.”

      “Imagine how that panned out.” Noah laughed.

      He hadn’t told me that, but then I didn’t expect him to tell me everything.

      “It went extremely well,” Vanessa chided, reaching out to smack his hand playfully. “So, Brooke, I had to meet you. Noah says you love shopping, like seriously love it. Do you think we could go together since I’m a shopping freak too?”

      “I would love that. It sounds amazing.” I thought I’d try, and maybe throw in some fashion talk for good measure. “What brands do you like? We could go big and head to the city.”

      “Let’s go big.” She nodded quickly. “You must have seen the new Dior summer collection, right?”

      Oh I certainly had. “There’s a peach blazer I want.”

      “Oh my gosh, the one with the silver trim on the cuffs that Gabriella Deluca modeled at Fashion Week?”

      My eyes widened. She wasn’t kidding when she said she was a fashion freak. The only other person I knew like that was me.

      “Yes, that one. Did you go to Fashion Week?”

      “I went in Milan. I’m a fashion editor at Runway Magazine.”

      Now I definitely loved her. I looked over at Noah and nodded.

      “She passes, a hundred percent.” I told him.

      They both laughed. Then they glanced at each other, and what I saw warmed my heart. It was the way they looked at each other. The look could only be described as love.

      Anyone who could look at my Noah like that was definitely a keeper, and I would do everything to support him, which probably meant staying away, or at the very least taking a back seat.

      The way they looked at each other got me thinking it would be nice to have someone look at me like that, just to see what it felt like.

      No one had actually looked at me like that. Like I was special.

      The thought reminded me of the damn kiss with Ryan from the night before, the same man who had the ability to shift my mood from one end of the spectrum to the other, and in such a short space of time.

      God, I must have been really losing my mind to start thinking about him. Somewhere along the way I’d lost my grip, my grasp on reality, and I didn’t know how to get it back.

      The afternoon was spent talking and laughing. I definitely liked Vanessa a lot, and we planned that shopping trip.

      I didn’t mention anything to Noah about what was going on with me. Again, I didn’t want to ruin the meet-up.

      It was time to face the music, and this time by myself.

      When I got back home, I went to the beach, taking the opportunity to explore it.

      I loved the scenic view the sea added to the landscape, but it didn’t change the way I felt about swimming or going in the sea. The water did look quite inviting, though, and I didn’t mind getting my feet wet.

      I ended up sitting on one of the large rocks at the edge of the beach, watching the sailboats drifting into the harbor. I’d purposely left my phone at home because I didn’t want to speak to anyone. I just wanted to be by myself with the brain space to figure things out.

      However, it seemed like only one person could change my mind. Someone wolf-whistled at me, and when I turned to see who it was, my mouth watered and I had to try not to drool.

      It was a shirtless Ryan walking towards me. With his muscles and tats on display and dark blue jeans hung low on his hips, the man looked like he’d stepped straight off the billboard of a Levi’s ad.

      He was that and so much more.

      He walked up to me and stopped. I’d been so focused on the look of him that I’d missed the backpack over his shoulder and what seemed to be a folded fishing net in his hands.

      “Looks like I missed today’s lesson.” He spoke, but I was too focused on the full sensual lips I’d kissed less than twenty-four hours before to really hear him.

      “What?” What was he talking about?

      “Brooke goes to the beach all by herself, same way she went to the bar last night to get wasted all by herself. Today, she looks like she’s lost everything, I just don’t know why.” His lips curved, revealing dimples.

      The shadow of the bruise over his eye was still there and slightly puffy, but what caught my attention more was the interest that twinkled in his eyes.

      “How’s your eye?”

      “Well I can see you, so it must be working.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling. “I’m glad your eye works. Thanks for last night.”

      “Which part?” Mischief now swallowed up that twinkle.

      I’d known I was going to have to see him at some point and that I’d die of embarrassment from the way I behaved; it was just that actually going through it was so much harder than what I’d played out in my head.

      “The part where you saved me from being that meathead’s love slave.”

      “Just that part?”

      “Yes.” I answered too quickly.

      “Did you remember that thing you wanted to remember?” He smirked with a wicked grin I hadn’t seen before.

      The sinful seduction that rippled from it did funny things to my insides and twisted my stomach into knots. My cheeks flushed with heat so intense I knew my whole face would be red within the next few seconds.

      I wasn’t likely to forget the way he’d kissed me like he wanted to devour me, and God the way he’d tasted. He’d tasted like something I had to have, and now that I’d had some, I wanted more.

      “Yes.” Nervously, I tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear and tried for all I was worth not to show just how much he affected me.

      “And did you remember to do all that other stuff you forgot yesterday, like take your pill and make sure your underwear matched? Not that I would have minded.” He gave me a stern look then chuckled.

      Black hole, please swallow me up right now.

      That was it—I was about to wither away.

      “Do you think we could maybe forget certain parts of last night?”

      “Hmmm.” His brows drew down while he pretended to think. “I’m not sure I can. Depends on the parts I’m supposed to forget. There I was thinking I was about to excel in this Brooke 101 course, and now I have to forget what I learned? It’s a hard ask, don’t you think?”

      “Why must you be such an ass?”

      “Oh, sorry, I totally forgot you think I’m sexier when I’m not in cop mode or dad mode. Assuming normal mode now.” He made a stupid show of shaking his head and blinking several times.

      I really wanted to remain neutral and not laugh, but I couldn’t control the giggle that spilled from my lips. It almost made me forget my dire job situation.

      “You are so silly.”

      “Silly, yes, but how about sexy?” His eyes searched mine.

      I looked him over, taking in everything about him from head to toe. I could have gotten lost in just the tattoos alone, the unusual design of eyes over his left pec and the whole Colosseum with a Roman gladiator covering the majority of his left arm. It was so unlike the general run-of-the-mill designs everyone else had. They showed the hardness in the man he was.

      I couldn’t even lie to him and say he wasn’t sexy, because he was sexy as hell, and the devil he was knew it.

      Still, that didn’t mean I was going to make his head swell any bigger than it already was.

      “Maybe,” I cooed.

      His eyes dropped to my mouth and lingered there. When his gaze climbed back up to meet mine, his smile widened.

      “How about you come with me and tell me what got you so upset yesterday? Then I’ll let you know what parts about last night I’ll decide to forget.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Someone told me I needed to get a life, or possibly a dog.”

      I laughed again. “Really? How rude to imply you didn’t have a life.” Looking back, I knew I probably shouldn’t have said that to him. It was kind of rude.

      “Yeah. This super-hot girl said it to me, so I listened.”

      “Because she was hot?”

      “Yeah, it was enough. Now the next time I see her I can say I did something today other than go to work.”

      “And what is that something?”

      “Catching shrimp.” He looked so proud of himself.

      “Catching shrimp? That is so lame.”

      “Hey.” He pouted. “In Wilmington, we have shrimp you can’t get anywhere else. They sell for twenty bucks each.”

      “Wow.” Maybe I should do that—swap my writing career and become a fisherwoman. “Is that what you’ll do? Sell them?”

      “Nope, some things are meant to enjoy. I’ll catch them and cook them on the beach. You coming?”

      Again, I looked at him. His gaze held me in place, beckoning me to go.

      “Okay.”
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      We went to the north end of Wrightsville. Apparently there was more chance to catch shrimp there, and if you were fishing, this was the spot to hit.

      We passed a few people fishing, and Ryan took me to a spot where we could hang out by ourselves. It being late afternoon helped because most people came in the morning and midday.

      “I can’t believe you can’t swim,” Ryan chided, stepping into the water. It swished around his calves, soaking the hem of his jeans even though he’d rolled them up.

      “No, I don’t swim.”

      “And you won’t come in the water with me?”

      I shook my head. The seashore was beautiful, screensaver beautiful with its clear water and golden sand. I could only imagine what the actual water looked like, but I couldn’t go in.

      The memory of watching Jaws with Jayce came to mind, and I knew I couldn’t do it. I didn’t know these waters. Anything could be lurking within the depths and we wouldn’t know.

      “So how am I going to talk to you?” He smirked.

      “I’ll just watch you from the beach.”

      He stared at me like I’d just said something ridiculous.

      “What?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. Then, before I could take my next breath, he rushed me football style. I screamed when he picked me up and hoisted me over his shoulder.

      “Ryan, you’d better put me down now before I scream bloody murder.”

      He laughed. “Go ahead—no one will hear you. You could try calling the cops too.”

      I smacked him on his shoulders but he answered by proceeding into the sea with me.

      I, of course, started to freak out.

      “Ryan, I’m going to drown!” I yelped.

      He walked out until he was waist deep. With the water on my legs and my hair hanging forward, I shuffled around him so I was on his back.

      “I can’t believe you brought me out here. Jesus Christ, take me back.” The water soaked my shorts and slapped up my back. I squealed from the coldness on my skin.

      “Can’t take you back now, Brooke.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, I gave you three chances to tell me what’s bugging you, and you sidestepped me every time.”

      He had. I still wasn’t ready to talk about Sally though. I would now, however, if it meant he’d take me back to shore, which now seemed so very far away.

      “I’ll tell you now,” I pleaded.

      “Too late—you’re in my class now. I noticed your attendance has been very poor, but you can start making up the time now. Welcome to Ryan 101. In my world, water is my element. The only thing I would have done in life other than becoming a cop was join the Navy.”

      I circled my arms around his neck, and he looked back at me and smiled.

      It was so hard to be annoyed at him when he smiled at me like that.

      And that smile…I could have gotten lost in it forever.

      “The Navy?”

      “Yeah. My dad was a cop, and so were my grandpa and my great-grandpa. Me though…I kind of wanted to break away from the goody-two-shoes trait the men in my family were known for. So, at first I became a rebel, then I wanted to join the Navy.”

      “Why didn’t you do it?” Sounded like he’d really wanted to.

      “The summer I was supposed to sign up was when I found out about Aria, and things just kept happening to stop me from going.”

      “Like what?”

      “My wife was very sick, and I didn’t trust anyone to take care of her better than me.”

      My heart melted just a little more when he said that.

      “That’s really sweet. I’m sorry you didn’t get to go to the Navy.”

      “It’s cool. Being a cop’s great, except for when things get crazy. I think that was more my calling in life. Plus, I can still enjoy the sea whenever I want. It’s one of the things I love about this town.” He ran his finger over my forearm. “Brooke, look down.”

      Instead of looking, I squeezed my eyes shut for fear there would be a shark swimming around us. “Oh God, is there a shark?”

      “Nope. Is that why you don’t swim?”

      “Blame my brother for traumatizing me. He made me watch the Jaws movies, all of them. The first was what terrified me the most.” My breathing stilled and I yelped when a wave rushed over us.

      “The sharks don’t tend to come down to these parts.”

      “They don’t tend to? That doesn’t help me. They could decide they want to come down here at any time—then what?”

      “Trust me, look down. It’s beautiful. You have to see this.” He exhaled slowly, now stroking my arm.

      The gentle caress of his fingers coaxed my eyes open, and I decided to trust him and look.

      I sucked in a breath when I beheld a school of brightly colored fish swimming around us. They weren’t even disturbed by our presence. They just swam as if we were part of their world.

      Bright flashes of pink, blue, and yellow zipped around Ryan’s legs. I gasped and found that I couldn’t stop looking. The beauty was astonishing and something I’d never seen before.

      “What are they?”

      “The yellow ones are a type of pufferfish, and the other two are angelfish. They come in different colors. If we were to go farther out or by the pier, you’d see the catfish and marlin. That’s where the big boys swim, but this little part is paradise. I’ll take you to see the coral reef one day.”

      I liked that he planned on doing that.

      “Doesn’t that require some level of me being able to swim?”

      “Sure does, and lucky for you, swimming lessons just became part of the curriculum. I’ll have you swimming in the next eight months.”

      I was in awe of the suggestion and shocked at myself for feeling that way.

      I’d never met anyone who’d made me feel crazy enough to want to contemplate pushing aside my fears to learn to swim, and there I was wondering when I’d have my first lesson.

      But would I still be here? I was being pulled from my assignment. By the weekend, I could be back in LA.

      “That’s a nice thought.” I decided to say because it was.
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        * * *

      

      We spent some time in the water just like that until we saw a good spot to cast the net for shrimp. He took me back to shore, but I lingered by the water line, listening to him as he spoke about what he liked doing.

      I learned a lot about him, and by the end I thought I could safely say I was fully up to speed on my Ryan 101 lessons.

      I wanted to learn more.

      By the time the sun started to set, we’d brought in over twenty full-sized shrimp and cooked them over the fire pit area set up for bonfires. It was amazing.

      The last time I’d done anything like it was many years before, when Dad was still alive. He taken Jayce and me camping on the beach, and we’d roasted marshmallows.

      This was like that.

      The shrimp was delicious, hard on the outside and soft on the inside with a smoky taste. I was certain I had more than Ryan.

      We sat together afterwards, side by side on the soft sand of the beach, watching the waves roll in and out. He’d pulled on a t-shirt and gave me a jacket he’d packed in his bag.

      It was dark, and the only light came from the fire we’d made, which was kind of dying down.

      “Last chance to tell me what’s going on with you, or I swear I’ll bring up last night every chance I get.” He looked over at me and smiled. The flames from the fire flickered over his profile, making a show of his chiseled features.

      I looked at him and hugged my knees to my chest. I didn’t know where I should start.

      “I think I may lose my job.” There, that was the worst-case scenario.

      He twisted so he could face me, concern filling his handsome face. “What happened?”

      My throat tightened every time I thought of what had occurred, and it dried up as I attempted to talk. I swallowed hard past the lump that had formed and tried not to get too choked up as I explained everything in full.

      “Sally just didn’t like me. Everything I did was the wrong thing—everything. Everything I said, everything I suggested. I never actually did anything to her.”

      “And your boss didn’t want to hear your side?”

      “No, my side doesn’t matter. The thing is, I don’t get it. It was like she didn’t want to do the article. I came up with some ideas that were great, but she just shot me down.”

      “And you said you think she was sick?”

      I shrugged. It had looked that way with the coughing and the blood, but I wouldn’t say it was a certainty. She might have just coughed so hard it irritated her throat.

      “I don’t know what’s up with her. It was…” My voice trailed away when I took a moment to think about what it meant for me to do the exclusive. “It wasn’t just about the exclusive. Sure, it would put me on the map and help my accomplish my goal of being senior features editor, but there was more.”

      “Like what?” He narrowed his gaze. “That pretty much sounds like the jackpot if that’s your goal.”

      “It was. My mom…left when I was ten. My parents had a terrible divorce. It was definitely what people call acrimonious, because my father tried everything he could to fix things with my mom, but she wanted nothing to do with us. She wanted to leave and start a new life, and she did just that, even got remarried to some guy who promised her riches.” I pulled in a breath and tried to act like I wasn’t crushed by my past. I’d gotten the act down pat so no one would guess the whole occurrence had affected me to no end. It still did, though, even now.

      It was hard to have a mother somewhere in the world who treated you like little more than a pen pal. A card on my birthday and one at Christmas, that was it, nothing more. Jayce got the same. Mom had never been a real mother and she saw us as more of a burden. The cards was probably her thinking she was doing her part.

      Ryan straightened up, looking quite shocked. “Your mom did that?”

      “Yeah.” I couldn’t help the sadness in my voice.

      My father and mother got together in high school. He was more into her than she was him. That was even clear to me and it shouldn’t have been. When Dad was away there were always strange men at the house. My earliest memory of Mom cheating was when I was seven . I caught her and who I thought was the gardener kissing. I actually told Dad and nothing became of it. He never confronted her about it.

      The strange men going in and out of our home when Dad was away continued and as time went by my eyes were opened to the person my mother was.

      She’d always ask Jayce to watch me, or take me to the park. She told us the men were dad’s friends but we weren’t stupid or naïve.

      Dad howver chose to be naïve. He never saw the woman she was, and he never chose to see that she didn’t love any of us.

      I was ten when she left and Dad was crushed. Completely crushed to the point where he had to take long term leave to sort himself out.

      I always thought it was crazy. He’d been in a war zone for God knew how long, lived , and experienced many terrible things. But his wife leaving him was the worst thing that could happen to him.

      And, she didn’t just leave either like a normal person might. The woman woke up one day, drove Jayce and I to Grams house and left us there, and left.

      That was it.

      Dad searched for her everywhere for months. He even hired a private investigator and everything. Eventually he found her shacked up in Malibu with some rich guy who could give her all she wanted. At least he agreed to a divorce. But that was another stab in his heart.

      They were my examples of love and I knew well enough to know that I didn’t want that to happen to me.

      “Do you see her at all?”

      Ryan’s voice brought me out of my thoughts. I shook my head. “I haven’t seen her in years, and I don’t have an address. She sends letters to my grandparents, who forward them on. She didn’t even come for Dad’s funeral.”

      It would have broken Dad’s heart to know that, and I knew that day he must have wept in heaven when he saw that the woman he loved so much didn’t bother to show up at something so significant.

      “God.”

      “Yeah, anyway…I followed Sally’s accomplishments from the time she started competing seriously. The ’92 Olympics were it for me. I was only seven years old, but I saw her as a role model. She was seventeen and acted like she owned the world. I was terrible at track and anything athletic, but she inspired me in other ways. I always knew I wanted to write, and most of my passion definitely came from something she said about training with the sun, sun up till sun down. Then she started training well before training season even began. I did things like that in school. The year after Mom left was the ’96 Olympics in Atlanta. My dad took me, and I watched Sally carry the flag at the opening ceremony. That was perhaps the most significant memory for me, because I remembered how she looked, like that was her proudest moment—that part. It kind of helped me to be strong during that time and not fall apart.” That wasn’t the only time Sally showed strength. It was just one example, and it was significant to me because I saw her for myself.

      “Brooke…” Ryan said my name on the edge of a breath. “It sounds like she’s trying to avoid something. I don’t think the problem is you.”

      “But she doesn’t want me to do the exclusive.”

      “Maybe it’s the whole thing.”

      “I don’t know if anything can be done. My boss pulled me from the assignment.”

      He smiled at me as the last traces of the embers burned out. “I might not have known you for long, but you don’t strike me as the kind of person to accept defeat.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Then do something about it.” He gave me a one shouldered shrug.

      “Like what?” I didn’t know what to do.

      “Go ask her what her problem is, but be real with her. Be you, not like you’re working, the same way you stood up to me when we first met and you practically told me to go fuck myself.”

      My mouth dropped open. He laughed.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You were going to, though. Noah saved you.”

      “You thought I was on drugs.”

      “I still think you’re on drugs.” He grinned. “It’s the mood change. I’m not convinced yet that you aren’t.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean? I’m not on drugs.”

      “Okay Brooke.” He stood up and started packing. “Perhaps when I finish Brooke 101 I’ll be able to make a better judgment.”

      He had to be kidding.

      “What about the other stuff—are you going to forget it?”

      That sexy grin appeared again as he zipped up his bag. “Night’s not over yet. We’re still on the beach. I’ll let you know when we get back. Come on, it’s going to get colder. Don’t want you catching a cold.”

      The temperature had already dropped significantly. I stood up and hugged his jacket closer to my chest to keep warm. My legs were cold, but I warmed up when we started walking.

      At first we walked in silence, and then we started talking about where was better to be, a big city like LA or a small port town like Wilmington.

      That conversation took us right to my door, and I didn’t fail to notice that he’d walked me there. We stopped just outside it and I turned to him with the question still on my mind.

      Talking to him helped a lot, and I almost felt like I had some form of hope to hang on to. I decided I wouldn’t speak to Perry until I talked to Sally again.

      Other than being told I was going to lose my job, the worst thing had already happened, so I didn’t have anything further to lose—except maybe my pride.

      “So, we’re at my door. That signals the night being over.” I pointed out.

      “God, that’s harsh. Aren’t you even going to invite me in for a drink of water?”

      I chuckled. “Did you want some water?”

      “Not now. Now it would be pity water.” His brows knitted together.

      “No, this isn’t fair. I have stuff on my mind. I wouldn’t have thought to ask if you want water, especially since I can see your house from here.” I pointed across the path.

      “Okay,” came his simple reply.

      I noticed that twinkle in his eyes again. This version of himself—this was the real him, not the person I’d met nearly two weeks ago.

      I supposed now that I’d seen the real him, I knew I liked him. I probably shouldn’t have because he was the kind of guy who could be likeable enough to keep seeing, but that wasn’t exactly bad. It was just that over the last few years I’d steered clear of guys I thought were likeable enough to keep seeing.

      Tonight, however I couldn’t help myself. It was the temptation of him calling to me and luring me in.

      “You’re looking at me weird,” he noted. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’ve decided I like this version of you.”

      “Yeah? The sexier version?”

      An unwelcome blush crept into my cheeks. “The sexier version.”

      I leaned back against the door and he came closer, resting his hand just above my head.

      The closeness made me think of the kiss. The closeness made me crave the kiss…his kiss.

      “You know, tomorrow when I question you about that, you can’t claim drunkenness.”

      “I know.”

      “And there’s only so much a guy can forget.”

      “I know…”

      Attraction sparked between us, coursing from me to him. I could feel it and I didn’t want to fight it, no matter any reasoning I could cook up.

      “This kind of feels awfully close to last night.” He narrowed his gaze at me. “Have you thought of what parts you’d like me to forget?”

      I opened my mouth to reply but found I couldn’t form the words. The answer should have been simple. I should have said all of it, since everything that had happened was so unlike me, and yet my heart screamed its own answer.

      Nothing. Don’t forget any of it.

      My poor heart, which felt strangely awake and alive within me, screamed out so loud it was deafening, and I couldn’t give him a response.

      A wicked smile crept up the corners of his lips. “Having trouble?”

      “No, I’m thinking.” I was thankful for the light amber glow of the porch lights because I knew I was blushing.

      “Do you want to forget?” He looked at me like he already knew the answer.

      I’d never been one to pretend to anything, particularly when I was crumbling inside from the aching pressure of desire.

      It grabbed me when I least expected it and clutched me within the grasp of its claws, holding me at its will, making me see nothing past my need for him to kiss me again.

      “No,” I answered breathlessly, the word barely audible over the drumming of my heart.

      He leaned closer. “Good, because I’m about to kiss you again. Don’t you dare ask me to forget when tomorrow comes.”

      “Kiss me.”

      I smiled when he came closer and brushed his lips over mine, just like he had the previous night, touching me like a whisper, the prelude to the kiss.

      The caress of his lips over mine set my body aflame, and I thought the simple touch would consume me. It shattered my calm and sent shivers of desire racing throughout my body.

      When his mouth moved over mine with urgency, I was sucked into the delicious sensation, the warmth, the heat and passion. His lips became hard and searching, so much more than the previous night, so much more because I was myself, not under the influence of anything other than his passionate kisses and the spirals of ecstasy that tantalized me.

      My knees weakened from it, but he knew to catch me before I fell. His hands slid around my waist and crushed me to him. A shockwave blasted through my entire being, rousing passion, possession, and something primal and hot that made me want to consume him.

      But the same movement made him pull away.

      No. God, I wasn’t ready for him to do that, and I hadn’t expected it either.

      “I have to…stop.”

      “Why?” I could barely talk. My lips…they still burned from his touch, and I wouldn’t have minded if he’d scorched them.

      “The joys of being a single dad.” He pressed his lips together and a look of uncertainty washed over his face.

      Aria. Oh God.

      Feeling horrified, my eyes darted to his house. Shit. She could have been looking through the window, or even standing outside.

      I understood the example he wanted to set for her and just then, just by kissing like that, he had gone over his threshold of what was acceptable.

      “I’m sorry. I forgot.”

      “She’s, um…I know she’s probably home, and it would just be like her to look through the window and see me…see us.”

      “I get it, and if I asked you to come inside, that would probably be very bad.”

      “You’d still want me to come in?” His lips arched into a grin that revealed his dimples.

      I reached out and touched his jaw. “Mmhmmm.” I nodded.

      “A guy with a sixteen-year-old daughter who goes into both cop mode and dad mode doesn’t scare you away?”

      “Not so much.” I didn’t have to think about the answer. That wouldn’t be something that would scare me.

      “Okay…Brooke, looks like we have a lot to talk about.”

      “Looks that way.”

      He smiled and did the sweetest thing by taking my hand and bringing it up to his lips to kiss my knuckles.

      “Lesson’s over for today.”

      He released my hand and backed away.

      As I watched him go, my mind raced. A myriad of thoughts coursed through my brain all at once, but one thing stood out.

      When will I see him again? And what will we do?
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      Good cop, bad cop.

      I loved that game.

      Today I was the bad cop. It was fitting to the situation, and I thought I deserved a little fun.

      I could almost laugh at how happy I was right now. It would be so very inappropriate, but I was tempted. Boy was I ever fucking tempted to laugh in the face of Patterson St. James, the notorious drug lord I’d been trying to charge with a multitude of offences for close to two years.

      The pitiful sight of him slumped in the chair before Aaron and me was hilarious. This was the same guy who’d told us he owned the world and we were ants to him in our nine-to-five jobs that paid us what he called “pocket change”.

      We’d sat with him in the interrogation room for over an hour now. Patterson knew we had him. We’d gotten him good and proper, and yet he’d tried to bullshit us with shit talk about being blackmailed.

      This fool had made my life a living hell for far too long, but this morning, everything had come to a head.

      Wednesday had come through for me.

      I had no qualms with Wednesdays. On Wednesdays, things could go either way. Hump day—it was the meh day that could surprise you. It had started great because I was still buzzed from kissing Brooke, and I hadn’t thought anything could top that.

      Actually, nothing could top that. The news of Patterson came pretty darn close, though—pretty darn close.

      It was Aaron who called me bright and early to tell me Patterson had been found on a fishing boat that came into the docks at four a.m. Our dear Patterson had been tied up with what looked like a whip a dominatrix would use in one of those BDSM clubs—not that I’d been for my own personal purposes, but I’d happened upon a few in my line of work. Then what made the news so funny was Patterson had been gagged with panties—lots of panties.

      At least six.

      What sweetened the deal for us was whoever left him like that had stuck the shipment assignment on his leg along with a mini tape. It was a recording of a conversation. While it recorded a female voice, it also captured Patterson saying he owned all the drug rings in not just Atlanta but the whole damn stretch of the North Carolina coastline.

      That was how he’d said it.

      He then babbled on about everything he was up to. Idiot. I’d bet the woman who had ratted him out and hand-delivered him to us must have looked like sex on wheels to get him to confess the way he had.

      I’d heard the guy was a sucker for beautiful women, but damn that one had worked her charm. Whoever she was, we didn’t know, and that wasn’t our concern.

      Our concern was looking right at me from the opposite side of the table.

      I stood up while Aaron rested against the back of his chair. In a cool, casual manner, I made my way around to Patterson and sat on the edge of the desk near him.

      This was my godfather mode. I would agree that I’d watched too many mafia films and probably enjoyed them a little too much, yet I didn’t stop the influence from filtering into how I conducted myself at work.

      So, like Al Pacino playing Michael Corleone, I looked him over and leaned in close in that deadly manner that showed I meant business.

      “Patterson, you know we have you. You know all this”—I pointed and wiggled my fingers, motioning to Aaron and the room—“it’s just a formality, just to get your side of the story.”

      “I told you that chick blackmailed me. I have nothing to do with the shipment. I’m an accountant.” Patterson was still trying.

      “And I’m a fucking farmer.” I took out my gun and pressed the steel barrel to the side of his head. He went rigid, and fear washed over his face.

      “What are you doing? You can’t kill me. You can’t do anything to me.”

      I taunted him by tapping the gun to his temple, and I probably made him more scared when I started to hum.

      “I can do whatever I want. In here, I own the world—me with my nine-to-five, ‘pocket change’ job. I also own you. There’s nothing to stop us from popping a bullet right between your eyes right now.”

      “You’re a cop. You can’t.”

      “I can. I absolutely fucking can.”

      He looked over to Aaron, who got up and walked over to the cameras in the corner. There was actually another camera behind us that no one knew about. The one Aaron approached hadn’t worked in years, but we kept it for show. He reached up and twisted it so it was facing the wall.

      When Patterson saw that, he looked like he was about to shit himself.

      “I’ll go grab some coffee and leave you two to talk…or whatever it is you’re doing,” Aaron stated, eyes focused on Patterson. “This is taking too long.”

      “Call the crematorium while you’re at it and tell them I’m sending over one of our special requests,” I replied, trying so hard not to laugh.

      “What!” Patterson looked up at me. His bloodshot eyes looked even redder and rough.

      “How else will we keep this under wraps? It’s not like you’re an easy man to find anyway. People will just think you’re off on one of your sprees in wherever it is you go.” I smirked.

      “Fuck you. You can’t kill me.” Patterson slammed his hand down on the table.

      In that moment I pulled my pocket knife from my back pocket and wedged it right in the space between his thumb and forefinger.

      Even Aaron gasped when he saw that.

      The effect I had on Patterson was a little more that what I bargained for. As he shrieked from the shock, we both looked down to see the wet patch forming at his crotch.

      The idiot had pissed himself.

      I laughed now. It was too much to hold in. I at least tried to keep it more to a wicked laugh instead of showing that I found the situation hilarious.

      Aaron saw what happened and looked completely grossed out.

      “Confess if you don’t want me to throw the fucking knife straight in your dick.” I loomed in and hovered far too close to his face.

      Patterson tensed.

      “Now!” I roared.

      Anger came back to the forefront of my mind. This asshole was the cause of me missing way too much time at home.

      Nine to five? I wish. Our jobs were far from nine to five and it was because of assholes like him. In my case, this asshole had kept me away from my little girl.

      “It’s all true, all of it—the tape, the assignment, the shipment. I’m responsible.”

      I moved away from him and stood, placing my gun back in the holster.

      “Nice. See? That wasn’t so hard, was it? And you even get to keep your dick,” I taunted, assuming my normal self and shedding the godfather persona. “Aaron, have Denziel get this fool out of my sight, and tell him he’ll need some paper towels or something.”

      I walked out of the room, past Aaron with a smile on my face as I headed back to our office.

      Ten minutes later, Aaron joined me. He waited until he closed the door behind him before he burst out laughing. I couldn’t hold it in either.

      “Ryan, what the hell man?” Aaron could barely talk. “You are super scary. Fuck dude.”

      He made his way to his chair and lowered himself to sit. It bobbled on impact. He ran his hands through his already ruffled hair and rested his arms on his desk as he stared at me, shaking his head.

      “Got the job done, didn’t it?” I chuckled.

      “Aria would never believe you could be that way.”

      “And you will never tell her.” I pointed at him.

      “Of course not—I’d be too scared you’d throw a knife at my dick. Jesus Christ, Ryan, I didn’t know you were going to pull that knife stunt.”

      “I didn’t either.”

      “What if it had gone wrong? He could have lost a finger.”

      The thing was, it could have gone wrong. It never had before, but I’d never tried it like that before either. My dad taught me how to throw knives when I was younger. We also played darts. I had a good hand on me and even better hand-eye coordination, and I didn’t have to think about it.

      “I’m glad it didn’t. Aaron, we’re free, man,” I pointed out.

      That whole incident, funny and off key as it was, made us free. It wrapped up everything. There were still some questions and I supposed the offenses would most likely extend to the feds because there was some jurisdiction shit involved, but as far as we were concerned, it was case closed for the Wilmington Police Department.

      The only thing left to do was clean up the streets and get the drugs off it and away from the gangs. It would be difficult and possibly a long time coming, but it was a much easier task than trying to catch the kingpin who was supplying said drugs.

      A lot of lives had been lost because of Patterson, young lives. His concoction of black magic, as it was called, had taken off in a big way and made its way to our town, becoming popular with the high school and college kids—kids my Aria’s age.

      “We’re free. Why do I already feel bored?”

      “Because you’re crazy, that’s why. This investigation was nearly the death of me.”

      “Come on, you know you enjoyed it as much as me. Catching the bad guys and making the world safer—that’s us.”

      That was us. However, I couldn’t agree that I’d enjoyed the investigation as much as him, not when I was worried about Aria 24/7.

      “Well that’s one bad son of a bitch off the street.”

      “Yes indeed. And you…damn, there’s something different about you today. Sure, you’ve been bad cop before, but not like that.” Aaron laughed.

      “He deserved my wrath.”

      “Absolutely, and even I hoped for the knife to slip and cut off a finger for all the asshole’s done, but that’s not what I mean. You also looked it when you came in this morning.”

      God, when I’d come in this morning, I’d been thinking about Brooke. I had been thinking of what she tasted like when Aaron caught me smiling to myself like an idiot. I was probably nothing better than an idiot hyped up on testosterone and lust.

      I didn’t know what the woman had done to me, but she’d worked some kind of charm on me that made me…it just drew me to her. It reeled me in past the attraction to her overwhelming beauty, and it reeled me in past attraction itself.

      I would admit that she carried herself with a certain level of class and sophistication that stood out by a mile, but there was something more than that about her. Maybe…maybe it was because her interests had lain with Aria well before me. Most women who were interested in me only tried to make nice with Aria so they could make nice with me.

      Brooke was nothing of the sort. I wasn’t actually sure what she was, because I was pretty certain she’d leaned more toward hating my ass only a handful of days ago.

      “Hmmm, interesting.” Aaron laughed, interrupting my thoughts.

      I focused back on him and blinked. “What’s interesting?”

      “You, my friend. Okay, since I know how you work, I’m going to go out on a limb and say your mind is consumed by a woman, and since my eyes have never deceived me, I’m going to guess the woman is your new neighbor.”

      “What in the world gave you that idea?” I hadn’t mentioned Brooke to him at all.

      “Well, there was the perfectly obvious way you took charge Monday night at the bar when you rescued her from Jackson. Then I watched you take hold of her hand while you led her out and took her home. What I don’t know is what happened once you got there.” He wiggled his brows in that stupid way he had since we were back in high school.

      “She needed help and I took her home.” I tried to dance around the truth.

      “That bullshit won’t work with me—you should know that. Also, the only person who knows you better than you know yourself is moi.” He pointed to himself and grinned with pride. “So, best friend, brother in arms, tell me what happened between you and your drop-dead gorgeous next-door neighbor.”

      I chuckled and decided I’d come clean. “We kissed, that’s all.”

      He gasped then started laughing. “Oh my God, what the hell Ryan? How and why did you keep that quiet? Also, I was pretty certain you thought she was on drugs.”

      “That doesn’t mean I didn’t think she was hot.”

      “’Course not—clearly. What else happened?”

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.” Not that I’d wanted nothing to happen, but that was crazy.

      That was my body talking—screaming, more like. It was screaming to be with a hot, sexy woman who made me want her even when I was trying not to. It was the part of me that skipped past logic and sense and went straight to wanting to get her naked with her long golden legs wrapped around me.

      It was the part of me that yearned for escape from responsibility and stress, the responsibility and stress that came with being a single father to a sixteen-year-old. A single father who was still trying to get over the loss of his wife. Everyday with Aria reminded me of what I lost when I lost Olivia. It was a lot.

      Again, it wasn’t that I wanted an escape; I just wanted a life.

      Brooke was right—I needed to get a life.

      “Ryan, for God’s sake, you have to change that. Nothing never accomplishes anything.” He chuckled. “I’m also going to point out that she’s the hottest woman who’s come your way in a while.” He nodded with conviction.

      That was definitely true. It wasn’t that we had a lack of beautiful women in our town; it was just that she was on another level.

      “I won’t disagree with that.”

      “Thank God, because sometimes I wonder if you pick some of these women just because you know nothing will ever happen past a first date or a one-nighter.”

      “Can I point out that you were the one who encouraged me to go out with a lot of them?” I couldn’t forget Mindy.

      God, I still felt so bad about how Aria had treated her. It was so wrong on all levels, and I didn’t think she’d apologized yet. I needed to speak to her about that. Being mean was never good in anyone’s book, and definitely not mine.

      “Hey, I just don’t want you to wither away. If the woman looks decent, I will at least give you some encouragement, and Brooke isn’t just decent—she’s hot.” He started to laugh then got a cautious look on his face.

      I didn’t have to guess what he was going to say next.

      “It’s my duty to make sure you don’t grow old alone.”

      “You’re the same age as me pal.”

      “You know what I mean.” The same wary look remained on his face. “I’m still searching for that special woman. I like fun here and there, and for a while that was all I wanted—fun. Now, though, I’m older, and I have a different mindset. I want different things now, a family—but you have that. You already found the love of your life.”

      There it was.

      Olivia.

      I didn’t talk about her with anybody besides him, mainly because he was indeed like a brother to me. He knew me and he knew when it was okay to talk about the one person who’d probably hurt me the most.

      It felt selfish to even think that, particularly because It was death who hurt me. Leukemia and death. Not her. Never her.

      Still, knowing that didn’t make what had happened any less painful.

      “Yes, I guess I did.” I sat forward and clasped my hands together.

      “You know she’d be the first to agree with me.”

      “What would she agree with?” I wasn’t following what he meant.

      “That it’s almost like you purposely pick women you have no interest in.”

      “Right. Yeah, she probably would.”

      “And she’d ask you what the hell you plan to do with the rest of your life.” Aaron laughed.

      I liked when he talked about her like that, like she was still alive.

      “She’d probably tell me to get a life too.” Like Brooke had.

      Outspoken women—that was it. It was the trigger for me.

      It was the thing that seemed to push my buttons. It was the challenge of a woman who saw past my looks and didn’t give a crap about them. Muscles and tattoos, charm and all that business didn’t do anything for them. Sure, they were assets, but women like that were the ones I would have to work harder for.

      Olivia had been outspoken, but more in the sense that she was blunt and straight to the point. Brooke was outspoken with a smart mouth and sass that made you want to think of sex instantly. That was different.

      What she came up with shocked me at times, and I wondered if maybe she intended the shock. Most likely she did, but there was a part of the whole persona that showed that was just how she was.

      “You should get a life, Ryan. Couldn’t hurt to start just next door.”

      I had to laugh again.

      I had a feeling that even if I wanted to attempt to rein in my emotions around her, it would be difficult. Last night was something else, that kiss and the way she’d looked at me…what she’d said had spoken of sexual promises.

      We definitely needed to talk.

      I just didn’t know when, or what I’d say.

      Brooke was the first of her kind to attract me the way she had in a very long time. She was the first to interest me in years.

      I hadn’t felt that spark that rippled between us since Olivia.
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        * * *

      

      My heart swelled the way it always did when I listened to this part of the play.

      A Midsummer Night’s Dream was one of my all-time favorites. I’d read it countless times, watched several film adaptations, seen the play in at least ten countries in four languages, and still I loved it.

      Currently I was sitting in the old town library with a host of other literature lovers, appreciating the reading conducted by two of the actors who were going to be starring in the upcoming production at the local theater. I actually put the date on my calendar so I’d remember to attend.

      It was enjoyable, definitely enjoyable, but I wasn’t actually here to enjoy the reading. I was on a mission.

      Sally sat with her assistant in the front row. I was in the back. This was my attempt to get to speak to her—one on one, woman to woman, work aside.

      It was my last attempt to save my job, my assignment, my career.

      I’d taken the previous day to think about what I was going to do. I’d still avoided talking to Perry, too. I had actually avoided him like the plague, and I’d enlisted Noah’s help to do some snooping around.

      This mission of sorts had not, however, been my idea. It was inspired by my truly sexy next-door neighbor who I totally couldn’t get out of my head.

      It was crazy. I should have been more freaked out about my job, but I’d spent the time replaying that kiss in my mind.

      Both kisses.

      God, I was thinking about it again. As I sat there staring ahead at the actors, I was thinking about Ryan and his lips, that hard body I wanted to run my hands all over and explore.

      The thought made my nipples tighten and my stomach do somersaults.

      A day and a half had passed since I’d last seen him. I’d even seen Aria the night before and had contemplated going over to see him but had known it would look weird. Besides, I didn’t want to suddenly appear like I was more interested in her father and not her.

      The next day would be two weeks since I’d arrived here, and already I’d gone crazy over a man—the same man who’d thought I was on drugs and had riled me up the wrong way days after my arrival.

      I blinked so I could focus.

      The audience cheered as the actors gave their closing remarks and invited everyone to attend the play, which would open in two weeks. I thought it would be cool to take Aria if Ryan didn’t mind. Somehow I didn’t think he would.

      People started getting up. Some milled over to the actors to get their autographs while others who already had autographs took copies of the flyers that were on the little table by a grand mahogany shelf that contained all of Shakespeare’s works.

      I would have to put getting autographs and grabbing a flyer on my to-do list because Sally got up and was heading through the door to the left that led out to the children’s library.

      I thought she’d leave through the exit that was nearer to me. Then she would have seen me like I hoped.

      I grabbed my bag and dashed, catching up with her before she got to the elevator. It was her assistant who saw me first and alerted her.

      The heavy scowl on Sally’s face when she turned and saw me made my heart sink, but I brought the mission to the front of my mind.

      The mission was this: Be myself. Be me. That was it.

      I wasn’t going to be the Brooke who worked for People Magazine and needed this assignment as a stepping stone up the career ladder. I wasn’t going to be Brooke who bent over backward to be professional at all costs.

      I was going to be downright dirty, say whatever the fuck was on my mind Brooke, and I wouldn’t give a shit what she thought afterward.

      The way I figured it, I already had the worst thing happen. I’d been pulled from the assignment before I’d even begun, and according to Perry’s text this morning, I really was close to losing my job.

      He’d called me more times than I wanted to count, and I’d ignored each attempt. He’d sent one message, one message only stating that if I didn’t contact him by the end of the day he’d fire my ass.

      That was it, and it was quite enough.

      “Please tell me you aren’t following me like some kind of leech.” Sally squared off her shoulders and straightened up to glare at me.

      “Oh please, do I look like I want to be attached to your ass? I just so happen to like plays too,” I replied, straightening up in the same manner she had.

      Shock washed over her face in response to my tone and my words.

      It wasn’t the way I wanted to address a woman who’d been such a great role model to me, but that was what she got for treating me like shit when I’d done nothing wrong.

      Her assistant looked shocked too.

      “Right, so you just so happened to be here at the same time as me?” She tried to regain her composure.

      Of course me being here at the same time was planned, but she didn’t need to know that.

      “Wasn’t everyone else?” I motioned to the people around us who were filtering out of the reading room.

      She wrinkled her nose. “I suppose so. I guess I thought you may be trying to grovel your way back in on the story, which I quite bluntly told your boss I won’t conduct with you.”

      “Look lady, I don’t grovel. Look at me—do I look like I need to grovel?”

      Oh she did not like that one bit, and I used it to my advantage.

      I cleared my throat and smiled. “Apart from being beautiful and having the world at my fingertips, I am smart. I went to Yale. I can get whatever job I want, and I can go to whatever reading I please, too.”

      She looked me over. “So, grew a pair of balls overnight, huh?”

      “No, this is what I’m like normally, but guess what?”

      “What?” she asked with a smirk.

      “I blame you.”

      Sally laughed. “That is ridiculous.”

      “No, you know what is ridiculous? You. You are. I must have been seven years old when I decided I wanted to be just like you. What a waste of time. What a façade and a lie.”

      That completely threw her.

      “What do you mean?” She blinked several times.

      “You present this strong character to the world, a person women everywhere can look up to, women of all ages. Young women, young girls, older women—everyone. People admire you as a symbol of strength and hope in the face of adversity. I admired you, and you were a symbol of hope for me.” I had her just where I wanted her.

      When I thought about this little plan of mine, I honestly didn’t know if it would work. I felt I could end up accelerating my demise even quicker, but it was a wild shot, a risk I thought worth taking.

      Looked like it was working.

      My next card would pull on my own heart much more than I wanted a stranger to know.

      “My mother left me and my brother when I was ten and it devastated me. My father and my grandma were all I had left. The year after, my dad took me to the Olympics in Atlanta and I watched you carry the flag. I never forgot how you looked as you carried it, what you said. You said to be strong is to see the goal you want in sight at all times and make nothing impossible to you. I based my life off that because you said it. I became who I am today because of you, or at least who I thought you were. Damn was I ever wrong. You’re just a bitch—a bitch who decided she didn’t like me before she even gave me a chance.”

      I cut my eyes at her and turned on my heel to go back the way I’d come from. That last part hit a little too close to home. It hurt more to say it now than when I’d told Ryan, probably because of all that had happened to me and the raw emotions it stirred.

      “Brooke,” Sally called out before I reached the doorway.

      I stopped, but I didn’t turn.

      It was her who rushed up to me now.

      “Wait…” She moved to face me and looked at me like she wanted to say something but wasn’t sure what. “Can we go somewhere and talk? If I may appeal to the part of you that used to like me. Please…”

      Mission accomplished.

      I pulled in a slow steady breath and kept my gaze trained on her. I had to resist the urge to smile and tamped down the triumph that bubbled within me.

      “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      We went to the little café area outside on the terrace. The minute she chose the farthest table away from everyone, I knew she was going to tell me something private, something I’d suspected but hadn’t wanted to confirm.

      We sat opposite each other. I kept up my strong demeanor, never faltering, never allowing her to see just how much she’d hurt me over the last couple of weeks.

      She looked me over and pressed her lips together. I took the moment to look at her too and couldn’t help but notice the paleness in her skin and…

      She had no eyelashes.

      God. I immediately felt like the bitch. I’d have sworn only days ago she’d had lashes. She may have looked sick, but I would have noticed if the lashes were gone then.

      Her brows looked fine, so I couldn’t tell if whatever was wrong had affected them. Mine were microbladed so I would always have the outline of eyebrows shaded in if something unfortunate happened to my brows. She could have done the same.

      “Can this talk be off the record? Please?”

      I straightened up. “Yes, of course. It’s not like I’m here with you for an interview. I’m just here.”

      She nodded and got the tense look again, like she found it difficult to speak.

      I took the risk again and decided to be bold. “You’re sick again, aren’t you?” I enquired.

      She nodded, slowly and thoughtfully. Then she stared right at me with sad eyes.

      “The cancer came back, a small lump, this time in my lungs. I’ve been having chemotherapy. Radiation didn’t work, but chemo is helping. It’s helping a lot, but like before, it’s taking its toll on me.”

      I didn’t know what to say. This was sad on another level.

      What could anyone say besides sorry? When Ryan had told me his wife died of cancer, I hadn’t known what the hell to say then either.

      Now Sally had it again.

      “I’m truly sorry to hear that. I…truly am.”

      “Thank you. Brooke, I’m not going to be able to do the marathon in July, and I really think this is it for me. My days of running are over. I don’t want this to get out, but when it does, people will pity me all over again. They’ll lose faith in me. It’ll be a joke to even compete because I won’t win.”

      Winning—that was never her thing. Her victories were the result of her inner strength and her belief in herself.

      “Winning isn’t everything.” I reminded her.

      “I know, I do know that, but you enter a race to win, right? Look at me: I’m wearing a wig. I look like shit, and people will soon know something is wrong with me. I always wear my hair up when I run, but now I don’t have any.” A tear ran down her cheek, surprising me.

      I shook my head at her. “Fuck hair, and who gives a shit what people think? You said a marathon’s a marathon whether you walk or run. What matters is that you do it.” I held her gaze.

      Her lips parted and she wiped away another tear that ran down her cheek.

      I sighed and thought I’d elaborate. “People will understand if you’re too sick to compete. Your fans will understand and love you whatever you decide to do. They’ll still love you whether you win or lose, because it’s never been about that with you. You got the title of ‘Most Influential Person’ for a reason. I can assure you it wasn’t because of how many medals you’ve won. It’s because of how many people you inspired to believe in themselves.” People like me.

      She looked at me like she couldn’t believe what I was saying.

      “Really?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “I’m really sorry, Brooke. It wasn’t that I didn’t like you. I was just looking for an excuse not to do the exclusive.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I don’t want to go through all the media exposure again. I don’t want to tell everyone how scared I am. I don’t want people to see me suffer like I did last time.”

      “They won’t hear it from me. I’m here to do whatever you feel comfortable doing. Your private life is your own. If July comes and you don’t feel like doing the race then you don’t do it, but I can assure you there are a lot of people who can’t wait for this exclusive. Don’t rob them of that.”

      She thought for a moment and nodded. “Okay, okay. Can we start over?”

      “I want to say yes, but I think it’s going to take a little more than scheduling for me to come back to your house. My boss pulled me from the assignment.”

      “I’ll work that out. I’m sorry again. I’m…” Her voice trailed off as she dabbed at her eyes. “I’m not a bitch, Brooke, and neither are you.” She laughed.

      I chuckled and released the damn breath I’d been holding in.

      “No, I’m not a bitch.” I agreed.

      “We’re a different category, but people confuse us for being bitches. I was a bitch to you, though. I really was.”

      Yes, she had been, but I understood why.

      “Since we’re starting over, I think I can brush all that under the rug.”

      Her eyes welled with tears again. “You really saw me carry the flag in Atlanta?”

      I nodded. “It was the most memorable moment of my life.”

      “Mine too. Oh, it was probably the very best, better than winning. It was the moment I really thought I shined.”

      “You did.” She definitely had.

      “Thank you for reminding me of that day, and for giving me hope. It’ll be great to work with you.”

      I felt like a fifty-ton truck had been lifted off my back, and now that it had, I thought of Ryan. This had been his idea, and it worked.

      I definitely had to see him and thank him.

      I also definitely thought he deserved a little more than a kiss.
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        * * *

      

      I thought I was seeing things when the door to my office opened and Brooke popped her blonde head in.

      Actually, I thought it was some sort of fantasy, part of the fantasy I’d been having about her. I’d been thinking about her all day and was just thinking about her again—about when I would see her again— when the knock sounded on the door.

      She came in with that sassy smile on her face.

      I straightened up in my chair and looked at her walking elegantly toward me as if she was on the runway. My eyes took her in and I fixated on the light little beige coat that molded to her tiny frame. It was windy outside, but not cold.

      “Hi.” She beamed, eyes sparkling.

      “Hey.” I found my voice and stood up to go around to her. Sitting there felt too businesslike, and I hoped she hadn’t come for business.

      Was she here for business? I hoped not. It was odd for her to visit me at work.

      “I hope it was okay for me to come here. I wanted to catch you alone.” She tucked her hair behind her ear, and the end of the lock glistened in the last remains of the day’s sunlight.

      “Yeah, sure, it’s fine. It’s good to see you.” It really was.

      It was good to see her; I just wished I wasn’t at work. Aaron had just gone out to talk to forensics about another case that had just come in. I’d hung back because I was filing reports.

      He could come back any second, and he’d undoubtedly have questions. Anyone who saw her in my office would have questions, because women never visited me at work.

      “You too. Seems like this was the only way, even though I only live a stone’s throw away from you.” There she went with the straight-to-the-point, no-nonsense attitude.

      I smiled, unable to resist. “I thought you were busy yesterday.”

      “Busy?” She raised her brows and bit back a smile.

      “Okay…I confess—I didn’t know when was good to see you.”

      “So you left me to make the first move?”

      “This is a first move?”

      “God, you really do need to get out more. I could be washing my hair or something and yet I’m here at this place.” She gave the office a quick scan, wrinkled her nose, and then returned her gaze to me.

      “You don’t like my office?” I chuckled.

      “No, detective, I’m afraid I don’t. It looks boring. No wonder you are the way you are. Must be the half monk side of you.”

      That had to be a joke.

      “And yet you had so much fun with me the other night.”

      She simply stared at me, her eyes expressionless. “I came by to thank you.”

      “For the fun?”

      “No, for saving my job.”

      My lips curved and I found myself smiling at that. I’d had a feeling things would work out somehow, but it had saddened me to think she might be leaving sooner than I wanted.

      “So you’ll be doing Sally’s story?”

      “Yeah, looks that way. I did what you said and it worked, so I thought you deserved for me to make an effort to come see what your world looks like and thank you properly.”

      Thank me properly…interesting.

      She was right: I needed to get out more, because when she said that, my eyes went straight to her chest and I took my time observing the shape of her. Then my damn mind conjured up what she must look like naked under that coat.

      It was the perfect coat for it.

      A smack of her dainty hand to my chest snapped me right out of the fantasy and she started laughing.

      “Do you know how obvious you are?”

      “Obvious? What…what do you mean? I wasn’t thinking anything.”

      “When you’re turned on, your eyes get darker.”

      Shit, I hadn’t meant to show how turned on I was by her presence. I didn’t even know what to say.

      “Do they?”

      “Mmhmmm.”

      “What…happens to you?” I knew I was venturing down the path of temptation, but she’d had me hooked from the second I saw her.

      “Oh, that’s a little above Brooke 101. You have to pass the introductory course first before you move on to more advanced material.”

      “What if I want to study ahead?” I grinned.

      Mischief lit up her whole face. “That could be arranged.”

      Enough talk. I stepped closer to her and she moved towards me at the same time for a kiss.

      I didn’t realize how much I’d missed her mouth until I had her again. She tasted sweeter, sexier, delicious, and rare.

      I enjoyed the mingling of our tongues tasting each other and the way she sucked on my bottom lip when she pulled back. I wasn’t ready to stop kissing her, not yet—damn, not ever.

      Her cheeks were tinged pink and she smiled. “I should go now.”

      I slipped my arm around her waist and pulled her back to me. “No.”

      “Yes…I should.” She giggled.

      Feeling the pull of desire, I lowered my lips to her neck and traced kisses along the curve of it. She pressed into me, pushing her breasts into my chest.

      “You said you wanted to thank me properly—what does that mean, Brooke?” I whispered into her ear. She could tease me with her blunt ways and sexiness, but I could give as much as I got too.

      “When do you finish work?” A little moan escaped her lips.

      “I can be home in an hour.” I technically finished in two hours but thought I deserved to leave early. It wasn’t often I took time off, so this was me reclaiming time.

      I could finish up the reports and head home within twenty minutes to beat traffic.

      “Come to my place.”

      My cock stirred at her words. “Your place?” That would be perfect. Aria would be home in a few hours, and if I was at Brooke’s, there would be no interruption.

      “I’ll leave the door open.” Sexy, sassy, and interesting.

      I allowed her to step out of my grasp only because of the prospect of what she had planned.

      “Can’t wait.”

      She backed away from me and gave me one last smile before she walked out the door.

      I got the feeling our 101 classes were about to progress into something more.
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      I simply meant to tell him thanks and express how grateful I was. I’d even wanted to elaborate a little on what had happened with Sally, within reason, of course, as I wouldn’t discuss anything personal she wouldn’t want anyone else knowing.

      I was ecstatic to be doing the story again, but damn I was more ecstatic at the thought of being with Ryan.

      I was crazy. This was crazy, and I’d set up this…whatever it was we were going to do.

      Yes, I had gone to the station to say thanks, and then sexual desire had taken over. I’d taken one look at him and he’d turned me on. He didn’t have to do anything; just the sight of him sent my nerves into overdrive and heat washed over me.

      Then I’d said what was on my mind.

      When I was turned on, I said whatever came to my mind first without thinking. That was me. All the other stuff, like my body’s reaction and my emotions, came second.

      So, when I’d said I wanted to thank him properly, I’d been thinking of the crazy way I wanted to kiss his delicious lips and run my hands all over his body until it drove me insane.

      When I’d asked him what time he finished work, my mind had already started conjuring up all the ways I could get him into my house and into my bed. The image of him on the beach with his perfect abs on display and perfect everything was enough to make me jump from being civil and logical to the lust-crazed woman I was now.

      Breathe, breathe. I needed to breathe.

      As I walked around my sitting room, I brought my hands up to my cheeks from the shock of what I’d said to him. I knew I gave the impression of being overly sexual and confident, but I wasn’t actually like that and God, I felt like I’d basically invited Ryan over for sex.

      He hadn’t said no.

      It had taken me twenty minutes to get home, and in five minutes, it would be an hour from when he’d said he could be home in an hour.

      I swallowed hard and as I heard the screech of a car outside, I straightened out the crease in my dress. It was a little summer dress I’d chosen to suit the reading at the library. It wasn’t fancy, but I supposed it was sexy.

      Nerves filled my stomach when footsteps sounded on the porch and then the door opened—the door I’d left unlocked and ajar.

      More footsteps and then he was standing in the doorway of the sitting room. He looked like he’d rushed.

      I stood by the fireplace gazing at him, absorbing the seductive way he looked at me.

      I took a step forward and he came inside. He walked over to me and the moment he leaned down, I fell into the kiss and pressed my hands against the solid wall of his chest.

      “You made it.” I spoke against his lips.

      “As if I wouldn’t.” He smiled into a kiss that turned hungrier.

      He moved back with me until I was pressed up against the wall near the bookshelf. I got lost in him.

      I’d never gotten lost in anything or anyone.

      I may have been drunk the first time I kissed him, but I remembered that feeling. It was odd for me. It was odd and alluring, making me want more, and more was exactly what he gave. He kissed me like he needed me and wanted me both at the same time, like he wanted to consume me and everything that was me.

      And, God, I kissed him like that too.

      When I tugged on his jacket, he slid it off and grabbed my waist. Then he yanked so hard on my dress that the cute little buttons that held it together on my shoulders popped off and bounced somewhere on the wooden floor.

      I was vaguely aware of the dress floating down my legs and the sudden coolness on my bare skin.

      He took a break from my lips to look me over.

      Thank God I was wearing one of my favorite pieces of lingerie: a black lace set from Victoria’s Secret.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he said, voice husky and filled with the desire that coursed through us.

      I wanted to say something but found I couldn’t. I couldn’t speak. It was the way he looked at me and held me in place with his gaze.

      Other men had given me that purely sexual look of wanting me, but this guy looked at me like he wanted to savor me.

      It was a different look, and one I never wanted to forget.

      I leaned forward and started undoing his buttons, which he gladly allowed me to work on. I indulged in the handful of seconds I got to run my hands over the bare skin of his abs once I got the shirt off.

      Solid peaks and valleys filled my palms, planes chiseled to perfection that could only be conjured up in a fantasy. I didn’t care what madness had possessed me, had possessed us—I was going to enjoy this.

      I was going to enjoy him.

      A low growl rumbled within his chest and he took hold of me again. Then it was like his hands were everywhere and a cloud of lusty haze surrounded us.

      His lips peppered hot kisses down my neck and in the valley between my breasts. He smoothed his hands up from my waist to cup my breasts and squeezed.

      That was when my mind numbed and I became desperate—desperate for everything he had to offer even though I didn’t know what that was. I had a pretty darn good idea, though, that whatever it was would leave a lasting impression.

      He kissed the swells of my breasts and pulled the left cup of my bra aside along with the strap, making my breast pop out and bobble toward him, nipple hard and straining to be soothed.

      I watched the totally hot scene of him taking my aching nipple into his mouth, where he sucked first then swirled his tongue over the surface of the tip to work it to life.

      My body spoke and he understood. He knew what I needed. He seemed to know exactly what I needed. That was how I felt.

      I fell back against the wall and got lost in his wild suckle.

      With a wicked and utterly sinful smile spread across his face, he unsnapped the clasp of the bra and released my other breast.

      I knew I’d completely turned to mush prior to that, and I couldn’t have smart-mouthed him in my usual way even if I’d wanted to, definitely not when he lowered his head and gave my right breast the same attention he’d offered to my left.

      Mindless sounds of pleasure escaped my lips and I ran my hands through his hair as reality receded into the background.

      I felt amazing, just from that, and if that had been all I’d gotten from him, I would have taken it—but no. Ryan had more in store for me. He tugged on the edge of my panties.

      “Black lace,” he whispered against the edge of my hip as he crouched down and planted kisses there and across my stomach. Then he pulled back and held the little blue bow on the side. “But with a hint of blue. Brook 101: Brooke’s favorite color is blue.”

      I smiled at that. I’d never told him that, but he’d noticed.

      “Ryan 101: what’s your favorite color?”

      He looked up at me with those gorgeous eyes and gave me a smile that made me crumble with its gorgeousness.

      “Black. Today it’s black lace with a hint of blue—whatever color’s on you.”

      I would have said something like I bet you say that to all the girls, but I stopped myself.

      Somehow—I didn’t know how—I didn’t think he did. It felt like it was just for me.

      He didn’t waste any more time. Holding me in place, he worked nerve-tingling kisses across my pelvis and licked at the skin there. Then he moved the lace back as he ventured toward my core and nuzzled me with his face. I thought I would just die when he ran his tongue over the already sensitive skin there, and I had to grasp his shoulders to stay upright.

      He secured his large hands on my ass and squeezed, but mostly I was taken by the attention he gave my center. It made me wetter just thinking about it.

      He slid his finger inside and smiled.

      “Wet and ready,” he said, more to himself than to me.

      I was; I was so wet and ready for him.

      He added a second finger and started pumping, going in and out and watching me as I fell apart.

      “I…” I was going to come.

      I was. My heart stilled within the walls of my chest and my breath hitched on the wave of passion that swept over me.

      He went faster, pumping into me, giving me a preview of what he was about to do to me with his cock inside me. Just as I cried out from the orgasmic burst of ecstasy that grabbed me and came right there for him, he spread my legs wider and replaced his fingers with his tongue.

      He drank my release right up, licking and drinking like he couldn’t get enough and didn’t want to waste any. Then he licked the hard nub of my clit and stroked backward and forward, backward and forward in little bursts of delight that made me want to scream.

      I writhed against the wall and squeezed his shoulders. The pleasure became too much and I couldn’t believe I was on the verge of coming again.

      “Ryan…I…”

      He didn’t stop, just kept going and going, now pressing his face right in so he could reach higher inside me, and God, I felt the pressure build up again.

      It was like steam in a pressure cooker that had been left on for too long.

      The steam, the passion, the pleasure, it all began to rise, and I was ready to explode. I was there, ready and…I did.

      I came again—again, and more intensely. This time I wasn’t just writhing; I was gasping and my hair was wet with sweat.

      I looked down at him as he moved and rose to stand. The bulge of his cock pressing against the front of his pants was evident. I was ready to wither away, but I wanted to give him pleasure too.

      I tugged on his belt and tried to regain the confidence I’d previously exhibited.

      “Your turn.”

      “If you say so.” He smiled a wicked smile. “But, don’t go wild.”

      When I looked at him, I no longer saw the man I’d teased the previous week about being a monk, about being in cop mode or dad mode.

      This man before me was the rebel he’d spoken of at the beach. This was the version he had told me I would like, and I totally did.

      Then he shocked me further by taking my hand and pressing it to the soft cotton of his pants so I could feel the hardness of his cock. I gasped and when he clasped my hands over it so I could squeeze, he groaned and I swore I would come again just from that.

      “I’m ready to blow and I want to be inside you, so don’t go wild.”

      “Can I go wild next time?” From some place within me, the quirkiness came back.

      His eyes sparkled and he beamed down at me. “Next time? So I impressed you so much I get you twice and I haven’t even done anything yet?”

      I thought about that. “You get to have me as many times as you want.” I leaned in for a kiss.

      He reached for my breasts and played with my nipples.

      “Brooke 101: you speak your mind when you’re turned on.”

      I pulled in a breath and tried to hold back the emotion that swirled within me. He really was trying to know what I liked, to know me.

      “Yeah, I tend to,” I confessed.

      A look of triumph registered on his face and he leaned in to kiss me. I got lost in the kiss and the feel of his cock hardening in my hands and growing.

      I got lost and found I wanted to stay lost.

      I didn’t want to go back to reality for anything. That feeling right there made me realize just how much pressure I put on myself with everything, not just in the past week but in LA too.

      In LA, everything seemed so crazy busy I didn’t know if I would make it from one day to the next with my mind in tact.

      Being with Ryan took me to a place where I wanted to stay, but…someone was calling me.

      A child?

      No…wait.

      I pulled back when I thought I heard a whimper and then my name again.

      Ryan pulled back too and looked behind me.

      “Brooke.” It was Aria. “Are you home?” She sounded like she was crying.

      She was outside on the porch near the window. There were footsteps as she moved to the door and rang the bell.

      “Brooke, if you can hear me, please, can I talk to you? I need you.”

      I looked to Ryan and the state we were both in—my hand was still around his cock. I released him and grabbed my clothes. He fixed his shirt and moved to go but I stopped him.

      “No,” I hissed, trying to keep my voice low.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. She just sounds really upset. I know when she’s crying.” He was back in dad mode, and I thought it was sweet. “She needs me.”

      “I’m sorry too, but she needs me.”

      He looked surprised by my answer. “You don’t have to.”

      “She’s my friend—I kind of do have to, and it’s not going to be a good look if she finds you in my house.” I secured my bra back in place and rushed over to the sofa to grab one of my house shirts because the dress wouldn’t work.

      “I can hang back.”

      “No, go home. Slip out when I get her. Trust me, she’ll know what we were doing.” She absolutely would. That girl was far from stupid, and from the look of us, even with clothes on, I was certain anyone would know we were just about to have seriously wild sex. “I promise to take care of her,” I added for good measure.

      The awed look on his face gripped me, but then the sexiness came back. “We’ll finish this, Brooke. I’m making the first move next time.”

      “Okay.”

      He leaned forward and kissed my forehead.

      I moved away before I got lost again and rushed up to the door just as I heard Aria starting to cry.

      I opened it and when she saw me, she threw herself into my arms.

      “I’m so sorry. I was upstairs.” I felt bad lying but didn’t know what else to do.

      “It’s okay,” she whimpered.

      “What’s wrong, Aria?”

      Of course I couldn’t help but feel alarmed.

      “It’s Brad,” she answered between sobs.

      I kept my arm around her and stroked her hair, ushering her inside the house.

      Just like I’d known he would, Ryan must have heard and stuck his head out. I saw him over my shoulder and steered her away from the sitting room and toward the stairs.

      “What’s up with Brad?” I asked.

      “He wanted to take things to the next level, and I…”

      Oh Jesus, this was not a conversation for Ryan to hear. I glanced back and saw the terrified look on his face. I shook my head at him, hoping to stave him off and hold him back.

      Thankfully he did stay back, but the worried look on his face got to me.

      I, too, found myself worrying about what she would tell me.
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      I sat her down on my bed and looked her over.

      Tears ran down her cheeks and she wiped them away. She tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear and seemed quite haggard.

      “Aria, talk to me.” I sat next to her and took both her hands into mine.

      “I’m so sorry to bother you with this. I kind of have no one else to talk to, no one else I trust. My friends will tell me crap because they just want to be cool, and my dad…God, he would freak out and make things worse. He just doesn’t listen.”

      I totally understood. “Is this something you could speak to him about?”

      I got the feeling it definitely wasn’t.

      She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “It’s not. It’s times like this when I wish my mom was here, but I don’t know if she would have freaked out too. Somehow, from what I remember, I doubt she would. She was always a lot more at ease than Dad.”

      I appreciated that she was talking to me like this.

      “If it’s any consolation, I didn’t have my mom either.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. She left when I was ten.”

      “Left?” Sadness filled her eyes.

      “Yes. She just decided she didn’t want a family anymore I guess.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine.” It wasn’t fine, but it would have to be for the time being. “I’m fine, and this isn’t about me. It’s about you, and you chose me to help you. What happened with Brad?”

      “Prom is in three weeks and he wants us to…he thinks we should have sex.”

      “So, you haven’t done that with him yet?” I asked the question tentatively even though I could have assumed they hadn’t. I just wanted to be sure.

      She shook her head, and I actually felt relieved.

      “And you’re crying because…?”

      “I…don’t know if I’m ready. We’ve done some…stuff.” Her face reddened when she said that. “I’m sorry, I don’t even talk like this with my friends. They’ve already lost their virginity and I kind of told them I had too. Is this stupid?”

      “No, that isn’t something to throw away lightly or not give importance to,” I offered.

      “So it’s normal to feel this way? Like I’m not ready?”

      “Of course.”

      Now it was her turn to look relieved. “Brooke, I hate to admit this, but when we talked about us taking things to the next level, I thought of my dad. I think if I did something like that now it would hurt him. I’m sixteen and I know there are many girls my age doing whatever they want. I’m totally not judging, but that’s the one thing I know he doesn’t want me to do, not now, not while I’m so young.”

      I was impressed with the maturity she showed, and the love. And respect.

      “I know what you mean. I think his hair would turn white,” I joked, and we both laughed.

      “Yeah, it would skip past gray and just turn white like Moses.” She giggled.

      I actually could imagine that.

      I sighed and looked at her as the seriousness returned to her face.

      “What do you want to do?” I thought I should ask.

      She looked surprised by my question. “What do you think I should do? Brad thinks I don’t love him.”

      I raised my shoulder into a shrug. “Aria, I’m going to tell you something my dad told me once. Now, you know my dad was a captain in the Marines, and he died saving his men from an awful fate. He told me you have to rely on you. You have to rely on what you want and the goals you want. Do that and take charge. That way whatever decision you make, you know you’ll always be true to yourself.”

      I would never, ever forget those words. Sometimes when I messed up or things went wrong, I thought of those same words and knew I hadn’t been true to myself.

      My whole situation with Craig was an example of that. It was remembering those words that helped me get over him.

      “I value that, Brooke.” She gave my hands a squeeze too, and somehow she seemed older.

      “Good. Now, if you aren’t ready then Brad will wait if he loves you. I suspect he does, but you need to talk to him and tell him how you feel. Sex is not something that you should be pressured about.”

      “What if he breaks up with me over this? Brooke, I do love him. I’ve never felt this way before. I haven’t had many boyfriends, but I don’t want to have to go through a sea of guys when I already know who I want to be with. It’s him.”

      “Well, if he feels the same way about you, he’ll understand.” I nodded. She seemed to accept that. “Maybe give it a day or so to cool off and then talk. How about we order a pizza and watch Fashion Police?”

      Her face brightened at my offer. “I would love that.”

      “Also, the new Dior dazzling gloss is out,” I cooed.

      “Oh my God, yes. I forgot. I can’t believe I forgot. I saved up to get it.”

      I released her hands and waved her off. “No, you will not spend a dime, young lady. We’re shopping buddies, remember?”

      She laughed. “Doesn’t that mean we go shopping together and we each buy stuff?” She inclined her head to the side.

      “It does, and that part is to come, but in our world, I get to spoil you when I want to. I never had a little sister.”

      Her face was beaming now. “I would happily be your little sister.”

      I clapped my hands three times and said, “Abracadabra, your wish is my command! From this day forward, we are sisters.”

      She clapped her hands with delight and hugged me. “Thank you, Brooke. Thank you. I really appreciate you.”

      I knew she did. “You are very welcome.”

      As I held her, I couldn’t help but think about the day I’d had, another strange day that hadn’t ended just yet.

      I knew no matter how late this girls night of ours went, I would have to speak to Ryan to put his mind at ease.
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      It was official—I was going to waste away from all the worries and stress.

      Three long hours had passed since I’d heard Aria tell Brooke Brad wanted to take things to the next level.

      I swear I died twice in that moment, and a hundred years could have passed since.

      It had been hard to leave, but I’d left, knowing it was the right thing to do. I had left and willed the voice in my head to shut up, the one that told me to find some way of sneaking around to get close so I could listen in on whatever Aria was telling Brooke. The voice had told me to do whatever I could to get the information I desperately craved to hear.

      Did Aria sleep with Brad?

      Did that fucking little punk defile my daughter?

      He was dead if he had, and I supposed he had, which was why she’d been crying.

      God, I was going to die from a heart attack one day. I just knew it. I did.

      Maybe it would happen tonight.

      When the front door swung open, I heard her come in, and Brooke was with her. That eased my mind a little but also took me back to earlier when she’d taken me to heaven.

      Aria was right: I was a hypocrite. There I was hyped up on sex hormones and wanting nothing more than to devour every inch of Brooke and her perfect body but wishing Aria hadn’t…

      Shit, I couldn’t even think it. My poor brain ached at the thought of her and that damn Brad.

      I pushed the door to my office open so I could peer out. I was just around the corner from the front door and the living room.

      “Call me if you need me,” Brooke was saying. She still had that house shirt on; it looked sexy because I could see the gorgeous length of her golden legs.

      “I will,” Aria promised.

      “And ask your dad about shopping Saturday. If Vanessa is as bad as me, we’ll be out all day.” Brooke giggled. “We may not make it to the play.”

      “I don’t mind. We could probably watch Taming of the Shrew during the week if you’re free. I read the whole play last night and couldn’t put it down.”

      She seemed okay, as okay as I could see and hear, because I’d never known Aria to read any kind of book she couldn’t put down.

      “We’ll play it by ear.” Brooke smiled. I liked her smile. It was infectious and warm, genuine and…it reached me, even from here where she couldn’t see me. “How about we make it a week of Shakespeare,” she continued. Aria’s face lit up when she heard that. “I don’t know if Vanessa’s into plays, so that could just be our thing, but ask your dad first—and prom…let me know.”

      My heart squeezed when Aria gave her a hug.

      Prom.

      She’d placed emphasis on the word. It was in a few weeks, and I purposely wasn’t thinking about it. I didn’t want to because it was another worry. It was only junior prom, but still. There were expectations…expectations that might have already been fulfilled. I was going to find Brad and kill him.

      “Thanks Brooke.” Aria pulled away and proceeded up the stairs.

      I waited until she got halfway up before I stepped out of the office.

      Brooke saw me and smiled.

      I beckoned for her to come, and when she did, I took her hand and pulled her into the office, closing the door behind us. It would be safe to talk in here.

      Aria would most likely stay upstairs for the rest of the night, and if she came down for a snack, she’d use the stairs by her room to get to the kitchen.

      I rested against the wall and watched the beautiful woman walk over to the lake rock wall I’d made myself when I bought the house. She ran her fingers over the jagged surface and looked ahead to the floor-to-ceiling glass window.

      When her eyes landed on me, the look of fascination was replaced with worry and a hint of amusement.

      “I’m dying here, Brooke.”

      “I know, I just want to see if your hair really does turn white.”

      I ran my hands through my hair, and my palms felt clammy.

      She moved closer and stopped a breath away.

      “She had sex, didn’t she?” Best to cut to the chase, to rip the worry out of my head like ripping off a bandage that’s been stuck to your skin for far too long.

      “No, she didn’t.”

      I could have cried from the relief. I still felt like I’d aged though.

      “What happened?”

      Brooke got this tentative look on her face and grimaced. “That’s woman-to-woman confidentiality. I can’t tell you.”

      I sucked in a breath. “What? You have to. I will literally die, or possibly kill Brad.”

      She laughed and God…I loved the sound. I reached for her and she blushed.

      I liked that too.

      “Brooke 101: you blush when you find something or someone—AKA me—irresistible.”

      She smacked me in my chest and stepped back. “Stop it, mister. You are getting way too good at reading me and it’s scary.”

      I laughed, loving the fact that I was right.

      “Why is it scary?”

      “Ryan 101: you’re a nice guy and I thought you were an asshole. Officer Asshole.”

      “You know, I kind of like that.” If she’d seen what I’d done at the station this morning, I wondered what she would call me. I was pretty certain Patterson thought I was an asshole, but he was a bigger one.

      “You’re not supposed to. Ryan 101: you freak out too much and you need to calm down.”

      She stepped closer and pressed her dainty hands to my chest. I loved the way we’d started this 101 game. When had it even happened? I couldn’t remember, but I liked it and I liked her.

      Two weeks—the next day it would be two weeks since she’d arrived in town. It wasn’t long enough to develop such a fascination, but somehow I didn’t care about that.

      I was fascinated, end of story.

      Fascinated and freaking out, just like she said.

      “Calm me down then, Brooke. Give me something to work with. I’m screwing up at being her dad, and it’s hard not to freak out.” That was perhaps more than I should have said.

      “You aren’t screwing up.” She smiled with reassurance.

      It was actually good to hear someone say it, someone who wasn’t my parents.

      “Feels like I am in times like these. I don’t know what the hell to tell her, and I should know.”

      “Why should you know? Is there a rule that says you should know everything when you become a parent? Did your parents know everything? Mine definitely didn’t.” She shrugged.

      “I wouldn’t have known what to tell her tonight if you weren’t here, and God, she’s reading books and all sorts of stuff since she met you. I didn’t even know she liked Shakespeare. I just don’t know.”

      “Ryan, the freaking out—it’s happening again.” Her sexy lips curved. “You have a very good daughter, a girl with a good head on her shoulders. She knows what she wants, and above all else, she doesn’t want to disappoint you.”

      “She said that?” I couldn’t believe it.

      “Yeah, she did. I won’t be accused of telling you how to raise your child, but I will say you should trust that. Trust that she loves you. My dad did that, and we had a wonderful relationship.”

      Her words calmed me. They actually calmed me.

      “So I shouldn’t kill Brad?”

      “No. You don’t have to.” She chuckled.

      “And…I definitely won’t accuse you of telling me how to raise my child, because I need help. What do I say to her?” I needed advice, and I had always been told to never turn away help.

      “Nothing. Say nothing. But, just trust me when I say you need to calm down. There is no way on God’s green earth she will come to you with sex talk. Thankfully you guys have me for that for the next eight months.”

      I rested my head on the wall and sighed. I was truly grateful to hear that, but I felt bad.

      “I don’t want her to burden you.”

      She laughed. “Like I said, she’s my friend.”

      “You’re being serious. You’re actually being serious.”

      She nodded. “I liked her well before I liked you, and you’re still climbing the ladder of forgiveness.”

      I smiled at that. “But you like me,” I pointed out, definitely not missing that beat.

      “Hmmm. I love your body,” she cooed seductively, giving me a purely sexual, sinful look, and fuck my cock stirred.

      “What if I said I loved your body too?”

      “It would mean nothing because I already knew that.”

      I picked up a lock of her hair and twirled it around my finger.

      I wanted her, badly. I wanted her right now. I wanted to finish what we’d started, wanted to pick up where we’d left off.

      My hands were dangerously close to her breasts and went straight there, over the swell of her right breast, and I couldn’t help but run my finger over the hard nub of her nipple. I could feel it straining against the sheer fabric of her bra.

      “Ryan, we…”

      “I know, we can’t. I just want to feel you.”

      We moved toward each other at the same time for a hungry kiss. The taste of her filled me with pure, unadulterated ecstasy.

      I squeezed her breasts, both of them, and slipped my hand through the opening at the top button of her shirt and under her bra to get a good feel.

      We were in my office, on the other side of the house. Chances were we could get away with whatever we wanted to in here without Aria hearing us, but I didn’t want to take the risk, though I did want to enjoy Brooke properly.

      With great reluctance, I moved my hand away and stopped kissing her, but I stayed close to her lips.

      “Go out with me tomorrow night.”

      “Where?”

      “Anywhere.”

      She giggled against my lips. “Dinner.”

      “Okay.”

      “Ryan.” She looked up and gazed into my eyes.

      “Yes, Brooke?”

      “I want the rebel I saw earlier.”

      I knew what she meant. The rebel—that was me, the daring guy I used to be.

      “Assuming rebel mode.” The rebel I was kissed her again, pressing her close to me so I could feel every inch of her.

      Tomorrow was  Friday.

      It was the first time in a long time that I was looking forward to one.
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      “Noah, there’s no need to come over. I can handle it. It’s just a little leak.” Dammit. I’d made the mistake of calling him when I noticed a leak in the ceiling above the wardrobe.

      I foolishly mentioned the light switch and he started freaking out because of the electricity and water, thinking I was going to electrocute myself.

      “I’m fine,” I said for the hundredth time.

      The problem might not have been fine, but I didn’t care right now. I didn’t give a shit if the whole damn place flooded and drenched everything. Ryan would be here in ten minutes, and that was what I cared about.

      Jesus Christ, the man had done some sort of enchantment on me that I couldn’t free myself from—and I didn’t want to.

      I wanted him, all of him.

      The problem was I didn’t want to tell Noah about Ryan, and if he came over, firstly I wouldn’t be here, and then secondly I’d have to explain why.

      I knew what he was like, and if he got wind of me going on a date, he would talk my ear off about it. It would be all the more interesting that my date was with Officer Asshole, who was no longer Officer Asshole.

      I just hadn’t told Noah that.

      God.

      “Brooke, if the water gets to the electrical wiring, that would be very bad.”

      “Jesus, Noah, it’s really far away. I just wanted to know where the mains are so I can turn it off.”

      “It will be in the roof somewhere, or the basement maybe. God your people certainly shacked you up in a hovel.” He huffed.

      Hovel? I would hardly call the house a hovel.

      Other than the water leaks and maybe the broken window in the attic, I thought the house was beautiful. It was certainly different than my lavish apartment in LA, but it had that homey feel about it that I missed from living with Grams.

      “Noah.” There was a beeping sound on the phone, signaling another call coming through. I moved it away from my ear to check who it was.

      Jayce. Argh. The men in my life were going to give me palpitations tonight.

      “Noah, Jayce’s calling me.” Better to talk to Jayce because my overprotective best friend was worse than my overprotective brother.

      “Okay. Call me back if the leak gets worse.”

      Good. At least that got rid of one of them.

      “Will do.”

      The minute Noah hung up, I answered Jayce’s call.

      “Hey,” he cooed, sounding happy. He hadn’t called since the week before. “Just checking in on you.”

      “Hi, I’m good. Everything worked out and I’m back on track.” The last time we’d spoken, it had been to tell him about Sally. That was before Perry kicked me off the assignment. I’d never gotten around to telling him that part.

      I had, however, had a lengthy conversation with him about how I thought Sally hated me. He needed an update, but not right now.

      “I’m so glad. Alexis and I were thinking of going to see you, maybe after the Fourth of July.”

      Alexis was his amazing wife. They’d been married for six years and had two boys, Dennis and Scott, who were four and two. They were super adorable. I would definitely love to see them.

      “I’ll come visit as usual.” I went to visit because I knew it was difficult traveling with the kids. They lived in San Francisco near Grams.

      “We didn’t want to interrupt your schedule.”

      My schedule. I actually had to think for a minute to figure out what he was talking about. Of course he meant work, but I was thinking about my schedule for the night.

      I glanced on the clock on the wall. My stomach tightened. Ryan would arrive in five minutes, and I hadn’t decided on what lipstick I wanted to wear.

      I was wearing a white bodycon with little gold straps that helped push out my breasts. The aim was to tease him to death by dressing overly sexily.

      “No, no, I’ll come see you. Chad, I’m about to go out. Can I call you back tomorrow?”

      I had five minutes to choose a color. I was thinking either my Chanel red or my Dior pink that looked like bubble gum. I’d curled my hair and gone for a smoky look over my eyes, so either of those colors would be fine.

      “Of course. As long as you’re okay.”

      “I am—I’m peachy.”

      “Okay, sis, have fun. Love you.”

      “Love you more.”

      I sighed when he hung up, missing him because I hadn’t seen him in close to five months, but eager to get back to getting ready.

      I looked at myself in the full-length mirror. I looked good, probably more like I was going to a club than like I was going to dinner, but that was the idea.

      I picked up the red lipstick first and smeared it over my lips. It looked perfect, too perfect to remove even to try the pink, so I left it.

      Water rushing down to the floor grabbed my immediate attention. My head snapped toward the bathroom where the sound came from. I ran in there to see the water running from the ceiling and into the bath. My guess was the same pipe fixture must have run from the bedroom and into the bathroom.

      I backed away, deciding it would have to stay just like that because I wasn’t tending to it tonight.

      No way. That called for a plumber’s attention in the morning.

      As I took another step back to go into the bedroom, water came gushing down on my head. I screamed at the sudden coldness and the fright that made me jump out of my skin.

      Shit. I was drenched, actually soaked from head to toe, and the ceiling had a hole in it from where the plaster had given way. The water must have built up on that section and burst through, and now it slowed to a steady flow.

      My damn hair that had taken over an hour to curl was a mess. I winced at the sight of myself in the mirror and closed the bathroom door.

      “Dammit.” I frowned, flipping my hair over my shoulder.

      “Brooke, are you okay?” Ryan called out.

      I gasped. Oh no, he could not see me like this.

      His footsteps sounded on the stairs. He was in the house.

      Before I could think about what to do, he appeared at the doorway to my bedroom, looking worried—worried and also hot.

      Just like that first time I saw him, the sight of him stole my breath away.

      But, unlike that first time when he’d worn a suit, he was now dressed in a white biker jacket and a fitted black shirt that clung to his abs. Black slacks hung loose around his hips, giving a fantastic view of his powerful, athletic legs.

      I didn’t think he could be any more perfect than he was, but I’d been seriously wrong. He’d even gotten a haircut that accentuated his faux hawk.

      “What happened? I heard you scream.”

      I was trying to find my voice. “Water,” was all I could say. Very few things in this world had the ability to render me speechless.

      He was one of them.

      He moved toward me and looked me over with appreciation and a smile.

      “Water. You’re soaked.”

      Soaked and looking like I’d participated in a wet t-shirt contest.

      “The house is full of leaks. I’ll change. I can be ready in ten minutes.”

      He wasn’t listening, his eyes fixed on my breasts—my breasts that were practically on display with my dress clinging to them because I only relied on the built-in cups as opposed to wearing a bra.

      He stepped closer with a smirk on his face.

      “I should help you change.” He reached for me but I smacked his hands away playfully and giggled.

      “Ryan, this wasn’t how I wanted you to see me.”

      His eyes turned darker with lust and desire, turning me on—turning me on so much a lump formed in my throat.

      “I have no complaint.” He reached for me again but I moved out of the way.

      “I do—you look like a million bucks while I look like I just washed up on the beach.”

      “Sweetheart, I know what washed up on the beach looks like, and that is not you.” He chuckled, moving closer to me.

      He backed me right up into the corner of the room, near the bed. I moved until I came in contact with the wall and he placed his hands on either side of me to block my escape.

      “This isn’t making me get ready any quicker.” I giggled when he placed a kiss on the bridge of my nose and leaned down so his face loomed just in front of mine. The fresh woodland scent of his aftershave filled my nose, along with the tantalizing scent of him. He smelled really good—really, really good, like edible good. I knew if I could taste him I’d be satisfied for life.

      “I have a new plan,” he declared. Mischief flickered hot in his gaze.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I want to know what you’re thinking first. I know you’re turned on, but you didn’t say anything sexy. That must mean something I haven’t figured out just yet.”

      “Well we can take a break from trying to figure me out.” I placed my hands on his chest.

      I wanted a break because since we’d started this little game, he was getting so good at it.  Ryan trying to figure me out was getting dangerously close to my heart. He seemed to know my inner desires and even my thoughts. He’d gone past the wall I’d built up to shield myself and I didn’t even know how.

      He brushed his nose over mine and smiled.

      “I don’t want to, baby. Brooke and Ryan 101—that is us. Never start a game you can’t finish, and definitely don’t do that with me.”

      I smiled as he brushed his lips over mine. “You’re the rebel tonight.” The version of him that weakened my knees and made me crumble.

      “I am.” He lifted my chin toward him and smiled at me. “I want to hear it, not just guess. It’s so much more fun if you tell me.”

      “I was thinking…” What was this?

      Nerves gripped me, nerves I’d never felt before. I could always hold my own, but this guy had pushed me into some sort of abstract dimension where I felt nervous around him, and the nerves made me not want to mess up so he’d still want me.

      He looked like he wanted me.

      “I was thinking,” I started again, biting the inside of my lip to hide a smile. “That you look like you taste good.”

      “Oh.” He nodded. “You want to taste me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Great. That falls in line with the new plan.”

      “What’s the new plan?”

      “You taste me and I eat you for dinner.”

      My knees…

      My knees and my stomach quivered, and I could barely stand.

      He moved to the hollow of my neck and kissed all along my neckline then his hands slid leisurely to cup both my breasts.

      “I like that plan.” I certainly did.

      Screw it. Dinner would have been nice, but the highlight of the evening was the prospect of getting to explore each other.

      The bed was right there…why in the hell would we wait?

      Thank you water leak, fate, or God—whoever created this opportunity for diversion.

      He moved back and looked me over like he’d suddenly gotten another idea. The dark hue of his eyes told me it was going to be wild.

      “Brooke …Take your clothes off for me, nice…and…slow.”

      “Okay, Detective.”

      He liked that. It made him smile.

      I pulled the zipper on the side of the dress down, slowly for effect. Then I moved the straps down and pushed the rest of the garment down my torso.

      I actually didn’t have much to take off, and that seemed to turn him on more.

      As my breasts broke free, they bobbled and swayed toward him, inviting him to touch, and he did.

      “Fuck,” he whispered as he looked at me and rubbed his fingers lightly over my diamond-hard nipples, made hard first from the cold water and now from him.

      He stopped me when I went to push the dress down past my hips and zoned in on my belly button bar.

      “Jesus, you didn’t have that yesterday.”

      “I couldn’t decide on what color I wanted to wear.” I giggled.

      Most days I wore my bar with the blue stones, but Sally had been on my mind when I’d woken up the previous day and I’d gotten into that crazy cycle of not knowing what to wear—similar to earlier in the evening when I couldn’t decide on the lipstick I wanted to tease him with.

      Tonight’s bar had two little pink stones that did the job I wanted them to do. They fascinated him.

      He ran his hands over the flat of my stomach and lowered himself to kiss and lick the skin around my navel. I leaned down as well so my breasts could brush against his face.

      He took the bait and moved to taste my right nipple then my left, licking the tips and sucking, making me wet with desire. He then tugged on the dress around my waist.

      “Continue. I want to watch you. Take everything off.”

      I did as instructed, keeping my eyes on him because I wanted to watch him watching me. Just like the day before, the look returned—the look that told me he wanted to savor me. It was past want and need. It had those elements within it, but it was so much more. That was how he looked now, and it was hard to place my usual shield up against a man who could look at me like that.

      My dress floated to my feet and I kicked it away. When I pushed my panties down and kicked those away too, his eyes went down to my core and lingered there. At first he just stared at me like he was in some sort of trance, and I found I couldn’t move. I didn’t want to break the moment with movement.

      “I don’t know what part of you I want first, or more.”

      “How about all of me?” I whispered.

      “All, yes.” He nodded slowly and moved to touch me, but I stopped him.

      “Your turn—I want your clothes off too, all of them.”

      He chuckled. It was a deep, masculine, sexy rumble in his chest. He slid his jacket off and whipped his shirt over his head.

      I smiled at the sight of his glorious muscles and tats on display.

      Next came the pants. That left him in his Calvin Klein boxers, and I was able to see more tattoos going down the full length of his powerful legs: Japanese characters and Celtic swirls. I smiled, completely fascinated by his body.

      “Time to pick up where we left off yesterday,” he announced, picking me up as he spoke.

      I squealed in delight as Ryan placed me on the center of the bed.

      “You’re still in your boxers,” I pointed out, laughing, and he ran his hands over my legs.

      He backed off the bed and pulled his boxers down, releasing the colossal magnitude of his cock, which I hadn’t gotten to see yesterday but felt.

      My eyes widened and a thought occurred to me: He might not fit inside of me.

      I’d assumed he must be big, but he was big.

      A smooth sexy grin inched across his lips at my reaction.

      “Don’t worry, sweetheart, it will fit, and you’ll enjoy it.” He winked at me.

      I sucked in a breath as he climbed back on the bed and moved up to meet my lips. His naked body pressed against mine did wild things to me. The heat of his skin on mine made me come alive from the rush of sexual energy that wanted to consume us.

      I wanted him desperately, and maybe more than that. The need in his touch as he ran his hands all over me made my skin tingle, made it sizzle and scorch.

      The kiss he gave me spoke of all he wanted to do to me.

      “Give yourself to me tonight, Brooke, all of you. No 101 games, just us.” He cupped my face and slid his hand to the back of my head. “Just say yes.”

      “Yes.” I wanted that too—no games, just us, just me not hiding my emotions about what I wanted like I always did. I was tearing down that wall and letting him in.

      I wanted to. I wanted to be me with him, the me who desperately wanted to be wanted and not have those awful fears from the past, the fear of disappointment, of embracing something new and losing it.

      I didn’t want to care about that tonight—or ever.

      “Yes,” I repeated, but it was like I was speaking more to myself than to him, like I needed to convince my own mind.

      “Yes,” he said with a sexy, confident smile.

      More kisses were placed on my neck then along the line that led to the valley of my breasts, where he buried his face and licked my skin. He kissed the swells of my breasts then made his way over to take one nipple at a time into his hot, wet mouth. He alternated like that for a little, making me want more. Then he lingered on my right breast, sucking like he could taste me, sucking like he really was eating me.

      I shuddered against him, writhing from the pleasure and moaning into each suck. I shivered deep in my soul when he moved to my left breast and gave it the same attention.

      He moved down the plane of my stomach, placing more kisses of fire on my skin until he reached where I craved him the most. Like the day before, he parted my legs and slid his fingers inside me, one finger then another, and then a third, sending more pleasure through my body in waves.

      God, it felt so damn good.

      I cried out as he moved his fingers inside me and watched me with intense fascination.

      “Wet and making me hungry for you.” His voice was thick with need and lust, turning me on even more than I already was.

      I couldn’t talk, could barely breathe.

      A wicked smile lit up his face as he bent down and pushed his face between my thighs, moving his fingers away and pushing his tongue inside me. The previous day he’d made me come twice within minutes. Since I was already so close to the edge, I was certain he wouldn’t have much work to do.

      I was right. Not even a minute passed before a white-hot jolt of heat cascaded over me and the orgasm gripped me, making me come right there on his tongue as he licked me and drank me clean.

      He’d been holding my waist, but as I cried out, he took hold of my breasts and squeezed, squeezing while he licked and sucked the swollen bud of my clit.

      Now tortured moans fell from my lips, heavy with the pleasure I felt. I pressed my head into the bed and grasped the sheets, which only encouraged him to give me more.

      More pleasure, hot and sensational. More, and more and more.

      His tongue lashed inside me, working deeper and driving me insane.

      I lost myself in it and in him, and once again, passion took me with a searing release…twice—again, just like the previous day, and he wasn’t finished with me.

      He moved back and looked me over, licking his lips while I gasped, trying to catch my breath.

      “Honey and strawberries, baby—you taste of both.”

      I moaned, still unable to talk. I didn’t think it was possible but he looked at me with more desire, and in that moment, he spread my thighs wider, pushing my knees up to receive him.

      “Are you ready?” A salacious smile licked at the corners of his lips.

      “I’m ready.” I was ready like I’d never been before, for anything.

      He reached for his pants on the floor and pulled a condom from the pocket. Watching him sheath his shaft with it was super sexy. Feeling him press the fat head of his cock to my entrance sent me back, spinning into passionate gasps.

      He took hold of my waist and moved himself against me, teasing my folds open, pushing at my heated core, inching himself inside then moving his hips back and forth to help me adjust to his magnitude.

      “Fuck, Brooke, your pretty pussy is so tight.” His bold eyes raked over my body with the promises of pleasure—more pleasure.

      I sucked in a sharp gasp of air and grabbed at the sheets. Stars flickered in the corners of my eyes as he moved again, sliding back and forth until the walls of my core widened to take him in. Then I felt full, filled with him, full to the brim, his length searing me.

      “Ryan…” I called out his name from the intensity, my toes curling and back arching into him when he started a slow pump.

      “Just enjoy me baby, enjoy me.”

      He started pumping a little faster, and I met his driving rhythm beat for beat, arching my back to lift my hips as he thrust in and out.

      Then hard, rough strokes rocked my body, launching me out of this world as his movements increased and he started fucking me. That was the best way I could describe it: fucking. To say anything else would have been an understatement.

      I couldn’t believe I could feel that good, as if I’d been transported to some plane of pleasure where all that exists is euphoria of the deepest intensity.

      Hunger matched hunger and pleasure racked me, trapping me within the torment of ecstatic bliss.

      I cried out his name again and he pistoned harder, hammering into me, slamming rough and hot in a pure rush of need.

      Reveling in the sensations that thrilled me, I took the moment to enjoy every single second of having this man inside me, having him inside me and making my body, mind, and soul come alive.

      This was ultimate pleasure. It was. My whole body was on fire with it, luxuriating in the sensation and vibrating in response.

      His grip on my hips tightened and he groaned low and deep.

      Heat, more heat streaked through me, and my body clenched with the savage energy.

      He fucked me harder and a white-hot climax ripped through me. A scream filled with every emotion within me tore from my lips and a hoarse cry of satisfaction fell from his as we came in mutual surrender to the wild orgasm that grabbed us both.

      His pulsing cock gushed into me and the inner walls of my core tightened around him, milking what was left of him.

      “Fuck, Brooke…” He exhaled, leaning down to press his forehead against mine. “Jesus, you…that was good…really good.”

      “Ryan,” I said breathlessly, my voice sounding hoarse too.

      I ran my hands through his hair, which was now damp with sweat.

      I was sweaty too.

      “It was really good.” I tilted my head so I could kiss him.

      He tugged on my bottom lip, making me giggle from the sensation.

      “Great, and that was just the warm-up.”

      My eyes widened and my breath caught somewhere between my heart and my sternum. “The warm-up?”

      “Yes, baby. You want the rebel in me, don’t you?” A sinful smile danced on his lips and caused the nest of butterflies in my stomach to take flight.

      If that was the warm-up and I feel like this, what the hell will the actual thing feel like? I didn’t care. I wanted whatever he wanted to give me.

      “I do.” I nodded.
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      God.

      I didn’t know what kind of madness had taken over, but damn this woman had sent my mind into overdrive.

      She sent me spinning over a cliff and into some dimension where all I wanted was her. I couldn’t think of anything else. I didn’t want to, and that was bad.

      I’d already stayed out longer than I’d planned.

      The hint of a streak in the sky told me the sun was on the verge of making an appearance, and there we were still consuming each other.

      We hadn’t slept. We’d indulged in each other’s body all night.

      I’d had her five times, and from the look on her face, I sensed the sixth session on the horizon.

      Madness—that was what it was. I craved her body like nothing else, and still I wanted more. It was like being charmed into some enchantment, and I couldn’t break free of the trance. I didn’t want to, and definitely not when she was kissing her way down my stomach and heading straight to my cock.

      I was sitting with my back against the headboard while she teased me with the perfection of her.

      “Ryan 101: your cock tastes delicious and Brooke wants more.” She glanced up at me with those beautiful eyes that cast her spell on me.

      Beautiful was only the beginning of how I would describe her, and not just her body. It was her. Her words would always drive me insane.

      “Have more, baby. Take whatever you want from me.” She could.

      I scraped my palms over her tight little nipples, which I decided reminded me of strawberries, too, just like her pussy.

      With that gorgeous mass of golden hair lying to one side and her gorgeous tits on display, she looked like a mermaid, like a very erotic picture of a mermaid without shells covering her breasts—and it was all for me.

      That mouth of hers pressed into a sexy pout.

      Miss Mouth. I had been right when I’d called her that, but my reason was twofold. I loved her smart mouth, and I loved everything else she did with that mouth.

      Like this. She leaned down to kiss the head of my cock and licked over the tip with her tongue. She wrapped one slender hand around the shaft, and I immediately hardened at her touch.

      She looked amazed at the thickness once again and licked down the length anxiously. Her hands went up and down, rubbing me into action until my cock strained upward in a thick curve. Her smile widened when she saw that, and I groaned, wanting her all over again. I didn’t know how I could want her again so quickly, but she seemed to be all my body needed.

      She licked me like a cat and lingered on the tip then made a show of closing those full lips over the head and taking me deep into her mouth. I reached forward and ran my hands over her head as she sucked hard. My fingers knotted in her hair, working with her rhythm as she slid up and down my shaft, taking me deeper.

      A hungry groan rumbled deep in my chest. I wanted her to continue so I could finish in her mouth, but I also wanted to be inside her again.

      I allowed her to enjoy me and held back as much as I could.

      Then I couldn’t take any more. I was on the verge of release and I couldn’t control myself.

      “Brooke I…” I reached for her and pulled her up onto me. I kissed her roughly then flipped her over so she was on her hands and knees.

      We’d only done this position once so far, and I wanted to do it again.

      One last time.

      I knew I’d have to leave after that. I’d been gone all night, and if Aria woke up and didn’t see me in the house, it would be weird, especially since my car was there. My bike was locked away so if she did ask me, I could say I’d taken it out, but I didn’t want to lie.

      At the moment, I didn’t want to think. I just wanted Brooke.

      She moaned as I ran my hand down the length of her back, the skin smooth and delicious like warm honey. I lowered my head to kiss her there but quickly—too quickly—I could feel my cock straining. I grabbed another condom and practically shoved the thing on then moved to the sweet ass I loved and took hold of her hips to guide myself into her.

      I plunged into her hot, wet heat, and we both groaned from the intensity, just like before, and just like before, she was deliciously tight. I began to move inside her. This time I couldn’t give her the slow, controlled pumps we both seemed to enjoy. I couldn’t do it. The position felt too good, and I just wanted to fuck her.

      Every cell in my body erupted with need, and the sounds of pleasure that fell from her lips fed my desire for her. Her hunger and need matched mine. I pounded into her as she moaned loudly and cried out my name, and soon there were no more words, just the sounds of passion with the echo of our bodies slapping together. We gasped, moaned, and writhed against each other within the lock of our mad embrace.

      I gritted my teeth against the oncoming sensation, not wanting to come. I just wanted to hold on for a little bit longer, just a little bit, but I couldn’t. She was too much. It was too much, and damn she’d had me all fucking night.

      The need to explode built up within me, up to a rising crescendo. Then my desire for her took on a life of its own and I jackhammered toward a desperate climax.

      I came with a growl, crying out in pleasure, and she did too, sharing the fireball of ecstasy that raged over us.

      We both collapsed into a heap. I pulled her into my arms, holding her against my chest, and she closed her hand over mine. It was such a simple gesture in comparison to how we’d been just seconds before, but it did something to me. I took a few seconds to enjoy it then I moved to go take care of the condom in the bathroom, which was soaked from the leak. I’d come back later and fix that.

      I held her again when I returned, lying next to her, enjoying the feel of her in my arms.

      “I don’t want you to go.” She spoke against my chest and planted a kiss just above my right pec.

      “I don’t want to go either.”

      “But you have to,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      I did have to. “I’ll be back later.”

      She lifted her head up and gazed at me. “Later?”

      “Well, that pipe needs to be fixed, and I suspect you’re going to need the whole system replaced.”

      She sat up and gave me a cunning look. “It could take days to do such a thing.”

      The minute she said that, the perfect excuse formed in my mind.

      Yes, pipes could take days.

      “Weeks, even. I should make sure it gets all the attention it deserves.”

      “Don’t make me jealous of the pipes.” She giggled.

      “Believe me, I won’t.” God, I wanted her again. I looked at her gorgeous body and the wicked sexual look in her eyes, wanting her all over again.

      Damn, I was even getting hard—again.

      I pulled her into my lap and she slipped her arms around me.

      “I want you again. I didn’t even know that was possible.”

      “Take me then go in ten minutes,” she cooed.

      “What the fuck have you done to me, Brooke?”

      “Ryan 101: you can’t say no to Brooke.” She giggled, planting a line of kisses down my neck.

      “Brooke 101: she’s damn irresistible. No man on earth could say no to her.”
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      Aria was saying something to me, but I didn’t know what it was.

      I caught the tail end, something about lip gloss.

      Now she was holding up two wands of gloss. The first was a burnt umber color, the second a nude peach. I didn’t know what I was supposed to say though.

      Was she asking which one I liked or which she should get, or something else?

      I’d been like this all day, zoning in and out of conversation.

      Vanessa had been with us earlier, and I’d accidentally called her Ryan twice throughout the day. After the second time, I got the feeling she suspected I had a man on the brain.

      A man.  Just one specific one I hadn’t been able to get out of my head.

      It had only been that morning that I’d been with him, just hours earlier, and I couldn’t wait to see him again.

      “Brooke.” Aria started laughing at me.

      I blinked and focused on her. “I’m so sorry. What again?”

      “You are so funny. You’ve been like this all day, and I doubt you even actually watched the play.”

      I almost asked what play, but then it came to me. As I’d suspected, Vanessa wasn’t into plays or musicals, so she’d left us a few hours ago. Aria and I had gone to see The Taming of the Shrew, and then we’d gone back to the store after dinner to get lip gloss.

      “My mind is somewhere else,” I confessed, not wanting to lie.

      It was bad enough that I felt like I was sneaking around with her father behind her back. I was being serious when I said she was my little friend, and it felt wrong to keep that from her.

      But it had to be kept. Ryan and I were just fooling around, and if she found out then we’d both look like hypocrites.

      “Where is it?” Aria cooed, looking me over with suspicion.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You’re thinking about a guy.” She giggled, her cheeks tinged pink, and my poor face flushed with embarrassment.

      “No, no. I’m thinking about work.” I nodded.

      “Really?” She narrowed her eyes and gave me a look of suspicion.

      “Yes. I’m meeting with Sally on Monday and I want everything to go perfectly.” That part was at least true.

      I’d met with Sally very briefly yesterday to go over the plans for the coming week. She’d said she felt inspired to still do the marathon in January and wanted to do a few charity events in the meantime. She’d also agreed to my ideas for the website updates, which I was excited about.

      It was all good.

      “Okay, well I’m sure it will. So, which do you think will go well with my dress?” She held up the glosses again.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “The peach, but you need something much brighter on your lips for that dress.”

      Aria had worked things out with Brad, so prom was back on schedule. We’d purchased the dress earlier and bought so many things I had to get a taxi to send it all home.

      Vanessa had been a massive help because she had a personal shopper onsite at Neiman Marcus ready to help us. The prom dress hadn’t been part of the plan for the day’s activities, but we’d just thought we’d get it since we were out.

      I’d enjoyed it, and it had been fun. It was a break for my Ryan-filled brain to embrace the happiness I saw in Aria as she tried on one beautiful dress after another.

      I sincerely hoped like hell Ryan wouldn’t mind that I’d bought the dress for her. The one she wanted and got was to die for. It looked like a mini wedding dress fit for a princess, and it just so happened to be part of the Vera Wang Collection. I couldn’t even remember how much it had cost, but when I’d seen Aria in it, I knew I had to get it for her. She had cried as I’d handed it over.

      “Brooke, I can’t believe you bought me that dress. It cost over a grand. I’ve never had anything that expensive.”

      “Hey, how about we just think about how beautiful it looked on you.” I tweaked her nose playfully.

      “Thank you, thank you.”

      I took both wands of lip gloss from her and headed to the cashier with her arm locked in mine.

      “How about some hot chocolate and we’ll call it a night?” It was nearly eight, and I knew we probably should have called it a night hours ago because it was a long drive back to Wilmington.

      “I’d love that.”

      I paid for the gloss and we made our way to the coffeehouse on the main street. They would be open for another hour. I figured we could leave in half an hour and get home by about midnight.

      We got two big mugs of steaming hot chocolate decked out with everything from whipped cream to marshmallows and chocolate sprinkles, the sight of which chilled me out. Aria smiled when the waitress brought them over to us.

      “Thanks so much for hanging out with me today.” Aria beamed, her smile getting wider. “And for everything—the dress, the makeup, the everything.” She giggled.

      “You are very welcome.” I raised my mug and moved to clink it with hers.

      We both laughed like a pair of giggly twins.

      She took a sip of her drink and gave me a quizzical stare that immediately brought my nerves to attention. It was her suspicious look. I’d seen it before and wondered if maybe she suspected there was something up between Ryan and me.

      God, how would I explain that? I couldn’t very well tell her I was addicted to her father’s body and wanted more and more of him.

      No, no, no.

      “Brooke.”

      “Yes.” I answered just a little too quickly.

      “I know you are very career focused and driven to excel, but you haven’t mentioned a boyfriend or anything like that. I’m sure someone like you can have any man you choose. Don’t you want a boyfriend?”

      Grrr.

      The answer was simple: no. I’d been there and done that, and the bad experinece of my last relationship left me wanting to head for the hills at the first sign of love. I couldn’t tell her that though. It would be wrong.

      Aria, however, was an impressionable young lady who I knew saw me as an example to her. I didn’t want to say the wrong thing. I also didn’t want to project my internal issues on her or tell her something that would make her see love in any other way than it should be seen.

      “I don’t mind a boyfriend,” that was a lie. “But I think I am focused on my career, like you said. It’s my mission now to get a senior features job. Whether that’s with People or somewhere else is not relevant. I just want to do what makes me happy.”

      Although she smiled, she got that starry-eyed look on her pretty little face.

      “What about love?”

      Love…

      “It’s a beautiful thing.” It’s just not for me.

      “It is. How do you know when you’re in love?”

      Oh Jesus. What the hell was I supposed to say to that?

      “You just know. It starts with a tingle and then it swells. You look forward to seeing that person every day and you can’t see your future without them.”

      She pressed her hand to her heart and beamed at me. “Yes. I think that’s true. I feel like that about Brad. I felt it more after our talk, and more when he understood what I wanted.”

      That was sweet.

      “Wonderful.”

      To my surprise, she reached over and took hold of my hand. “I want that for you too, when you get your new job and have time for a guy. You’re an amazing person who has changed my world in so many ways, so I want you to have everything amazing.”

      I gave her hand a gentle squeeze, unable to restrain the look of awe I now gave her. Ryan was certainly raising a beautiful girl, inside and out.

      “Thank you. Now finish your chocolate—we have to get home in time to get enough beauty sleep.”

      She nodded, agreeing completely.

      I drank mine and got lost in my thoughts again. This time I wasn’t thinking about Ryan per se.

      Talking about relationships just got me thinking. I wondered what my life would have been like if Craig and I had simply just broken up. I thought that maybe I would have been okay. Sure I would have moved on like I did, but perhaps I wouldn’t have been so bitter.

      What got me the most was the striking similarities my relationship had to my parents.

      I literally watched love destroy my father. Craig broke my trust. Mom broke Dad’s trust. Craig cheated, Mom cheated. Criag probably never loved me and I knew without a shadow of doubt that Mom never loved Dad. She couldn’t have if she treated him like that.

      There was a time in my life when I was determined to not allow my parents lives to influnec my own, but the one time I took a risk and a chance on love disaster struck.

      Disaster struck and opened up old wounds, highlighting the deep loss I’d experienced growing up. For some reason it became one and the same in my head.

      The crux of the matter was I was afraid of love. Afriad to put myself in that vulnerable state again with the risk that things could be as disasterous as before.

      It was hard for me to fall in love and open my heart, open it to the possibility of hurt like that, me, the girl whose mother left her because she decided she didn’t want to be my mother anymore.

      Me, the girl whose father was killed and taken away just like that.

      Me, the girl who’d watched her father love her mother with everything he had and it still wasn’t enough

      Me, the girl who took a risk on love after she experienced all of that and was made to feel like I was inadequate.

      I couldn’t let that happen to me again. It wasn’t worth it.

      The thought left a bad taste in my mouth for the whole journey back, but when

      I saw Ryan, all worries and everything left my mind, swept clean by the gorgeous man who’d fixed my pipes and came to see me after I dropped Aria off.

      He was the only guy I knew who could make a simple black long-sleeved t-shirt and a pair of slacks look as good as if he were wearing a suit.

      He came in when I opened the door and leaned against the wall in the archway.

      “Thanks for fixing the pipes.” I couldn’t help the little smile that escaped and made its way over my lips then washed over my entire body.

      He was just so damn gorgeous, and he was here in my house.

      When he reached up and brushed the edge of my chin with his thumb, tingles danced over my skin and sparked across my heart.

      “Shhh. The pipes aren’t fixed, remember? It’s going to take a long time to get it all worked out in that special way only I know.” He winked at me.

      “Yes, of course. My bad.” I laughed. Excitement bubbled within me at the thought of what was to come that night. I would have loved nothing more than a replay of the previous night.

      I didn’t care if I never slept again.

      “Brooke, I owe you a fortune for the stuff you got Aria.” His expression took on a serious note.

      “No, you do not.” I’d kind of expected this conversation.

      “Even I know who Vera Wang is. How much did you pay for the dress?”

      “Ryan, if you’d seen how beautiful Aria looked in it, you’d have sold your house to get it for her.”

      He looked taken aback when I said that, and something flickered deep within the warmth of his gaze.

      “You really are something else, you know that?”

      “Hey, I’d rather you think that than have you thinking I’m on drugs.” I laughed.

      He did too. “Nah, I still think you’re on drugs. I also think I need to do something to thank you for spending the day with my girl and making her so happy.”

      I looked him over and knew exactly what he could do.

      I reached forward and tugged on his shirt, running my finger over the tight skin over his abs.

      “Can I just have you?”

      He raised his brows. “Oh yeah.”

      I laughed as he swept me up in one quick motion and heaved me over his wide shoulders.

      He ran his hands over my ass and gave me a firm pat. “You can have me, Brooke, but this feels like me having you.”

      “Let’s just have each other.”

      “That sounds good too.” He proceeded up the stairs with me just like that, taking me to heaven.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t know how I was able to function.

      Six weeks of wild, hot sexual indulgence had taken me to some plane of transcendence where I didn’t even know if I was coming or going.

      Six weeks of Brooke and her gorgeous, perfect body—her gorgeous, perfect body I couldn’t stop thinking about. Fuck, I was certain I would end up going insane, like one of those babbling fools in the movies who’d lost their mind over a beautiful woman.

      Thank God work wasn’t that busy or strenuous, and thank God my problems with Aria seemed to have worked themselves out.

      Sure, I was still worried about her being with Brad, but somehow I’d gotten used to them. Brad had even started coming over for dinner some evenings, and I’d met his parents. Nice people, older, like most of his friends’ parents, but hey, I’d never cared about that. I loved my girl and that was all that mattered, not how old or how young I was.

      I woke up in my bed after another night of Brooke. Most nights I stayed at her place until about two A.M then I’d come back home.

      Our pipe story had lasted all of three weeks then I’d told Aria I was working on a case and would mostly be coming home late. I hated lying, but I didn’t think I could tell her about Brooke just yet, purely for the reason that Brooke hadn’t voiced any thoughts about it.

      The other thing was I was totally sneaking around like I was the sixteen-year-old hiding from my parents.

      I went into the kitchen to get coffee and stopped when I saw Aria sitting at the breakfast table. She normally rose early, but not this early, and on a Saturday morning—no way. It was bright outside, like it could be a little later, but it was only six.

      She smiled when she saw me, and I noticed she had a folder out in front of her, along with a stack of poetry books.

      “Morning, sunshine.” I moved over to her and gave her a kiss on her forehead. “Are you okay?” Maybe she was sick.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You aren’t normally up so early.”

      “Dad, you think I’m not up this early, but I’ve been waking up at five every day to study. By the way, my report card is over there.”

      I’d seen it come in the mail the day before but hadn’t opened it. Her grades had been awful the previous semester, even worse than the semester before it.

      Now I opened the envelope, and my jaw about hit the floor when I saw A’s for everything—literally everything. I had to double-check the name.

      “Fuck.” I hissed and covered my mouth quickly when I realized I’d sworn.

      She giggled and shook her head at me.

      “How’d you…?”

      “How did I manage it?” she filled in.

      “Please don’t think I’m putting you down in any way. I’m just shocked.” Shocked to the point where my skin was tingling.

      “I know. I was too. Brooke helped me study, and she gave me her old study plan. I decided I’d implement it before prom and it worked.”

      I rushed over to give her a hug, and she hugged me back. She hadn’t hugged me like that in months.

      “I’m so proud of you.”

      “Really? You are?” She beamed up at me and looked at me like it meant a lot for her to hear me say that.

      I moved back and pulled up a chair to sit in front of her.

      “Yes. I’m super, super proud of you.”

      To my surprise, a tear ran down her cheek. She wiped it away quickly and smiled. I reached for both her hands, which still felt so small in mine, just like that first day I’d held her. I’d never forget the day she was born and how she’d immediately felt like mine.

      That was the feeling I got now.

      “Don’t cry, sweetheart.”

      “I’m sorry. I just never thought I’d hear you say that.”

      “I’ve always been proud of you. I’m just happy you’ve achieved such a big accomplishment. I was never an A student.”

      “Really?”

      I mostly never talked about anything to do with me and school because aside from playing football, spending my days in the sea, and getting in trouble, I hadn’t done much.

      “No, not by a long shot—not at all. In fact, I never had a hope in hell of going to college.”

      “You wanted to join the Navy, though. It wasn’t like you didn’t have a plan. Then I came along and…you took care of me instead.”

      I was beginning to feel like I’d walked onto the set of The Twilight Zone. This couldn’t be the same girl who’d smart-mouthed me only weeks before—or maybe I was still asleep. Then again, she’d been behaving similarly for weeks—ever since we’d known Brooke.

      “I did.”

      “Thank you, Dad.” She pulled in a little breath and smiled. Then she held up a letter that was next to the folder.

      “What’s that?”

      “My acceptance to Camp Hentaka as a counselor.” She beamed.

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      “Well, I want to build up my skills and test some stuff out. I applied to run a classical literature workshop there, and they were blown away by my article on Lord Byron and Romanticism.”

      On who and what? I brought my hand to my chin and rubbed it over the stubble.

      “Say that again.” I needed to hear it again because I couldn’t believe what she’d just said.

      She pretended to pout and chuckled, shaking her head at me. “You heard me, Dad. So anyway, I wrote a ten-thousand-word piece on how Romantic authors like Byron were different than the authors who lived during the Post Romanticism era and were trying to hang on to life before the industrial revolution.”

      My lips parted and I wanted to comment and say how good that was, but it wasn’t just good—it was phenomenal.

      “I don’t know what to say first. Is that what you learned in school?” I didn’t recall going into such depth, not that I would have remembered if anyone asked.

      “Some. We’re reading Lord Bryon and also Frankenstein. Byron and Mary Shelley knew each other. Brooke told me that and I was like no way, and then she started telling me about Romanticism and oh my gosh Dad, post-romantic poetry—there are no words on earth to describe it. I’m hoping I can take a mini course online before camp so I can include it in the workshop.”

      “Online course?” I narrowed my eyes and tilted my head to the side trying to assess her. Did she mean online like she’d have to study outside school? Her?

      “Yes.” She started laughing like she could read my mind. “Yale does some online courses you can take over the summer, and if they accept you, it counts toward your credits, which means you wouldn’t have to work so hard.”

      “Yale.” That was all I heard. Aria was talking about Yale.

      “Yeah. The course is really good. I applied and Brooke gave me a recommendation because she’s on the honorary list of alumni. She also gave me a good list of books to get through to make sure my workshop’s a success, and she said it will help with my public speaking and I have a professional manner anyway. I want to sound like Julia Roberts when she accepted her Oscar for Erin Brockovich. Or, Halle Berry when she won hers for Monster’s Ball but less emotional.”

      “Okay.” It was too much for my nerves, but it was so good, and I could have almost cried.

      “So, is it okay for me to go to the camp? I was thinking I’d cut my visit to Aunt Freda short and go.”

      The time had gone by so quickly. Only weeks before I’d been worried about prom, and now it was almost time for summer break. She normally went to spend a week with Freda, Olivia’s sister, in New York then came back home. We usually went on a separate trip with my parents and made the most of the time together.

      “That would be fine.”

      “Will you be okay without me for so long?” She actually looked concerned.

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “Please God, no more Mindys.”

      Something pinched my heart. “You don’t want me to date?”

      “Are you kidding? I don’t want you to die in here by yourself on the sofa watching something like Cops, or America’s Most Wanted. Of course I want you to date. Also, it would be nice if it was a little more than that…with someone decent.” Something twinkled in her eyes, and I wondered if she knew about Brooke and I.

      “Someone decent? Like who.”

      “I don’t know, just not Mindy. Aim for someone like Brooke. Someone like her would be great, although nothing compares to the real thing. You’d get on her nerves though with your oafish ways.”

      I had to laugh. “Oafish? You think I’m oafish?”

      “It’s the cop thing. Must be that. I’ll tell you what, I’ll ask her to check on you.” She nodded and there was that sparkle again.

      I wouldn’t say anything, but I was willing to bet she was suspicious.

      “Thank you, Aria. That’s so nice of you.”

      “I know right?” She giggled.

      “I think…you deserve a treat for all you’re doing.” She definitely deserved that.

      “A treat, like a tattoo?” Her eyes sparkled.

      “No, not like that.”

      “Like ice cream?” She gave me a deadpan expression.

      “Ice cream can be included. How about we go shopping?”

      “Us?”

      My shoulders slumped. “Yeah, you and me. Us.”

      “Hmmm, all right, but I don’t want to go to Wal-Mart or Sears.”

      I laughed. “I was thinking of taking you to Neiman’s.”

      She pulled in a sharp breath. “Oh God. Oh my God. Thanks Dad!”

      She jumped off the chair and hugged me.

      I knew as she did that I would probably spend a fortune, but as Brooke had said, I’d sell the house if it made Aria happy.

      I’d never forget those words, those words that had come from a woman who barely knew us but had opened her heart with kindness.

      Six and a half months was all we had left of Brooke.

      It wasn’t very long at all.

      One blink and the time would go by. Then she’d be gone.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, I was still thinking about the little time I had left with Brooke.

      We’d taken Aria to the airport that morning so she could start her journey to New York. Then I’d be without my girl for the whole summer. Six weeks.

      Six weeks was something I normally would have freaked out about, but this time I wasn’t. I was excited, excited to see what my life would be like as a guy who was free from parenthood for the whole summer.

      The idea probably excited me more than it should have.

      After the airport, I took Brooke sailing and we stayed out for the whole day then came back to my house.

      My house, which she hadn’t slept in yet.

      Of course with Aria around, we kept sex at Brooke’s place except for the three times I’d managed to indulge in her in my office. I’d taken one hell of a risk, but it had been one of those times when neither of us could help it. We’d both gotten lost in the call of lust. It was an animalistic call we were both helpless to.

      Now we were here. It was late and I planned to indulge in her all over again.

      There was just one other thing on my mind, something else besides the fact that we’d been sleeping together, fooling around for the last seven weeks, and we were still together.

      That thing was something else that had been on my mind, something I’d pushed to the back of beyond because it was an eerie thought.

      Brooke would be the first woman to sleep in the house since Olivia. She’d be the first I’d sleep with in my bed since, and while I knew I shouldn’t have been thinking about it that way, I was. It bothered me, because I was sure Brooke would think it was weird or completely inappropriate for me to be thinking of my dead wife and not her.

      The strange thing was, Brooke had the power to empty my mind of everything, even Olivia.

      “You are a million miles away.” Brooke smiled, pressing her hands against my chest.

      We were in the sitting room. She liked it in there because of the view of the sea and the boardwalk. It was similar to hers, but mine was a little more scenic.

      I gazed down at her beautiful face and leaned over to give her a gentle kiss.

      “What are you thinking about, Ryan?” she whispered against my lips. “If it’s Aria, I know she’ll be fine.”

      I appreciated the reassurance.

      “I’m thinking about you.” I kissed the bridge of her nose.

      At first she smiled, but then concern filled her eyes.

      “This is the first time I’ll be staying over.”

      It was amazing how insightful she was. Sometimes it was scary.

      “Yeah.”

      “Relax—I swear I’ll remember where I leave my clothes and I won’t trash the place. It will be in perfect order—orderly, definitely not disorderly.”

      I chuckled. “You know I don’t give a crap about stuff like that right?”

      “Of course, it’s just fun to tease you in your de-rebelled state. Plus, I can only guess what’s on your mind if you don’t tell me.” She gave me that smile of mischief. “I’m sure I’ll be no different than your other lady friends.”

      “What?” I narrowed my eyes at her. “What lady friends?”

      “I don’t know, you could have them. Look at you—you’re gorgeous. I’m pretty certain you have your pick.”

      I didn’t know what bothered me more, the fact that she could say that with such ease or that she would assume I was seeing other women apart from her.

      “I’m not seeing anybody else, Brooke. Are you? I’m still suspicious of Noah, although I know he has Vanessa. It’s a clever ruse in my book.” I was jealous as hell of Noah, but I wouldn’t share that with her.

      She probably already knew that anyway.

      “Don’t be suspicious of him.” She laughed.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “Okay, I won’t be mean to you tonight.”

      “You didn’t answer the question.” I was suddenly eager to know if she was seeing other guys. Of course I would be.

      “What question?”

      “Are you seeing anybody else?”

      She gave me a deep, penetrative stare and brought her dainty hands together. “No. I’m not.”

      For a few moments that could have been forever, we stared at each other. We stared until I noticed the slight flush of her cheeks and I reached out to cup her face.

      “Will it scare you if I tell you you’re the first woman to spend the night here in a very long time?”

      She held my gaze. “No, because it might make me crazy if you told me I was Saturday’s girl, woman—whatever.” She looked like she was going to continue on her tirade but then she stopped and seemed to be thinking hard about something.

      “What, have you changed your mind?” I chuckled.

      “No, I just got it.” She searched my eyes.

      “What? Got what?” I got the feeling her insightful side was kicking in.

      “How long’s a long time?” She looked me over, her blue eyes shining like cobalt as they filled with a wealth of concern. “How long has it been since you had someone here?”

      Thinking it in my head was just manageable; saying it was something else. I brought my hand up to my chin and tried to regain my composure.

      “Not since Olivia.” It was the first time I’d ever spoken her name to Brooke.

      “That’s her name,” she said, more to herself than to me. “You never talk about her unless you have to or really want to, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed, not knowing what to say. It felt like I’d just put a damper on the rest of the evening.

      “It must have been hard. I can see it was hard.”

      “It was. It might have been a long time ago to most people, but it was hard.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      At least I could smile. It wasn’t a smile because what she said was funny; it was more of a smile to shrug off how I truly felt—not fake, but not genuine either.

      “I appreciate that you asked, but it’s just something I can’t talk about, not to anyone. Yet.” I didn’t think I could ever have the strength it took to tell anyone what I felt like on the day Olivia died and that I held her until the light left her eyes and the life I loved so much left her body.

      Then she was no more.

      I couldn’t explain that part to anyone. She fought a long hard battle and I was right by her side. But, it felt like it was for nothing. Felt like my heart stopped beating that day.

      “I understand. I do.” Her eyes searched mine again.

      “After she died, I found it difficult to accept that it had happened and I kind of shut down. It was better not to talk about what happened.” Those were probably the most words I’d said to anyone who wasn’t Aaron. I couldn’t even talk like this to my parents. It was harder to talk to them for some reason. Maybe because I knew they grieved with me and for me. Aaron was similar, but different. I guess it was the way he spoke about her, as if she went somewhere far away. Like she didn’t die. I was surprised that the other person my mind choose to speak to was Brooke.  “Moving on was easier that way. Not talking about it like it never happened. This room used to be filled with family photos.”

      Now it didn’t have anything. Except for a few keepsakes on the mantelpiece, there was nothing on the walls or over the fireplace like there used to be.

      The living room had pictures of Aria, and I’d made a separate album for the pictures of Olivia.

      “Ryan, if it’s hard for me to be here, I can go. I understand. Or we can go to my place.”

      I reached for her. “I like your place, it’s nice, but I want you in my bed. That’s the only place I haven’t had you, and the place I see you most in my fantasies.”

      I didn’t think I’d ever said anything like that to anyone.

      A smooth sensual smile lifted the corners of her sexy mouth.

      “Then take me, Ryan Donovan.”

      Take me. It was the best thing I’d heard all day.

      I bent my head to kiss her and as I did, she slid her hands up my chest, up until she could wrap her arms around my neck.

      I didn’t waste any more time. The image of her perfection in my bed fueled me, and I picked her up and carried her to my bedroom. When I set her down on the bed, I had to take a second to admire her against the silk sheets, just like that: perfect and beautiful, inside and out.

      She pulled me toward her and we fell back onto the bed together in a crumpled heap of desire. We kissed the clothes off each other. I could have continued to devour her, but like always, I wanted to savor her and relish every single second I was with her.

      Devouring and savoring were two different things. I loved doing both to her, but sometimes I just wanted to savor, to go slow and commit every part of her to memory, everything I learned from Brooke 101.

      She smiled up at me as I hovered over her, gazing down at her perfect breasts with her perfect nipples hard and ready to be sucked. I leaned down onto my elbows and took her left nipple into my mouth, sucking and definitely savoring the taste of her. The hum of satisfaction that slipped through her lips enticed me and encouraged me to continue. I alternating sucking on each breast then made my way to her perfect pussy.

      Fuck. She was already wet and ready for me. Feeling her like that immediately took away the element of slowness I had in mind. It changed the game and made me want to devour her.

      I buried my head between her thighs and licked her until she writhed against me, yielding to the grasp of her orgasm. Her sweet, beautiful nectar flowed into my mouth and I drank her. At least I got to relish that part.

      Before she could fully recover, I flipped her over to her hands and knees, my favorite position.

      “Hey, I wanted to be on top.” She giggled, voice husky as she tried to catch her breath.

      “Next time, baby. I need you like this right now.”

      She moaned as I held her waist and slid into her. The sound made me crazy and I couldn’t control myself. Every time was like the first time when I’d wanted her so badly I ached.

      Every time was like that, and this was no different, not even a little bit. Perhaps the only difference between then and now was we both knew how to pleasure each other more.

      I started with a slow pump at first so she could adjust to my width, but the second I was buried to the hilt, that fast rhythm we both got lost in took over. In the long mirrors on the mahogany wardrobe, I caught sight of us, and that sent me into overdrive. I was watching what I was doing to her, her perfect tits bouncing and that mass of hair falling over her face as I fucked her.

      Then the sound. The room was filled with the hot sexual sound of our bodies slapping together within the erotic lock of passion, passion and desire I’d only ever felt with her.

      The thought struck me and hit hard, hit me hard deep in my soul and filled me. I’d only ever felt like this with her.

      That definitely caught and grabbed my attention. Seven weeks of this woman and my world hadn’t just changed; it’d highlighted what I’d never had.

      I managed to hold my release back for as long as possible, but then the tight walls of her core pulsed against my cock and I lost complete control.

      “Ryan, I’m coming…” she moaned. “I’m coming.”

      “Come for me, baby,” I growled.

      The orgasm that took her took me too. It grabbed me and sent me over the edge. Something raw and primal took over and I started rutting into her like an animal, jackhammering to a desperate release then exploding inside her. Weeks before we’d abandoned condoms and relied on her birth control. Coming inside her without restriction felt amazing, and as I did, electricity licked at every single nerve in my body. It rippled through me, and I couldn’t even catch my breath.

      She collapsed first then I followed. Lying next to her, I pulled her into the lock of my arms. She turned to face me and gazed into my eyes.

      As I looked at her, it was the strangest thing: it was like she knew what I was thinking, what I was feeling. She looked like she could feel it too. I wanted her to. I wanted her to feel the same way I did.

      I wanted her to feel amazing, to feel that electricity that scorched me clean.

      When she reached for me and guided my lips back to meet hers, I knew she did.
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      Brooke stirred and rolled onto her side. The sheets were wrapped around her so I didn’t get to drool over her perfect body like I had yesterday.

      We’d been wrapped up in each other for the whole weekend. I knew I should probably get ready for work, but I thought I’d go in late today.

      It was nearly eight. Usually I’d be up and ready to leave by eight thirty.

      Aaron had already messaged about grabbing me coffee, but I told him I’d get some on the way in.

      I was sitting behind the little desk by the bay window. It was where I kept my notebooks. I always had a notebook for everything. I bought them a stack at a time so I could replace each one as it ran out.

      They were more like to-do lists. I hated diaries because I ended up wasting the days and wasting the book, so for me, pocket-sized notebooks were much better, more practical.

      Today, I was using a brand-new notebook for a brand-new reason: I was going to write down all the information I’d learned in Brooke 101.

      I’d thought up the idea the previous night. She’d have a field day when she saw it and would probably tease me with her cop or monk jokes.

      I’d just written down the fiftieth thing I’d learned: she hated pumpkins too. I laughed at that just like when she’d said it to me early the day before when we went to lunch.

      She rolled over onto her back and lifted her head to look at me.

      “Mmmmm…” she moaned, reaching her hand out to me. “Come back to bed baby.”

      I would in a second. I wanted to take her to breakfast in the old village. Then I’d head in to work at maybe ten or eleven.

      “Give me a minute.” I wanted to think of five more things.

      She hated walnuts and macadamias. I liked those nuts.

      “Ryan, please tell me you aren’t working.” She sat up and pulled the sheet over her breasts.

      “I’m not. I swear.” I chuckled.

      She frowned and got up. She lowered herself into my lap and looked over the little notebook on the desk.

      “This looks like work, like you’re taking detective notes or something.” She narrowed her gaze at me.

      I pulled her closer to my chest. “It’s not. It’s just a thing, my notes, but not on work.”

      She picked up the notebook and laughed when she opened it and saw the heading on the first page.

      
        
        Brooke 101

      

      

      “Your notes on me.” She giggled.

      I laughed too. “You’re a hard woman to keep up with, Brooke. I’ve decided I want to be the best student in the class.”

      “You are the best student in the class.” She leaned in and kissed my forehead.

      “I want to get an A+. I want to be at the top of the class.”

      “At the top of, or on top?” She gave me a saucy smile.

      “Both.”

      She looked me over in that mischievous sexy way that I loved. “Do you have another notebook?”

      “Several.”

      “Okay Detective, that doesn’t surprise me.” She giggled. “Can I have one?”

      I reached forward, opened the drawer, and pulled one from the pack. She smiled when I handed it to her and then she grabbed a pen.

      On the front page she wrote:

      
        
        Ryan 101

      

      

      I didn’t think I could have felt more touched.

      “I, too, have decided I want to be top of and on top of your class.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes. I’ve been feeling like you know just a little more about me than I know about you. Forgive me, but I promise to catch up on my lessons.”

      I cupped her face and kissed her. She allowed the sheet to fall from her breasts, and her nipples brushing against my bare skin turned me on.

      It turned me on and I wanted her all over again, but…

      But there was something else I wanted too.

      I pulled back and gazed into the blue haze that filled hers.

      “I want you to be mine while you’re here.” The words fell from my lips before I could even process what I was saying.

      We hadn’t talked about us as a couple, and the night before had made me realize we kind of had to.

      “Yours?”

      “Mine.”

      I wasn’t stupid. Brooke was from LA; she lived in LA, and she would go back there.

      I also knew she was very career driven and focused. High-powered women like her didn’t have time for guys like me.

      We were fooling around in her book, and in my book too.

      Maybe…

      I didn’t know. Right now I didn’t know, but I felt I should ask her.

      “You look freaked out,” I stated, feeling my heart squeeze. If I’d just fucked things up, I would kick myself several times over.

      “I’m not.” She shook her head slowly. “Six months…yours for six months, and you’ll be mine?”

      I didn’t know if I imagined the sparkle in her eyes, but I was leaning toward saying I definitely saw it, and it was still there.

      “Oh yes.” I was already hers, already there with my need for her every nanosecond of the day. I could have been her lap dog.

      “So we belong to each other for six months. We just…”

      “Have fun, lots and lots of…fun.”

      “Lots of hot sexy fun.”

      I nodded and imagined it all. My cock hardened at the images that popped into my mind, at the thoughts of all the things I wanted to do to her. “Definitely lots of hot sexy fun.”

      “Can we really do that? It’s like no-strings-attached fun, just fun.” She drew her lips in thoughfully and concern washed over her face.

      Emotion. I didn’t need to be told that she didn’t want emotion involved in what we had here. We liked each other and that was it.

      It was clear that she’d placed an inpenatrable barrier up, one that I shouldn’t cross.

      Getting to know her told me that. I sensed her take on emotion from that night when she told me about her parents. I understood. I think if it were me, I might feel the same way. There was something else too that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Something she hadn’t spoken about yet, but I guessed that she might have had her heart broken.

      It was a look I’d seen in her eyes once that made me guess. A look of hurt and disappointment I recognized because sometimes I had that look too.

      So here was me agreeing to classify this thing we had as no strings attached fun.

      “So all there is, is fun.” I nodded. “No strings attached. No problems. Just think about it as a contract for fun. Not a lot can go wrong, right?” Even as I said it, I knew that wasn’t entirely true.

      The shadow that crossed my heart told me something could definitely go wrong. I could go wrong because I was starting to feel for her, but it was a risk I wanted to take.

      The lure of her was too strong to resist. I couldn’t think of anything else besides being with her and inside her.

      This was my way of showing her how I felt.

      “Nothing. It’s perfect.” Her eyes brightened with pleasure.

      “So we do it?”

      “I want to.” She ran her hands up my cheeks. “I get to have you all to myself for six months.”

      “And I you.”

      “Ryan 101: you have the best ideas.”

      “Brooke 101: Ryan’s ideas are inspired by Brooke.”

      She laughed and blushed. I loved it. I loved the soft rose color that filled her cheeks and spread down the sides of her neck.

      She grinned. “How about I give you my notes at the end, when the course ends, so then you can grade them and tell me if I figured you out. You can give me a score.”

      “Let’s both do it.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Hey, we’re talking too much. More touching, commencing now.”

      She guided my lips back to hers for a hot, hot kiss.

      Like always, she wiped my brain clean of everything that wasn’t her.
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      I smiled to myself as I watched the cool evening breeze scatter the tops of the lilies in Sally’s garden.

      Ryan liked lilies.

      He knew I liked them, too. There were calla lilies in his garden, along with roses and tulips. It was nice to see them in full bloom for the summer.

      Just like everything in Wilmington, it was beautiful.

      Since being here, I’d adapted to the slow-paced way of life. It was a sustainable pace, unlike back in LA where it was all go, go, go. Some days I didn’t have a chance to take a breath, that pause most people had where they just got to stop and smell the roses or just do nothing.

      My doing nothing involved going shopping or to the salon to get my hair done, and even those things were rushed. It was Vanessa who’d pointed all that out to me.

      Noah had definitely hit the mark with her, and since I’d met her, there was hardly a week that went by that we didn’t either message or see each other briefly.

      My best friend’s girlfriend had become my friend. The other day she’d taken one look at me and knew with certainty that there was a man in my life. Maybe it was the permanent glow in my cheeks or the way I kept zoning out when people spoke to me.

      I couldn’t help it. The whole mindlessness thing was enhanced by the fact that I had the most gorgeous man ever all to myself for six months. Six whole months of him, the ridiculously hot single dad next door who could give me an orgasm just by looking at me.

      It was crazy, and I was crazy to have become so obsessed with him, but I couldn’t help myself.

      I took out my Ryan notebook and added number sixty to the left margin. Then I wrote: You like flowers that look beautiful when they bloom in the spring and have the same color scheme.

      All the flowers in his garden were a soft pink. I loved it.

      Sally came back out to the terrace where we’d been sitting. She carried a tray with a big jug of lemonade and some homemade cookies. She was looking heaps better than she had a few weeks ago.

      She’d started this nutrition plan to build up her immunity, which had been knocked out by her chemo sessions. Those ended a few weeks ago and she said she was starting to feel  more like her old self.

      Everytime I saw her I marveled at how strong she was. This was the second bout of cancer she’d survived. It was amazing, but then there wasn’t anything about my childhood role model that hadn’t amazed me. This was just one more thing.

      “Your skin is brighter than the sunshine, Missy.” She giggled and sat down opposite me, her eyes scanning over me with delight.

      “Oh, it’s that new beauty cream I was telling you about.”

      She laughed. “No cream on earth can make you look like that.” She gave me a pointed look with her eyes narrowed. “That look can only come from too much sex.”

      I gasped then tried to bite back a smile. Sometimes I forgot the woman could totally cut through my bullshit.

      “Hey, that’s not fair.”

      “What’s not fair is you telling me some magical cream can give me a permanent afterglow.”

      We both laughed.

      “I don’t have a permanent afterglow.”

      She pulled a compact mirror from her purse and handed it to me. I looked at my reflection and saw truth for myself: my skin was off-the-charts glowing, glowing and bronze like I’d just come back from a vacation in some place hot. That was from spending too much time in the sun with Ryan on the beach. The glow was from him too.

      “You forget I’ve seen your guy. Are you still calling each other neighbors?”

      “No.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      We’d run into Ryan at the supermarket in town the other week. I’d practically leapt into his arms and was then stupid enough to try to downplay my excitement by calling him my neighbor.

      Sally had answered with a sarcastic, “Really?” and we’d all laughed.

      She hadn’t even waited until he left before she started asking how long we’d been going out. We were that transparent, and that had been a whole two weeks before he’d asked me to be his.

      That day was spent with me telling her about Ryan and Aria.

      “We talked about us staying together for the next six months while I’m here.”

      “Oh wow. So it’s serious then?” Her eyes brightened and she looked eager to hear more.

      “For six months.” I nodded and smiled like it was the best news ever.

      But Sally narrowed her eyes again. “For six months? What happens after?”

      “Nothing—that’s what makes it so good.” It was and I liked it. It meant we could enjoy each other without worrying about the usual crap that would ruin a good thing.

      “Won’t you miss him?”

      “Sure, but I have to go back to LA and life has to go on.” I didn’t know what it was, but something pinched my heart as I spoke.

      “Oh right. Life goes on, just like that?” She raised her brows, then narrowed her eyes.

      “Well, we always knew I’d only be here for eight months and nothing more would ever happen.”

      “Does it help to keep telling yourself that?” She held my gaze and I didn’t know what to say.

      I contemplated her question.

      Was I telling myself that? I didn’t want my Ryan-filled bubble of passion to pop and entertain anything going wrong. I kind of was thinking that it would be over when I left.

      “Sally, I’m not relationship girl.” I told her straight. “I’m fun. I have my career to think about. That is me.”

      She sat back and looked me over, her eyes gentle and understanding.

      “A beautiful, strong woman like you should definitely have a man in her life—permanently. I sincerely hope you haven’t followed my influence in that part of your life.”

      Sally had never married. That definitely hadn’t escaped me and I got my drive from her influence, but my take on relationships was not from her. Not one bit.

      “No, I have my own reasons.”

      “What happened? Who broke your heart?”

      It was scary how much this woman knew me. The saying ‘it takes one to know one’  popped into my mind and suddenly I felt a little uneasy.

      I opned my mouth to speak but I didn’t know what to say. I’d pushed Craig to the back of my mind but sometimes he resurfaced.

      “Is it your parents?” She now looked concerned.

      “Maybe.”

      “Is that a yes?” she chuckled.

      “Well, I had a front row seat to their disaterous marriage and a mother who abandoned me. Not exactly the best role models on love.”

      “Your parents are not you Brooke. What happened to you was awful but I didn’t figure you for a woman to not try something for herself just because that thing didn’t work out for someone else.” Now she looked me over with suspicion and it felt like she was staring straight into my soul.

      Again she was right.

      I tried love for myself even with my parents horrible marriage.

      I brought my hands together and bit the inside of my lip. “There was a guy.”

      “Uh huhh, now we’re getting to the bones. What happened with this guy?”

      I looked ahead at the lilies again and sat back. Pulling in a deep breath I returned my focus to her and told her about Craig.

      When I finished she rested her elbows on the table and templed her fingers.

      Silence filled the space between us and I almost thought she wasn’t going to say anything.

      “I get it now. The I’m not relationship girl mantra.” She stated. “But that guy was a complete asshole. All men aren’t like that.”

      “I know, it’s just better this way. For me. I’m in a really good place right now with my career and I just want to focus on that.”

      She laughed at me. “My dear friend. It’s so scary how much you remind me of me.”

      “I’m very honoured that you think that. In fact that’s the best thing I’ve ever heard.” I chuckled.

      “Don’t be, I’m a fool.” Her words surprised me.

      I blinked several times, not understanding. “Why would you say that?”

      

      “Eduardo Vamiros.” The way her eyes brightened up as she spoke told me the owner of that name was important to her, special.

      “Who is Eduardo Vamiros?” I asked offering a gentle smile.

      “I met him when I was eighteen. He was a reporter for ESPN at the time. He lived in LA but moved back to Spain when a job came up. We dated for over a year and he asked me to marry him. Of course I said no because I had a career to focus on. That never stopped us from seeing each other, but then it came to a head and neither of us could continue because we each wanted different things. We broke up, got back together, and broke up again because I was still the problem.” Her eyes became glassy as she spoke.

      I thought back to all I’d heard and read about her. There had never been any mention of him anywhere. I wouldn’t have missed something so significant. She must have done all she could to keep him out of the media.

      “Anyway, just after I got sick, I saw him again. We’d been broken up for years. We’d each seen other people, but no one else came close to him for me—nobody. That man waited until I was at my worst, until I was bald and frail before he came to me and asked me to marry him again.”

      My heart squeezed and swelled. “What did you say?” Foolishly, I scanned her fingers for a ring. It was foolish because I’d been here for over two months and hadn’t seen one.

      “I told him if I made it through, I’d think about it. That was two years ago. I was about to give him an answer when I got sick again. I restored my health and got all ready to accept then I got sick and told him it would be best if we waited.”

      “So he’s still waiting for an answer?”

      She nodded slowly. “Brooke, the thing is, it’s not the fact that I made him wait—it’s the worry that I may get sick again and I might not make it back next time. I don’t want to put him through that. I never wanted to put him through that. The first times I said no were definitely idiotic, but after…I felt I loved him too much to have him watch me suffer the way I have, but the joke’s on me.”

      “Why?” I understood exactly what she was saying because I would have done the same thing; I just didn’t understand why she thought the joke was on her.

      “He doesn’t care about that. All that stuff doesn’t matter. What matters is being together in love, in sickness and in health. All those years wasted, all those years I focused on my career, and look at me. I’m grateful I did so much, but I feel like I have nothing. The joke’s on me because I’m damn certain I could have done all of that with my man right beside me. I could have excelled with him right next to me.”

      Her words gripped me, gripped and grasped something inside my soul.

      “Will you say yes?”

      She nodded and smiled. “I’m going to see him for Christmas. We’ll stay in Spain until the marathon in January and then we’ll take it from there. If I decide to do the next Olympics then that will be it for me. I’ll retire.”

      I nodded, liking that plan.

      She reached out and covered my hands with hers. “Don’t make the same mistakes I did, Brooke. I think I can consider myself to be your mentor. It was you who christened me as such. Promise me you won’t become like me. If you meet someone give them a chance.”

      Her words actually terrified me because that would mean opening my heart up again.

      “Love is the only thing I can’t control. I could really do with not being hurt that way again. It’s hard to feel like you’re nothing.” That was it. Craig made me feel like nothing when he cheated on me. I’d worked hard to not feel that way after Mom left and Dad stepped up even in his own depressive state. It didn’t compensate though for the fact that she saw Jayce and I as nothing. Most people at least thought of what they would do about their kids if they split from their partners. She just left us all.

      It was that feeling of nothingness, that was why I saw the two incidents as the same. It made me wish I’d taken more care of myself when I was with Craig , and not be so naïve.

      “Brooke, everyone is different. That difference is what attracted you in the first place and what makes love wonderful. Learn from the past, but don’t allow it to be the only thing you use to shape your future, or else you could end of lonely, like me. Of course I may get to enjoy the rest of my life with Eddy, but  when I look back all I see is wasted years. We could have had children, I could have had him to hold my hand when I was scared and thought I was going to die. I could have had him to love me. All my reasons for not having him in my life were just bullshit. I know our situations are different, but I don’t think there’s any harm in me telling you I want happiness for you.” She nodded and gave me a smile filled with adoration.

      “Thank you.” I was grateful to hear that. She was right though. Our situations were different. However, I didn’t miss the similarities and I didn’t miss the sadness in her voice.

      I didn’t want to look back on my life and see wasted years with me lonely, but the truth was I was too scared open my heart to the risk of it breaking again.

      “You can’t control love to some extent, but what people forget is that you actually can. It’s what we do that counts. Better to love and lose than not love at all. Nothing is truer.”

      My heart sparked and I started thinking about Ryan. The man I agreed to have a no strings attached relationship with.

      Ryan was the kind of guy anyone could love.

      Anyone?

      Me.

      I meant me.

      He was the kind of guy I could love and that was a scary thought.
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      “Tell me something no one else knows,” I purred, pressing my face against the hard wall of Ryan’s chest.

      We lay in his bed watching the stars through the skylight. I could have been in heaven. Being with him was like being in heaven.

      Sally’s words from earlier played in my mind. I couldn’t stop thinking about all we’d discussed. When I’d seen Ryan again, I’d even entertained the thought of being with him forever.

      It was just in my mind, though. It was just a thought in my mind that I dared not dwell on or unleash. My years of worry couldn’t be eradicated in one afternoon.

      “I don’t like teddy bears.” His words broke my thoughts, and I lifted my head to look at him. I laughed because I’d never heard anyone say such a thing before.

      “What the hell? What do you have against teddy bears?”

      “The face is weird, a distortion of an actual bear.”

      I burst out laughing.

      “Hey, you asked me, and I told you.” He pretended to pout.

      “I never expected you to say that. I was thinking you’d tell me about your secret cigarette addiction.”

      He eased himself up unto his elbows and beamed down at me. I lowered myself back down on the stack of fluffy pillows.

      “I’m not addicted.”

      “So why do you hide it?” I’d seen him smoking three times since I’d been here: the first day I’d arrived in town and two more times in the last few weeks.

      Each time, he looked stressed. I assumed the stress was from Aria. The first time had to have been the night he’d reported her missing, and the last two times had to have been because she wasn’t here.

      “I wasn’t hiding. I just don’t like smoking.”

      “Ryan 101: Ryan smokes when he’s stressed out.”

      “Brooke 101: Brooke is very insightful—sometimes too insightful.”

      “I’m right?”

      “Yeah. You don’t like smoking?”

      “It’s sexy, but I don’t want anything to happen to your gorgeous lungs.” I giggled.

      “Noted. I’ll find some other way to deal with my issues.” His lips slid into an easy smile. “Okay, since you just grilled me, you have to tell me something no one else knows.”

      I thought for a moment, but just a moment. There was one thing that had happened over the last few months that no one else knew.

      “I was really happy to leave LA and come here. It felt like an escape.”

      “I thought you loved living in LA.” He searched my eyes.

      “I do. It’s…okay. My job’s there, and I love that. It’s perhaps the only thing I miss, but coming here was like an escape from life.”

      “What did you want to escape?” His eyes flickered with intrest.

      I bit the inside of my lip. I hadn’t meant to talk about Craig with him, ever, but I guessed there was no real harm. After all, he’d spoken about Olivia, and I saw how hard that was for him.

      “My ex got married. We share the same circle of friends so I’m always hearing about him when I really don’t want to.”

      “Oh, God. I’m sorry.”

      I laughed again. “Don’t be.”

      “Did you love him?”

      “No. Well… yes. Yes I did at one point, until I found out he cheated on me big time.”

      Now Ryan looked angry. “What? And you guys still have the same circle of friends?”

      I shuffled and nodded. “We were all friends in college.”

      “Is Noah one of his friends?”

      “No, he’s not. He wanted to kill him when he found out what happened, and honestly he never liked him anyway.”

      “I want to kill him and I don’t even know him.” He gave me a pensive look, then something I couldn’t quite put my finger on flickered in his eyes. “Are you upset that he got married to someone else?”

      I chuckled. I guess it would appear that way to the casual observer. “No, not at all. It wasn’t that, that upset me. I think I was more upset about the fact that um…” my voice trailed off.

      I’d set myself up for this trap. Me with my games.

      “What?” He reached out and touched my face. “What part upset you?”

      “He made me feel like I was the kind of woman you cheat on.” That was the problem on the surface. I didn’t really feel like going in deep like I had with Sally earlier. I couldn’t with him.

      “You aren’t.”

      “I felt like that though. I felt like I was the kind of woman you aren’t serious about. The kind you don’t want to have a life with. He made me feel that way. I’m over it. Way over it.” That felt like a lie. I was absolutely over Craig, way over Craig, but not the damage he did to my mind.  “It was just awful. So, that’s the thing, or things, no one else knows. I’m pretty certain if I spoke to any of my friends they’d tell me it wasn’t his intention to make me feel that way.” They sure would.

      Janine would be the first to point that out and Shauna would agree. Then I’d look like the woman who was jealous of her ex, and I wasn’t.

      They wanted to remain neutral in the matter and never commented on Craig in any negative way. I was certain that they probably spoke to each other about him, but they never expressed their opions on the break up to me. Truthfully, I hated it and I hated that they stayed friends with him, although I knew it would make their lives awkward if it was any other way because of their connections to him.

      Ryan narrowed his eyes.

      “No man who claims to love you would ever make you feel that way, even if you aren’t with him anymore.”

      “You’re sweet, and I’m pretty certain you’re just saying that.” I laughed it off, trying not to show how much his words touched my heart.

      “Brooke I don’t say anything I don’t mean.” His lips arched and he gave me that gorgeous smile I found so irresistible. “It’s true, and what I said is true too. Clearly he never knew you. He couldn’t have.”

      “He knew me alright.” The asshole just never had any respect for me. “He knew well enough to have an ounce of common sense and know it was wrong to cheat.” Everyone knew that.

      He shook his head. “I agree, but that’s not what I mean. I mean he didn’t know you. The real you. What’s inside you, in your heart and your soul. It’s what make’s you, you, and unique. If he knew you he would love you.”

      He held my gaze and I swore it was like he took hold of my heart too. Right there and then, it felt like he reached inside me and took my heart. I could no longer keep it out of his reach.

      His smile widened.

      “You’re like that poem about summer.”

      “Poetry.” I smiled against the inner swirl of emotion that rushed through me. “You’re not a big poetry fan.” I’d tried to share my love for poems and books with him. He looked interested for me, but I knew it wasn’t his thing.

      “It’s new, but that summer poem you showed me reminded me of you. The Shakesphere one.”

      Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? I adored that poem.

      “Tell me… tell me how I remind you of the poem.” I wanted to know. I wanted to hear his thoughts.

      He smiled at first but then he looked serious. “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? You are more lovely and more temperate because there’s so much to learn about you. Like how strong you can be, and how much you inspire others to be more than they thought was possible. I’ve seen you flip several situations that could have gone south and change it into something amazing.”

      I knew instantly what he meant. His situation with Aria, and mine with Sally. I continued to listen hanging on to every word as he continued.

      “Rough winds may come at you and shake you, but you bounce back. Summer is short, the time is short, and we see the the landscape change as the days go by, but you carry that light of summer within you. The light of hope, aspiration, courage and beauty that people look forward to when they see you. It’s always with you and never fades. It’s eternal. It’s you. All those things are you because it’s what you stand for. Hope, aspiration, courage, beauty. No one who knew all that about you would ever hurt you. Brooke, to know you is to love you, and that’s the kind of woman you always want in your life.”

      All I could do was stare.

      Something ran down my cheek. I gasped when I realized it was a tear.

      I was crying.

      I tried to wipe it away quickly but he caught my hand and held it tight at first, then pressed it to his heart.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      What did I say?

      No one had ever said anything like that to me before. No one had ever made me feel so important. Like I wasn’t nothing, but like I was everything.

      The simple touch and the vibrant beat of his heart told me everything.

      He knew me.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but he just smiled at me and leaned in to press his lips to mine. He lingered there in the stillness of the moment , just therewith his lips on mine, not kissing me, not moving.

      It was the combo of the beauty in his words and him, having him close to me.

      That was what made it happen.

      That feeling that sparked in the hollow of my being. That hollow of emptiness that dwelled in my soul.

      I felt it in that moment,  and I fell for him.

      That was also the moment when this agreement of ours became complicated.
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      I overslept and completely forgot I was supposed to be meeting Noah for breakfast.

      I woke to a single pink rose next to me. It was after ten, so I knew Ryan must have left for work hours earlier.

      All that he said was still burning vibrantly in my mind. Today it made my soul tremble and I didn’t know what the hell to do with myself.

      Since there were ten missed calls from Noah on my phone I got dressed as quickly as I could, grabbed my rose, and dashed. I tried to push my feelings for Ryan to the back of my mind for now. Just for now.

      On my way over to my house, I called Noah, hoping we could still meet, maybe for lunch.

      It was as I was dialing the number that I saw him sitting on the front porch swing, looking at me with a sly expression on his face.

      “Something you want to tell me, Brooke?” He laughed.

      I opened my mouth to speak but didn’t know what the hell excuse to make up.

      “No, except that I’m so sorry I missed breakfast.”

      He laughed some more. “How about we do lunch and you can tell me everything.”

      “Everything like what exactly?” Heat rushed to my cheeks.

      “Brooke, you just rushed out of Officer Asshole’s house with your dress on inside out.”

      My whole body blushed when I saw the labels of my dress sticking out from the side. “Um…”

      “Yeah, busted. Come on, I got the whole day free. I can tell you how I proposed to Vanessa last night and she said yes.”

      “Oh my God!” I squealed and rushed up to hug him, feeling so proud of him. “That’s the best news. Oh my gosh, oh Noah. I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thank you. I hope you will say yes when I ask you to be my best woman.”

      I laughed.

      “I am saying yes now,” I said, jumping up and down.

      “Thanks again. Okay, back to you I’m all ears. Spill it, sister. I told you karma would come for you somehow.”

      Karma—I wished it were as simple as that.
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      No strings attached…

      I didn’t know who the fuck I thought I was kidding with that mantra. I was attached and hooked, attached and hooked and so wrapped up in Brooke I couldn’t see straight.

      That night we talked about her ex was…

      God…  I didn’t even know I had it in me to talk poetry, but more than that I didn’t mean to tell her how I felt.  This was supposed to be a no-strings-attached relationship we knew would end. It wasn’t like we didn’t know.

      I knew she was in town for eight months and then would be going home. That was what I kept telling myself all these long weeks. I just wished I hadn’t allowed myself to fall for her a little more every damn time I saw her.

      Weeks later, I was love’s fool. The summer had flown by on a breeze, and Aria had returned home. Of course she insisted we all have dinner at our house the next night.

      Brooke sat opposite me and Aria sat to my left, talking about all her adventures at summer camp. Her chatter was a much needed distraction for me, but at times I felt myself looking at Brooke as she listened intently to Aria.

      “I had the very best students. It was amazing and I want to go back next year,” Aria continued on, so excited and bubbly.

      “That’s great honey.” I smiled.

      “I’m so impressed.” Brooke beamed. When she looked to me, her cheeks flushed.

      It was because I was already looking at her, and I couldn’t stop looking. It was only when Aria cleared her throat loudly that we broke our stare.

      “So, what did you guys do? I’m sorry, I know I’m talking your ears off.”

      “Nothing much, just work,” I answered, nodding and thinking that was a good answer.

      Aria rolled her eyes and huffed as she picked up her dinner roll and threw it at me. It hit me square in the face, and Brooke started laughing.

      “What the hell was that for?” I threw my hands up.

      “You and your lies. Oh my gosh, the two of you are worse than teenagers.” She pouted, looking from Brooke to me.

      While Brooke’s laughter turned into a cough, I straightened up instantly.

      She knows.

      I’d sensed she knew, but now I knew she did.

      “You know?” Brooke asked, looking completely embarrassed.

      Aria rolled her eyes again. “What do you think I am, some blockheaded fool? Of course I know. I dropped several hints before I left. It was so over the top that I thought you’d guess I knew, but you probably weren’t listening.”

      “Why didn’t you just say?” I had to ask.

      “Really?” The sarcasm rippled in her voice. “Dad, come on. Anyway, I was making it easier for you guys to tell me with tonight’s dinner. I was expecting something more along the lines of a we have something to tell you conversation, not that you didn’t get up to anything over the summer.”

      “You seem okay with it,” Brooke stated, looking surprised.

      “Of course I’m okay—I’m ecstatic.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want you to think I didn’t care about you,” Brooke confessed.

      Aria shook her head. “No way. I would never think that. First, because you aren’t like some people who try to butter me up with fake compliments so they can get to my dad, and next, because you were my friend first.” She did a sassy one-shoulder thing and smiled.

      Brooke chuckled and looked back to me.

      “I didn’t know if it would upset you that I’d moved in on one of your friends,” I said to Aria. That was true.

      “Nope. Anyway, I’m going to dash. Brad wants to go see a movie.”

      “The new Avengers?” I enquired, trying to stifle a groan.

      “He does want to see that, but I told him I’d be seeing it with you instead. I figured you’d want to watch it at some point.”

      I was stunned. “You’re going to watch it with me?”

      She nodded, stood up, and gave me a kiss on my forehead.

      “See you guys later.” She giggled and skipped away.

      I watched her go, thinking back to that first night Brooke had come to dinner. It had been months since then, and so much had changed.

      Brooke stood up and made her way over to me. I pulled her into my lap and she wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “We should have talked about how we would tell her.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You have the most amazing daughter. I’m so honored to be her friend.”

      She lowered her head to kiss me and I held her close, closer, not wanting to let go, not ever.

      “I can’t get enough of you Brooke. I just can’t.” Something told me I never would.

      “I can’t get enough of you either.” She exhaled, and it was the closest I’d ever seen her get to breaking through this no-strings-attached rule of ours.
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      I hated this day even more this year than I had the last.

      November 15th: the anniversary of Olivia’s death.

      Every year Aria and I would head out to the private lot by the lake Olivia loved, and we’d spend the day telling her all that had happened to us.

      We usually visited every month with flowers, though this year had been more like every other month. When she’d first died, I’d come here every day. This year, it wasn’t that either of us had forgotten her; for me it was just more about the moving on.

      That was the thing I always struggled with because I couldn’t do it, and no one had ever made me want to—until now.

      The day had the misfortune of being a Friday, the day I hated the most, and when I checked, I saw Brooke would be leaving on a Friday too, in two weeks.

      I’d thought summer had gone by in a blink, but that was nothing.

      The time for the end of Brooke’s stay had come even quicker. She’d come bumbling down that hill on that horrid Friday, and she’d be leaving on a Friday too.

      It wasn’t what I wanted to be thinking about right now as Aria and I sat on the little bench in front of Olivia’s grave. The roses I’d planted looked amazing. She would have loved them. When we’d first moved into the house, she’d wanted roses. It was a must, so I’d covered her grave in mini pink roses.

      “It’s always hard to come here on this day.” Aria broke the silence that filled the space between us. “Why is that? How come we can come here almost every month but today is always worst?” She looked to me, and I saw her as the eleven-year-old who’d just lost her mother.

      The sadness was still there. It never left, not even with time.

      “It’s a reminder that she’s not with us anymore. The other visits feel like a build-up to this.”

      She nodded, agreeing. “You haven’t said anything to her yet.”

      I hadn’t spoken, but neither had she. We’d been here for over an hour, just sitting here, looking.

      I shook my head.

      She took my hand and laced her fingers with mine. “I have something to tell you both.”

      I tilted my head to the side as she smiled. “What is it?”

      “I’m going to college next year, and I’m going to be a teacher. I want to teach classical literature at university. I whipped myself into shape so I may have a shot at Yale, but Brown seems to have a better program for me. I reached out to the admissions director and asked what sort of grades they look for, and when I told her all I’d done this summer, she said they’d be happy to have me if I can get the SAT scores I need, which I know I can.”

      Stunned didn’t begin to describe how I felt. “God, wow. Aria…”

      “Yeah, I know—I shocked me too.” She giggled.

      “I’m proud of you. Your mom would be so proud of you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So Brown’s is kind of far…what about Brad?” I felt I should ask.

      “He wants to go to North Carolina. Brooke told me something a few months back that stood out in my mind. She said if he loves me he’ll understand what’s important to me. He seems to now, which is great. If that changes then I guess that’s something we’ll just both have to accept, but I want this.”

      I leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “My girl, you are the very best.”

      “You too, Dad. How about I leave you to talk—you seem to have a lot on your mind. Maybe it will be easier if I’m not here. I’ll go walk by the river.”

      She gave me a curt nod and smiled before she left.

      I watched my intuitive daughter walk away then I looked back to the grave and focused on the flowers and the large granite headstone with Olivia’s name carved into it. It was the first time I’d come and found it hard to talk. Usually I’d just start with something silly like the weather.

      I’d come two months ago to tend to the roses and had wanted to talk about Brooke then, but it was hard. Now it was harder, harder because in two weeks, Brooke would leave and things would go back to how they’d been before she came.

      “I met someone,” I began, and the words felt like a release on my soul. “She kind of reminds me of you, the girl-next-door type, and she actually happens to live next door.” I chuckled at that and paused for a moment. “I think you would approve, but…like you, she’ll only be in my life for a short time, shorter—months. It’s only been months, but she seriously packed a punch. It’s fine. Sometimes these things happen, right? You had to go, and so does she. Different reasons, different women, but somehow you both have to leave me.”

      I hadn’t meant to say that, but it was what I felt.

      This thing with Brooke was all my fault. I’d known all along we would end.

      So…I shouldn’t have fallen for her.
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      The tension between us was tight.

      It was there all night. It started days ago when Ryan came back from the cemetery. I tried to ask him if he was okay, but he didn’t seem to want to talk about it.

      It was weird: the tension was there, but then when we had sex it was like he just wanted to devour me.

      I knew it was because of me leaving next week. And… because of this thing between us that grew more and more each day.

      God, how can it be next week?

      I couldn’t believe the time had come so quickly, so damn quickly.

      My story on Sally was prepped and ready to be released in the January issue of People. Everything I’d set out to do when I’d come to Wilmington was done.

      The job was done.

      It was done, but I wasn’t finished yet—how could I be when there was this black hole between Ryan and I? A hole that maybe only I could close.

      Okay, it wasn’t a maybe…

      I knew it was more of a reality. I could close that hole if I wanted to.

      That day when I decided to push my feelings to the back of my mind, I kind of left them there.

      I left them there because I didn’t want to freak out and do the wrong thing. I didn’t want to freak out and spoil this amazing relationship we had which I knew, day by damn day was turning into something more.

      I felt it grow, and I tried to push it away. I pushed it away because I couldn’t get rid of my fears. Fears I’d had for so long.

      So I guess that tension wasn’t just coming from him. It was me too.

      Tonight we were at the playhouse. He took me to see, Romeo and Juliet. He held my hand the whole time as we watched the play.

      The actors did a great job. Such a good job they sucked me in right from the start and held me there through the entire performance.

      At the end scene, which for me was the most powerful scenes known to man, they continued to hold me in the moment.

      I must have watched this play a hundred times but tonight was different. Tonight was different because it felt personal to me. Like I could have been a part of the story.

      My heart ached for Juliet when she saw her beloved Romeo and realized he’d killed himself with the poison. It broke just a little more when she kissed him in an attempt to kill herself and it didn’t work.

      She didn’t want to live without him. It was all so clear. I knew that. My English teacher had given a whole lesson on all the emotions that played out in this one scene.

      But, knowing still made my heart break for her loss and I understood how she felt when she grabbed Romeo’s dagger and said, “O happy dagger! This is thy sheath,” and buried it in her chest.

      “There rest, and let me die,” Juliet continued.

      I watched her body fall on top of Romeo’s, tears streaming down my cheeks.

      Warm hands covered mine bringing me back to reality. I looked down to where Ryan held my hand and saw how tight I was holding on to him. So tight my knucles turned white. It was quite dark in here, but I could still see them.

      He lifted my hand up to his lips and kissed it.

      “You okay?” he whispered.

      “Yeah, it’s the scene. I always get like this.”

      He looked me over. I knew he knew that was a lie, but he didn’t call me out on it.

      On the drive back, I caught him looking at me several times.

      I was going to be staying at his place tonight because Aria was sleeping over at a friend’s house.

      When we got inside, he went straight into the sitting room. Instead of turning on the main light, he switched on the lamp and moved over to the fireplace to get a fire going. I joined him, sitting next to him and resting my head on his shoulder.

      “Ryan 101: Ryan shuts down completely when he’s worried about something.” I slid my hand over the thick mass of muscle on his forearms.

      “Brooke 101: Brooke leaves in ten days and she’ll go back to her life in LA.”

      I lifted my head. “That’s not me. That’s something that’s scheduled to happen.”

      He looked away from me and back to the fire as it started to get going. The solemn look on his face pulled at my heart, at my soul.

      “It came too quickly.”

      He didn’t want me to go. I could tell from just looking at him, but he would never ask me to stay because he knew everything I’d planned for my life in LA and my career.

      My heart squeezed and that black hole felt so much bigger when I thought of the coming week, of leaving.

      Ryan looked back to me and our gazes locked. There were a million things to say, but I didn’t want to say them.

      I couldn’t tell him that I was scared to love him.

      I moved toward him at the same time he reached for me. Falling into the hungry kiss he fed me. Right there by the fire, we kissed the clothes off each other, and I could feel him everywhere, all over me and inside me in a haze of…love.

      It was different; his touch was different, and we were different. The passion that normally gripped us was so unreal it left me weak. This was more. It was beyond lust-filled desire to consume each other.

      It was something that couldn’t be described with words. You had to feel it to understand the energy of the force that surrounded us and rippled from me to him, from him to me. It heightened when he slid into me, and then I swore time stood still. Everything in that moment stood still, and all I could see was him.

      Ryan, making love to me.

      Making love.

      It was like that all night. We were like that all night.

      We made love until we passed out from exhaustion. Ryan fell asleep from it.

      But I couldn’t sleep.

      I couldn’t sleep because I’d never made love to anyone before.

      I’d never made love before because I’d never been in love before. Not before now.

      The joke was on me and I was the fool.

      What I had with Craig was nothing. It was just an occurrence that happened.

      But it wasn’t the real thing.

      I never knew until tonight that it was never the real thing. The thing I thought I was trying to have even though it didn’t work out for my parents.

      This was it. What I had with Ryan was love.

      It was love and I was the fool because I was the instigator of it. I created the path for him to know me. The real me.

      It wasn’t Craig I’d given my heart and soul to it was Ryan.

      It all dawned on me as I watched him drift off to sleep. Then panic welled in my throat.

      Within the stillness of the black silence that surrounded us the icy tendrils of fear twisted around my heart.

      It started there and worked it’s way throughout my body knotting up my insides.

      When I agreed to this no strings attached relationship I really did believe it would work. But tonight showed me I believed what I wanted to at the time.

      I belived whatever my mind told me because I wanted so badly to be with him.

      And now this had to happen…

      My heart was full of him.

      I’d experienced a lot of firsts with Ryan, and I realized it was because I’d allowed him to reach my heart. Somehow, he’d gotten past my defenses and reached me.

      I didn’t even notice when it started happening but it was my fault. My games. I was the one who started the whole Brooke 101 game with him.

      It was just a manner of speaking. Me being sarcastic at the time when I ran into him at the store.

      I didn’t know it would blossom into something else. Something I feared so much.

      Love.

      I’d liked Ryan from the get-go. That spark and the chemistry was there. It was all there, and I fed off it with sass, teasing him and allowing myself to think it was just fun. When we’d first started seeing each other, that whole way of thinking we were just fooling around was shit, and me agreeing to no-strings-attached fun was shit too.

      It was all bullshit.

      This feeling in my heart told me that. It also told me I hadn’t gotten into this relationship to sabotage it. What kind of woman got involved with a man who had a sixteen-year-old daughter and loved them both if she was going to leave?

      The feeling in my heart, the swirl of emotion that gripped me when I looked at him told me I was completely in love with Ryan. He was it for me—

      It was so easy to love him. I did it effortlessly.

      But, this wasn’t supposed to happen and I wasn’t supposed to feel this way.

      I wished like hell I could have entertained the possibility of me trying this and seeing where it would lead. A normal person would just do that. It made sense to do that.

      Except I freaked out.

      It freaked me out.

      Love freaked me out because I didn’t want to love and lose.

      That was it. that was the reasoning behind my fears.

      Sally said it was better to have loved and lost than to not love at all. I’d head that so many times, read it so many times. But I didn’t agree. Not for me.

      The truth was I had a deep fear of loss, of giving my already fragile heart to that one special person and losing them in whatever way life chose to take them from me.

      It frightened me.

      The flames of panic and fear licked violently at my insides and scorched me clean.

      This was supposed to be no strings attached, then things changed and we became something else.

      Something else I couldn’t handle.

      Ryan was the exception.

      I allowed myself to fall for him and that by itself made me vulnerable to all the uncontrollable things that came with it. Things might be good now but what would I do when it changed?

      What would I do if it all blew up in my face?

      That thought, that horrible thought made me slide off the bed, out of my man’s arms and away from his heart.

      Then it made me leave.

      I worked so hard for everything I’d ever accomplished. This was the first time I’d ever felt like a failure.
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        * * *

      

      The minute I woke up in the morning and saw Brooke was gone, I knew in my heart something was wrong.

      I even knew what that something was.

      It was last night. Last night felt different and it must have freaked her out.

      Last night was filled with love. I didn’t need to take a course to know that, but getting to know her the way I had over the last few months helped me understand her more.

      And myself.

      I never wanted to admit it even to myself, but I’d never felt that way about anyone. That wasn’t me lessening what I’d had with Olivia in any way; it was just me acknowledging the truth.

      People talked about soul mates and finding that one person. I was lucky to have found love twice, but finding it and keeping it were two different things. Now I didn’t know what to do.

      I went to work and came home early because I knew what time Brooke would be done with Sally. She came back a little after that time and looked thrown off when she saw me sitting on her porch. I normally went inside the house, but I got the feeling I should stay outside today.

      “Ryan.” She sighed, looking at me with huge sad eyes that were puffy like she’d been crying.

      “You left last night,” I began, standing when she walked up the steps.

      She opened her mouth to answer but no words came out.

      “Tell me something,” I began.

      “What?” she looked worried.

      “If I went to LA to see you, would you freak out?” I would go. If she agreed, I would go and make this work. Aria would be going to college next year, and that would leave me to myself.

      At first a look of surprise filled her face, but then it was replaced with fear.

      “It would make me crazy.”

      “So you would freak out?”

      “Ryan…you shouldn’t want to come to LA to see me.” She shook her head.

      “Why? Why wouldn’t I want to see you? Is it easy for you not to see me? You can do it, no problem? You can say goodbye to me just like that? You can say goodbye to Aria?”

      “I will always be there for Aria when she needs me. All she has to do is call me.”

      “But not me? I can’t see you?”

      “It’s best you don’t.”

      My heart broke just hearing that, and the backs of my eyes stung. “I’m sorry, I totally forgot—no strings attached, right?”

      She looked away from me and a tear ran down her cheek.

      I sighed and moved away from her before I started crying like a fool.

      The last time I’d felt this empty had been when Olivia died.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, you need more beer, and I sense a voyage of sorts,” Aaron declared in a hearty voice. He’d come to the rescue like the cavalry when I’d called him and told him what happened.

      He’d been here since the previous night, had stayed with me just like every other time I’d needed him in my life: the time I stole my next-door neighbor’s car and crashed it, both times after I went to juvi…the night Olivia told me she was pregnant, the night of Aria’s birth…the day I realized Olivia would die, and the day it happened.

      Here was my best friend again, helping me the best way he knew how.

      “Voyage?” I replied, trying to sound enthusiastic but failing.

      I stared ahead through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the sitting room, just looking at the sea. Evening was approaching again. The scenery was painted with those soft colors the onset of sunset brought, the ones Brooke liked so much.

      “Yep. What if we took a week off and went somewhere?”

      “Where?” I was simply talking and not really knowing what I was saying, just responding to his questions. It was better than sitting in silence.

      “Mexico. We don’t have to sail there. That would be awesome, but it would take forever. We could just go on vacation. Heck, we could go somewhere in Europe.”

      I looked at him and realized he was just talking too, throwing ideas at me to see what interested me the most.

      “Maybe we should focus on the new cases first then go somewhere after that.” I was trying.

      “Don’t think about work.”

      “It’s better if I do, bro.”

      Work was the only thing that would keep me sane right now—the prospect of the busy period Christmas would bring, people stealing stuff and all kinds of shit like that. The station was always busy in December, guaranteed.

      If I said that to Brooke, she’d definitely make some joke about me being a cop. I needed to forget that she would do that. Like she’d said, it would be better if I did.

      “No. Look, I’m gonna grab more beer, and some wine, maybe that stuff we knocked back at my sister’s wedding.”

      The poor guy must have needed a break from me. “Okay, get the beer and wine.”

      Aaron got up and gave me a look of encouragement before he left.

      I thought I was by myself until I heard the shuffle of footsteps. I looked behind me and saw Aria coming into the room, bringing me a mug of hot cocoa.

      I smiled when I saw it. The thing was covered in whipped cream and marshmallows with chocolate sprinkles.

      “Yay, you smiled.” She beamed.

      I’d told her what had happened with Brooke the night before.

      “I am smiling.”

      She sat in front of me and held my gaze. “Have you ever thought of asking her to stay? Or maybe just telling her how you feel?”

      I laughed at that. “It wouldn’t make a difference, and I respect that.”

      “Dad, I appreciate and respect that you’re saying what you think you should say, but I’m old enough to know that’s not how you feel. I’m seventeen now.”

      Seventeen. I’d only just gotten used to her being sixteen, and then she’d gone and turned seventeen.

      “How do you think I feel?”

      “A hundred times worse than me.” She nodded. “But me seeing Brooke is different than you seeing Brooke.”

      “It sure is.”

      “Will you get her a gift?” she asked tentatively.

      “I don’t think she’d want anything from me.”

      “Dad, that’s ridiculous. Of course she’d want something from you. I know her and I know she cares about you. Get her a book.”

      “She has so many of those.” She’d told me the words spoke to her. She loved reading old classics in paperback but got anything modern as both an e-book and in paperback. Except for Men’s Health and the occasional entertainment magazine, I wasn’t a big reader, so I didn’t understand the need to have different versions.

      “But not one from you.” Aria started to look as hopeless as Aaron had. “Dad, forgive me for prying. I don’t mean to because it’s none of my business, but did you actually tell her how you felt?”

      I looked at her and couldn’t quite believe we were having this conversation.

      “It is your business, and she knows how I feel.” I knew she did. She had to. It was evident, and she must have known because she’d rejected me. She’d flat-out told me I couldn’t see her.

      Aria shook her head. “It’s different. Knowing because you assume something is not the same as knowing because you were told it. It just might make a difference somehow. Think about it.” Her smile widened and I saw her point.

      I just wasn’t sure what I could do about it.

      I did have an idea though, one stupid, crazy idea that made me realize I wasn’t ready to give up just yet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Brooke

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’d said goodbye to Sally only the night before, so I couldn’t believe it when she pulled up in my driveway with a gift.

      I was leaving in an hour. Noah was upstairs getting my luggage together and then he was taking me to the airport.

      “I looked for this everywhere and found it in the attic.” Sally giggled.

      She pulled out a case with a medal in it and handed it to me.

      “Your gold medal?” I widened my eyes at her in surprise.

      “I want you to have it.”

      “Jesus Christ!” I shrieked. “What? You can’t just give me a medal.”

      If I’d earned an Olympic gold medal, there was no way on earth I’d be giving it to anyone.

      “Well, I am. You know I have several, and this one is special because we were at the same place at the same time. We might not have known each other, but we were there.” She beamed.

      I looked down at the medal and saw it said Atlanta 1996. I laughed and held it close to my heart, just like everything that was dear to me.

      “Thank you. It means a lot.” It did, because I was a mess. I’d been a mess for the last few days without Ryan. I’d seen Aria a few times, and while it wasn’t weird between us, I’d felt weird.

      “I thought it would. Don’t be a stranger, Brooke.”

      “Oh God no. I have your number, and I know where you live.”

      “That sounded kind of creepy,” Sally joked.

      My cheeks flushed when I realized it had. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m just messing with you. But, hey, I should let you know something I found out the other day. You’ve seriously inspired me, and I was contacted by the North Carolina Times to do an exclusive next year for the summer issue. Anyway, they told me there were looking to expand and needed to take on two senior features editors, so of course I told them about you. I didn’t really think you’d be interested because there are so many opportunities out in LA, and God, you’re with People Magazine—I know the salary there must be in the six-figure region.”

      Something flickered in my heart as I listened. “It’s a good salary, yes.”

      “Exactly, and being a senior there would mean more money. Here I think it may be five figures. I told them you’d be great but something seriously amazing would have to be here to keep you, something…or someone…someone more amazing than me.”

      Ryan.

      I blinked several times and pulled in a breath. She knew Ryan and I had broken up, and she knew the reason, too. I’d told her. She had listened to me and never said anything, just listened. It was what I had needed at the time.

      I needed this too.

      “I don’t care about money.”

      “Well that’s good to hear.”

      “Sally, I…”

      She held up her hand and stopped me. “Brooke, do what you need to do, but make sure you’re true to yourself.”

      My eyes widened. That was the same kind of thing I would have said because that’s what Dad used to say to me.

      “Brooke be true to yourself and be true to your heart.”

      Heart?

      My heart. God, my heart was set on Ryan. It screamed to me calling for him. Be true to my heart.

      “My heart.” I breathed speaking the words more to myself than to her.

      “How about I call you later to check that you got home safe.” She winked at me and gave me a quick hug.

      “Thanks for everything, Sally. I’m so glad I got to meet you.” I nodded.

      “And you, Brooke. Talk to you soon.” She gave me a bright smile and left.

      I sat in silence for a few minutes then Noah came to get me.

      “You ready?” he asked. He looked sad too.

      “Hey, don’t give me that sad face. We’ll see each other as per usual.”

      “You being closer reminded me of the good old days when we used to live next door.”

      “I know, but at least you don’t have to put up with my craziness anymore.”

      He laughed. “The craziness is what I love most about you. You wouldn’t be Brooke without the crazy.”

      I gave him a hug and pulled away before I broke down.

      It felt wrong. It felt wrong to leave.

      I felt even worse when we stepped outside and saw Ryan and Aria waiting for me by the car.

      Aria got to me first. She gave me the biggest hug ever, and I found it hard to let her go. I didn’t want to let her go. This girl had touched my heart in so many ways.

      “Keep up the amazing work in school,” I told her, cupping her face as we pulled apart.

      “I will.”

      “Beautiful and smart—it’s a deadly combo.”

      She hugged me again.

      When she released me, I looked to Ryan, who could barely look at me. I felt the same and worse since it was me who’d ended things, and in such a bad way. I’d practically told him I didn’t ever want to see him again.

      I moved toward him and he came closer. He held a little present in his hands.

      For a second we just looked at each other, and for that second I wondered what the hell I was doing. Then fear took over and seized my mind. Clouding it.

      “I, um, got you this.” He handed the gift to me.

      I took it knowing I would always treasure it.

      His fingers brushed over mine, and that was all it took to reach my heart. I threw my arms around him and loved him even more than I’d thought possible.

      He held me too, held me close, and all I could hear was the powerful beat of his heart.

      Then it became too much. I had to move away quickly, from him, from her.

      It was too much.

      A gamut of emotion seized me and I just felt like fleeing. It really was too much.

      “Thanks for everything.” I glanced at them both quickly and got in the car.

      Noah joined me and looked me over with concern, but he didn’t say anything.

      As we drove away, my heart broke and shattered even more when I looked in the rearview mirror and saw Ryan and Aria staring after me.

      At least I waited all of five minutes before I broke down.
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        * * *

      

      “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this,” Noah said, trying to comfort me.

      “Oh Noah.” I cried into his chest and found I couldn’t stop.

      We’d been sitting in the waiting area for about twenty minutes. My flight was in an hour. I was all checked in, just waiting for the flight to be announced so I could board, so I could board and leave like I’d never been here.

      “Brooke, look at me.”

      I lifted my head. “Noah, why don’t I feel like I’m doing the right thing? This was supposed to happen. I was supposed to go home on this day, and get back to my life. I don’t just miss them. This feels like something else. I want to make sure Aria has everything she needs to get all she wants. I want to be there when she needs to talk about boys and makeup and magazines, and…God, I want Ryan.”

      Noah frowned at me. “Then what are we doing here?”

      I shook my head at him. “I…I don’t know what to do. I just don’t know.”

      “Have you thought about the situation and everything?”

      “Yes. Maybe …I think I have.”

      “Well, I can’t tell you what to do. You have to do what feels right.” We’d talked about this already. Like Sally, Noah hadn’t told me what to do. I suspected it was because this was the sort of thing that was difficult to advise someone on.

      “I just don’t know, Noah.”

      He sighed and gave my hand a gentle squeeze. “Why don’t you open Ryan’s gift? Maybe that will cheer you up.”

      I didn’t think anything could cheer me up, but I’d try it. Ryan’s present felt like a book.

      I tore at the beautiful wrapping paper and gasped when I saw a little notebook. It was a book, indeed, but it was one of his notebooks. I’d seen it before.

      This was his Brooke 101 book.

      I opened it and gasped when I saw the first page. He’d crossed out Brook 101 and written just above it:

      
        
        101 things I love about Brooke

      

      

      My heart stilled. It stopped beating within the walls of my chest, and I couldn’t breathe. I’d seen him with this book a few times but had never looked inside it after seeing it that first time. I’d gotten lost in the joke about our 101 courses.

      A tear ran down my cheek when I flipped the page and started reading all he’d listed.

      1. I’ve decided Brooke’s not on drugs.

      2. Brooke likes sex on the beach with a dash of a screaming orgasm

      3. Brooke’s the most kind-hearted person I’ve ever met. She always thinks of others first, before herself.

      4. I love her Brookisms and how she thinks I’m half monk. Who talks like that? Lol.

      5. Brooke healed my broken heart. I’ve known heartbreak enough to destroy my soul and leave me lost in the wind not knowing if I was coming or going. Then I met her and she fixed me. She healed my heart and it started beating again. I felt it the first time I saw her coming down the hill in that God awful car.

      

      I stopped reading and brought my hand to my heart as the darkness over my mind started to  fade. It receeded to the back of beyond and love filled me.

      I continued to read on, taking in everything Ryan had learned about me. All that he loved about me.

      Everything he wrote was beautiful. But the last thing tapped into that void in my soul, just like that first night I fell for him.

      

      101. I love the way you came into my life and gave me the honor of knowing you. The real you, the one I can compare to a summer’s day. I love the way you loved Aria and treated her like she was yours. I love all that you are and best of all that there are more than 101 things I love about you. To know you is to love you and I knew I had to let you go because that was what you needed. But really I just wished I could have asked you to stay. To stay in my life for me because I love you.

      I stood up immediately.

      This felt wrong because it was wrong. God, it was all wrong—all of it.

      And I was an idiot.

      “Brooke, you okay?” Noah asked.

      “No.I’m not.”

      Sally’s words screamed in my head. Be true to myself and true to my heart.

      For that to happen I knew I had to answer this very simple question.

      When I looked ahead to the future, could I see my life without Ryan?

      It was the key question, that summed it all up and the answer was no.

      I couldn’t imagine a world without him. I couldn’t imagine living without him.  I didn’t want to. The feeling that brewed deep within burst inside me and filled me with new life and suddenly I wasn’t scared anymore.

      I didn’t want to be.

      Falling in love was like a story where anything could happen. Like a favorite book you never wanted to end. Our story didn’t have to end.

      “Brooke.” Noah rested his hands on my shoulders and gave me a little shake. “Talk you’re freaking me out.”

      “Noah, please take me back. Take me back home.”

      “Home?”

      “I need to get back to Ryan and Aria.  He’s right. Aria does feel like mine. My daughter. They both feel like mine. I need to tell him how I feel and that I love him too. I don’t care about anything else. I’m so crazy stupid Noah. How could I leave them? Please take home.”

      He started to laugh, then he looked ahead at something and smirked. His brows rose like he was surprised but there was a twinkle within his eyes.

      “You know how I said I was going to love watching things play out with you over the next few months?”

      I smacked him in his chest. “This is not the time to be funny with me Noah. I am being serious.”

      “Me too. I love how it ended. Played out well.” He laughed and turned me around.

      My heart skittered to a stop and my jaw dropped open when my eyes landed on Ryan standing only paces away from us.

      The look of awe and adoration on his face told me he’d heard me. He’d heard all that I said.

      “This guy’s alright in my book and I’ve decided it’s not karma that brought you two together. It was fate.” Noah laughed again.

      I was listening but I couldn’t answer. I was too fixated on the man before me.

      The man who stole my breath away from the first time that I saw him and the man that healed my heart and soul.

      When he looked at me it was like the world stopped and we were the only two people left on earth.

      My heart moved me to him. It propelled me straight into his arms. Straight to his heart where I knew I would feel his love forever.

      I actually knew it, and knew more as he held me tight like he never wanted to let go of me.

      “I love you.” He whispered into my ear. “I came to tell you I love you. It’s different to say it. I wanted you to remember me saying it to you.”

      I Iooked up at him, gazing deep into his eyes that took me back, once again to the beautiful sea of the Santorini coast.

      “I love you Ryan.” I told him, words from my heart and my soul. “I love you too and I don’t want to live without you.”

      He smiled when I said that.

      “Then stay in my life. Don’t leave me.”

      “I will stay. I’m never leaving you ever again. I’m so sorry. I was scared and it made me freak out and almost lose you. It’s just all that happened to me in the past. I thought it would kill me if the day came and you didn’t want me anymore.”

      Tears spilled down my cheeks as I said that.

      He shook his head at me. “That day won’t come Brooke. I know you, and to know you is to love you. I want you in my life always.”

      True, undiluted happiness warmed me from deep within. My spirits soared and every cell inside my body came alive with it.

      It felt like sunshine and my spirit soared.

      “I want you in my life always too.”

      That smile I loved so much came back as he guided my lips to his for a sweet kiss that sealed my soul to his forever.
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      Two years later…

      

      “Do you think I should be worried she seemed okay? She didn’t even look like sad.” Ryan chuckled.

      We’d just got home from dropping Aria off to college.

      Our girl was officially a college girl and I was so proud of her. She got a scholarship to Brown’s and she had that over confident fire I loved.

      “It’s a good thing.” I cirlcled my arms around his waist. “It shows we have a daughter we can be proud of. She’ll be alright and we don’t have to worry about her too much.”

      He put his arm around me and held me closer.

      We walked outside on to the terrace. He took hold of my shoulders and looked down at stomch that looked larger than life today.

      Jesus Christ who knew that being pregnant could have so many wonders. Every day was different. I swore I wasn’t this big yesterday.

      Six months in and I was a ball of love and everything in between.

      I was all belly too. Like a kangaroo with a pouch.

      “What’s he doing?” Ryan asked.

      We were having a boy.

      Ryan pressed his hand to my stomach and tapped lightly. The other day when he did that the baby moved.

      “Sleeping, leave him alone.” I giggled. “Unlike you he knows when it’s time for a beauty nap.”

      “Tell mommy we men don’t take beauty naps.” He lowered and spoke to my stomach. Then he kissed it and held it like he was holding the baby.

      “Hey, I’m just trying to make sure he has a good balance from the start. That way your half monk side won’t rub off on him.” I teased him.

      “Hey right back at you.” He pouted and rose to tower over me with his height. “You said you’d quit with the monk jokes.”

      “I don’t remember making such a promise.” I poked his stomach.

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Pretty certain it was part of our wedding vows.”

      I burst out laughing. “What part?”

      “The part about loving me forever and making me the happiest man alive. So its implied. So no monk jokes.” He nodded.

      “You are so silly.”

      He lowered and kissed the top of my head. “Can I enjoy a walk on the beach with my beautiful wife?”

      “Only if she can enjoy a walk on the beach with her gorgeous husband.”

      “All yours.” He took my hand and we proceeded down to the beach.

      This was us. We were like this every day, and the love we shared grew more and more every day.

      Two years  and eight months had passed since I met Ryan and I felt that I was at a stage in my life where I could look back. I looked back and relished in the happiness I shared with this beautiful man.

      I resigned from People Magazine when I decided to stay here in Wilmington.

      My story on Sally was published and I got a big send off.

      I then joined the North Carolina Times as one of their senior features editors months later on Sally’s recommendation and it felt like that was the moment my career truly took off. It was because I was happy. I was happy in love and I had a family, and friends who loved me. And I loved them back too fiercely.

      It was great to see the beauty in all that happened around me.

      All that I ever wanted was right here.

      My bestfriend lived here.

      My mentor lived here.

      I had my sweet Aria, this beautiful baby inside me, and the very best husband in the world.

      Ryan, my husband. We’d been married now for eighteen months and I was still on cloud nine.

      It was amazing to see our life unfold. Our story was still filling out and we had the rest of forever to love each other.

      It was a beautiful thought.

      We stopped at our favorite spot and he lowered to kiss me.

      “I love you Brooke.” He whispered against my lips.

      “And I love you Ryan.” Those were words I would never get tired of saying.
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      What a great day.

      And it was Friday.

      I kind of no longer had anything against that day.

      I didn’t have time to. I was too busy with life now to give a damn as to what day of the week it was and whether or not the day would be good or not just because it was a Friday.

      With Brooke every day of the week was a special day.

      The woman had me on my toes, and sometimes to keep up with her I found myself resorting to my notebooks.

      We came back from the beach about an hour ago and retreated to the sitting room to relax by the fire place.

      It wasn’t cold at all but we liked to have a fire going in the background while we snuggled together in the evenings.

      With her ever growing stomach, these days our snugglings saw us at opposite ends of the sofa. She lay on a mountain of cushions with her feet on my lap and we’d talk about any and everything.

      Tonight though she fell asleep within five minutes of the fire being lit.

      It had been a really long two days for us, but more for her. We left with Aria early yesterday and had to endure that three hour flight on the way back today. Then our walk on the beach.

      She had to be tired.

      I left the sofa to grab a blanket and spread it over her. Then I grabbed my favorite book and sat back down, placing her feet back on my lap.

      Ever so often I picked up this book because it reminded me of when we first met.

      Her Ryan 101 notebook had become Ryan Forever.

      That was her spin on what I did for her when I created my 101 things I love about Brooke book.

      It seemed like such a long time ago now.

      I flicked open my book. She’d given me mine on the night of our honeymoon and told me she would add more to it over time. At the time she’d listed over two thousand things she’d loved and learned about me and ever so often she’d add in more things when I least expected it.

      The book had about ten pages left.

      I flicked to the end and saw she added in another thing. We were at number 2015.

      I laughed to myself when I read it.

      It said:

      2015: Ryan is a better father than he gives himself credit for.

      I kind of needed that tonight. It gave me strength and inspired me, the way she always did.

      It was her. I couldn’t belive al the ways my life had changed since having her in it, and all the ways I’d changed too.

      All changes I was happy for.

      Aria became this amazingly confident young woman I was so proud of, and here I was with the woman of my dreams, six months pregnant with my son.

      It was hard for me to think I would ever be happy like this again after Olivia died. I just thought I needed to whip myself in shape for Aria. But, I never thought of me. I think my heart was so broken that I couldn’t.

      Then Brooke happened.

      She happened to me and showed me I could live again.

      It felt like I finally had everything I ever wanted, and now I looked forward to the future.

      My future with her and our children.
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