
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Roommate Switch

    

    




      
        Penny Wylder

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. Anna

      

      
        2. Dash

      

      
        3. Anna

      

      
        4. Dash

      

      
        5. Anna

      

      
        6. Anna

      

      
        7. Dash

      

      
        8. Anna

      

      
        9. Anna

      

      
        10. Anna

      

      
        11. Dash

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 Penny Wylder

      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the  U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission of the author.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or businesses, organizations, or locales, is completely coincidental.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Sign up HERE!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Anna

          

        

      

    

    
      My face is pressing against the cool glass of the window as the taxi slows down in front of the biggest building I've ever seen. I tip my head back as far as I can, and I can just barely see the top. It must have twenty stories, maybe more. I've never seen anything like it.

      Back home, you can look out for miles in any direction and only see rolling fields, cows, and crops of corn. The center of town is made up of a few mom-and-pop shops. There’s the grocery store, the drug store, a small library, a coffee shop and bakery. There's one elementary school, and one high school that house every child aged twelve to eighteen. All one hundred and six of us.

      I feel like I'm on another planet. I've seen images of the big city in magazines and movies over the years, but to actually be smack in the middle of it all is leaving me breathless.

      The taxi driver opens my door, then moves to the back, and takes out my bags. He drops them without caution onto the sidewalk, then checks his watch. His left foot taps impatiently as he grunts “Uh hm,” as if to say, “Come on, I don't have all day. Get the hell out of my cab.”

      “Thank you,” I say, handing him what I owe him for the ride. “Have a good night.” I give him a smile, and he grumbles something back under his breath as he climbs back in his car and leaves. The taxi peels back out into traffic, causing a few angry honks at the same time.

      Boston. . . I'm actually here in Boston.

      I can't believe I'm doing this.

      I tip my head back and look straight up at my new home. The brick facade looks old. It's full of cracks and chipped mortar, with long ivy arms that stretch and crawl up the surface. The front door is thick pained tinted glass. I can see stacks of small metal mailboxes attached to the interior wall on the left side of the door.

      People are walking past me in both directions, bumping into me like I'm not even standing here. The street is full of cars and city buses. I inhale a deep breath, taking in all the different smells. The exhaust is thick in the air as a bus drive by ejecting a puff of gray smoke.

      I wave a hand in front of my face, coughing a few times before I take another breath. I can smell the pizza place across the street, and the Thai restaurant adjacent on the corner. They both smell amazing.

      My excitement and nerves collide in my gut like a tsunami. I've never done anything like this. Ever since I was a little girl, I always wanted to live in a big city. Now I'm here. I'm doing it.

      I grab my bags and lug them up the crumbling set of steps to the front door. The bags are heavy, full of all my clothes and the things I'm going to need to start building my life here in this new world.

      The building isn't as pretty as the picture I saw on Google, but the apartment is fully furnished. A girl named Betty Carter put out an ad online looking for a roommate. It was the perfect opportunity for me to do this. We chatted for a few weeks, and she finally said if I wanted the other room, she'd be happy to have me.

      There's so much we have in common; I can only imagine we're going to become great friends.

      A woman is coming out of the door, and holds it open for me. “I got it,” I say, pushing my shoulder against the glass, and awkwardly shifting my suitcases and bag inside. The door clicks shut behind me, and I'm met with the daunting task of navigating the flights of stairs. The apartment is on the fifth floor, number sixty-two.

      Thunk, thunk, thunk.

      The suitcases slam each step, drawing a few sets of eyes from random doorways. People poke their heads out into the hall on the second floor, giving me an angry stare. I smile and wave, continuing up on my own. No one offers to help, and I'm okay with that. I wouldn't accept it anyway.

      I've always been a bit stubborn about doing things on my own. And I don't really care if these people are annoyed, I'm too excited to be frustrated or angry at the looks I'm getting. But I'll have to get used to living this close to other people, where any noise I make might draw attention.

      I'm breathing heavily as I hit the landing of the fourth floor. One more, I think, taking a second to wipe a bead of sweat off my forehead. Moving up the last flight of stairs, I can't help but wonder how the hell I'm going to do that every time I have groceries or anything else to carry up.

      I'll get used to it. It's totally worth it for this experience.

      I scan the numbers on the doors. My heart jumps and I smile instantly as soon as I see my new apartment. Dropping my bags, I grab the doorknob and jiggle it. It's already unlocked, so I push the door open. Betty got here yesterday. I can't wait to finally meet her face to face.

      “Hello,” I call out as I shuffle inside, dragging one bag and pushing the other inside with my foot. “What a long fli—” I cut myself off as I stand in surprise.

      There’s a boy, no, not a boy—a man, standing in the living room shirtless. His back is to me, and it's cut in a million different directions with thick muscles and deep grooves. He's wearing gray jogging pants, his ass is round, firm, and clenches tightly as he turns around.

      The air in my lungs gets shocked out. Holy shit, this guy is hot. . .

      Jet black hair, short on the sides and tousled on top. His skin is glistening like he just finished working out. My eyes run down his body. His chest is muscular with steppingstones for abs. I think I count eight, and then do a recount. Yup, this guy has a damn eight pack.

      As my eyes drift over the ink painting a sleeve on his left arm, my jaw drops open as I spot his perfectly outlined cock. Thank God for whoever created gray sweatpants.

      He smirks slightly, his big blue eyes bright as the ocean. They're striking, a stark contrast to his dark hair and bronze skin. I blush instantly as my eyes connect with his. The blood heats my cheeks and I glance away quickly.

      My heart is racing, and I'm temporarily frozen in place. Then it hits me. This man doesn't belong here. It should be Betty. Who the hell is this?

      Everything around me starts to sway as my brain drums up all kinds of terrible reasons for this stranger being here right now.

      He's a home invader.

      He's like the Craig's List killer.

      He's here to hurt me.

      “HEL—” I start to scream for help, but before I can get the scream to full blast, he launches forward and throws his hand over my mouth.

      Despite the adrenaline running through my veins, and my stomach flipping upside down with fear, his cologne swirls around me, stealing my senses. Sandalwood and citrus. He smells incredible.

      The man pulls me further inside, and slams the door shut with a kick of his foot. “Shh,” he says, his hand tightly clasped over my mouth. “Calm down. You're Anna, right? I'm Dash, Betty's brother. You don't need to scream, just relax. I'm not some crazy intruder.”

      My breathing is heavy and labored as I digest what he's saying. With wide eyes, I mumble into his hand. “Her brother?” I ask, my words muffled by his palm.

      “Yes. Can I remove my hand now?” His voice is husky and thick. Smooth as whiskey and sharp as vodka, but soothing enough that I trust what he's telling me.

      He's holding me tightly, his arm around my chest and hand over my mouth, pulling me in against his chest. His muscles bulge and pop against my back, shifting my emotions from fear to lust.

      I nod yes.

      Today is a day where I've experienced a lot of firsts. First time flying. First time in a taxi. First time in a big city. First time living away from home.

      And my first time wrapped in the arms of a guy built like a Greek god.

      Coming from a small town has its downside. One of them being the guys I had to choose from had all been my friends since we were little kids. Because of that fact, I'm a virgin. I was never attracted to any of those boys.

      But this man, this man is making my body do things it just shouldn't. My heart is fluttering at a million beats per second. My blood is running hot, so hot I'm sure my cheeks are red as radishes. Every inch of my skin is tingling, and my panties are damp. I'm breathing heavy, and it's not because I'm afraid anymore, it's because of him.

      “Good,” he says, pulling his hand away.

      I turn around to face him. “Her brother?” I ask again.

      “Yeah, like I said, my name is Dash.” He takes a step back and holds out his hand.

      I shake it. “Anna Derry.”

      “Right, Anna Derry, my sister's online roomie. Where you from again?”

      “Shouldn't I be asking you the questions? I mean this is my new place.”

      “And it's also my sister's, which inherently makes it mine while I'm here.” He smirks, crossing his arms over his chest. His pecs flare and his abs clench.

      My body goes crazy again. Heart jumping into my throat and my mouth salivating. I have to look away. I'm afraid if I don't, my body is going to burst into flames.

      “Right, your sister. And where is she exactly? She told me was going to be here yesterday.”

      “You haven't talked to her?”

      “No. I tried to call her, but all I got was her voice mail. I just figured her phone died or something.”

      He takes a small step forward, looming over me like a sexually charged wire . The temperature feels like it's rising. My hands are clammy and sweat is beading up on the back of my neck.

      Why is it so damn hot in this apartment?

      “Betty got hurt. She's in the hospital—”

      “Oh my God! Is she okay? What happened?”

      He holds out his hand and pats the air. “Don't worry, she's okay. She got in a car accident. Some asshole wasn't paying attention and rear ended her while she was stopped at a red light. She's pretty beaten up. Her leg is broke, and she got a decent gash on her head.”

      “But she's all right?”

      “She's fine. Trust me, that girl is tough. I've tried to get rid of her since we were kids, it hasn't worked yet.” He chuckles, giving me a thick smile that makes two dimples crease at the corners of his mouth.

      I'm in awe. He's beautiful. I know that's not usually how most would describe a hot guy, but this guy isn't just hot, he's fucking gorgeous. My belly swirls into knots as he relaxes his arms and lets them hang at his sides. Every muscle ripples as he moves, like waves in the ocean.

      “So, until she's back to one hundred percent, I'm your roomie for now.”

      My jaw falls open and I open my eyes wide. “What did you say?” I didn't hear him right. He must mean something else.

      “That's right, you and me. I'm going to live here until she's back on her feet. Literally.” He grins again, those damn dimples popping on his cheeks making my heart skip a beat.

      “You and me?” I ask, pointing between us.

      “That's what I said.” He turns to his left, and points at a door. “That's your room. I'll be right across the hall. So, if you need anything—anything at all, don't hesitate to ask.”

      “I won't need anything. I don't ask for help. I can do things on my own.”

      “Whoa,” he says, holding up open palms. “Calm down now, I'm just being polite.”

      Polite is one thing, but I don't want him thinking that just because I'm here, that I'll become his friend with benefits or something. I know how men think. And I know by the looks of him that he's a guy who knows he's good looking and might be used to getting what he wants.

      I'm not that kind of girl. Drawing the line in the sand now is best for both of us. He needs to know upfront.

      “Well, even so, don't go getting any ideas. We're roommates.” I slice my hand through the air, making sure he gets my point. “That's it. So, you better behave yourself.”
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      “So, let me get this straight. You're saying that you might not be able to control yourself around me? Am I getting that right?” I hold my smirk, giving her a deadpan stare.

      Anna scoffs, her pretty green eyes exploding open. “What? No! That's not what I'm saying at all.” Her cheeks flush the sexiest shade of red, and her hands are wrangling each other at her waist.

      “I'm pretty sure that's exactly the point you're making,” I say as I walk past her, purposely brushing the side of her arm with my shoulder. “I mean, honestly, I can't be responsible for what you try to do.” I open the fridge, completely aware of the shock and embarrassment on her face.

      She's staring at me like I'm insane for even mentioning this, but I saw the way she looked at me when she came through that door. We both know what she was and is still thinking.

      She wants me. I can see it in her eyes and hear it in her voice.

      The way she's all flustered and her skin is blushing. That doesn't happen for no reason.

      Not that I'm some kind of angel. Her auburn hair, braided into a long rope against her back, would be perfect to wrap around my hand and tug. Her big emerald eyes and plump glossy lips caught me instantly.

      She has a small beauty mark on her right cheek, and curves that would drop any man to his knees. Anna's wearing a jean skirt and cowgirl boots with a flowy top that sits just high enough on her waist that when she lifts her hands as she speaks, I get a nice peek of her belly.

      But her accent. . . Fuck, that accent is hot as hell. Southern twang, the kind that just bleeds sweet innocence.

      I pull out the jug of milk, take a giant gulp, and lean back against the counter. She looks like a deer in headlights. Her eyes are big as saucers and her mouth is partially hanging open.

      “What?”

      “Do you always do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Drink from the carton that way?”

      I smirk and shrug my shoulder. “Do you always ogle a guy you just met like you want to jump his bones?”

      “I didn't ogle you, and I definitely don't want to jump your bones. You took me by surprise, that's it. I expected your sister.” She crosses her arms and tilts her head. “You're lucky I didn't call the cops.”

      Drinking another big gulp, I just watch her. She really is pretty. When Betty told me she found her new roommate online, I was a bit skeptical. Even if Betty hadn't gotten into an accident, I probably would have insisted that I was here for this anyway.

      You never know nowadays. There are some creeps out there, and Betty is my little sister. She might not like it, but it's my job as her older brother to make sure she's safe. I always have and always will.

      “I don't believe in luck, and you didn't. So, where you from anyway? Betty didn't tell me much, just that your name's Anna, and you're from the south.”

      “Kentucky.”

      “That explains it.”

      “Explains what?” Her voice holds this level of sass. I'm not sure why, but I can tell she's ready to serve up some shit if she feels she needs to.

      I like it. She's a firecracker. There's nothing hotter than a girl who can handle herself.

      “Your accent.” I hold out the milk as I gesture toward her. “You want some before I put it back?”

      “No, thank you.” She waves her hand, and giggles as she shakes her head. “I'll get my own food and stuff. You can keep your germs.”

      “For now.” Grinning, I bounce my brows playfully.

      “And for as long as you're here,” she snaps quickly.

      I don't take my eyes off her. Even if I wanted to, I can't. She's too fucking gorgeous. Anna is one of those girls who doesn't know how beautiful she actually is. There's a hard shell around her, but in the center is a woman who turns heads no matter where she goes.

      We're staring at each other. Neither one of us is blinking. I adjust the top of my pants, and her eyes dip for a split second, landing on my cock then jumping back up.

      Caught you.

      “Don't get any ideas now. I know you want to act like I'm the one who needs to keep their hands to themselves, but I can see right through you.”

      Anna lets out a loud exhale as she laughs sarcastically. “Yeah, okay. You're crazy, you know that? I would never sleep with you. I literally just met you. The fact you're even talking to me like this is enough to know the kind of guy you are.”

      “Seems to me like you're trying really hard to convince yourself more than I am. I know who I am, but you. . .” Pausing, I squint my eyes and look her up and down. “You're still figuring yourself out. But, if there's one thing I know, it's the eyes you're giving me.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you? We just met, and this is how you act? You're a pig.”

      I can't help myself. I know I'm teasing her, and I know she's getting annoyed. But I'd be lying if I said I'm not enjoying this. Her cheeks are crimson, her arms are pin straight at her sides, and her eyes are so big I could jump inside.

      I hold out my hand, waving it lazily through the air. “All I'm saying is that maybe it's not me you're actually worried about. Maybe you’re worried about what you'd do if you had the chance.”

      There's fire in her eyes now. She huffs under her breath, grabbing the handles of her bags angrily. She whips around on her heels and starts to storm off. She's heading for her room, only it's not the right one. Anna is heading straight for my room.

      She stops short, and glances back and forth between the two rooms. I walk up behind her, making the distance between us no more than a half foot.

      “It's too soon for that. We just met. I can't let you in my bed on the first night.”

      Anna's head whips over her shoulder, and she grunts softly under her breath. Pushing herself past me, she drags her bags to her room, and slams the door shut.

      I'm smiling. My cock is pulsing with desire. I'd love to show this girl a good time. It looks to me like she needs someone to loosen her up a little bit.

      I can be that guy. A little release might do her some good. You can't take life so seriously. There's no point in planning ahead. That's how I live my life. I take one day at a time.

      And I know that whatever happens, is supposed to happen. This girl needs a little taste of what life looks like when you let it come to you. It would be good for her to just go with the flow.

      Who knows, maybe I'll get the chance.
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      I can't, I just can't with this guy.

      I'm standing in my new room, my hands on my hips with my heart still pounding inside my chest. It's a strange mix of desire and anger. I'm not sure what to do with it.

      Day one and already nothing is going as planned. I thought a lot of different things about doing this, and now I'm questioning all of it.

      How the hell am I going to survive with this guy here for lord knows how long? Especially if it turns out gray jogging pants are his everyday attire. I'll never be able to look at him without my eyes wanting to drop to the bulge between his legs.

      I run open palms over my head and down my face, then look around the room. It reminds me of a bed and breakfast in some small town back home. Old, used furniture that's been polished so many times it now has a foggy sheen. The dresser against the wall in front of me has a giant mirror pinned above it.

      There are generic pictures of flowers and the ocean on the walls. Each one is labeled with a small tag. The ocean pictures were taken in Cape Cod back in the early nineties. The sunflowers are from Colby Farm in Newbury, and the one with daffodils is from the Parsons Reserve in Dartmouth.

      The room is a palette of yellows, blues, and whites. Blue walls, yellow bedding, long sheer white curtains. The floor is solid wood oak that creeks softly as I move to the bed and sit down.

      I glance at my bags but decide not to do anything with them right now. Instead, I dig my phone out of my purse and call Betty.

      “Hello?” she says, her voice groggy like she's just waking up.

      “Hey, did I wake you?”

      “No, no, it's just the drugs they're giving me here. Man, if I could have gotten stuff like this back in high school. . .” her voice trails off and she giggles. “I'm kidding, but seriously, these nurses are keeping me pain free.”

      “That's good. Yeah, your brother,” I say, dragging out the last word, “told me what happened. I'm so happy you're okay.”

      “Mostly okay. My leg is screwed up right now, and my head looks like I became the subject of mad scientist.”

      “Did you get them do any upgrades on you? Bionic leg or mind control plate?” I chuckle and she laughs with me.

      “I wish. Unfortunately, I'm stuck with the same old leg. Although I did ask after surgery if they replaced it with a gun like in that movie. The doctor just laughed and told me to stop watching zombie films.”

      I'm feeling a little better. A good laugh always helps, and Betty is good at that. That's the first thing I noticed about her when we started talking before I took the place. She's got a great sense of humor.

      “Hey, sorry I didn't tell you about my brother.”

      “It's fine, you were in an accident.”

      “I know, I just feel bad I wasn't there for you, and it was him instead.”

      “He did take me by surprise. I almost screamed for someone to call the cops.”

      She giggles, her voice raspy through the speaker. “He's always been a pain in my ass, but he's a good guy. He is a playboy though, so you might want to give him some space, let him do his thing. But he'll help you with anything you need. Hey!” she yells out. “I've got a great idea.”

      “Oh yeah? I'm a little afraid of what you're going to say with all the drugs you're on.”

      “Right! Me too sometimes.” She laughs one hearty laugh. “But seriously, this is good. Dash knows the city so damn good. Better than me, even, and I know it pretty damn well. How about he takes you out and shows you around?”

      “Oh, no, that's all right. I can go explore on my own”

      “Nonsense, Dash can do it.”

      “Really, it's fine. I appreciate it and all, but I don't want to burden him.”

      Oh no no no. No thank you. I'm good.

      “Stop, you won't be burdening him at all. Tell him I said he needs to do it. He won't argue with you about it, I promise.”

      “Yeah, I'll think about it. Right now, I just want to get some rest. I had a long flight and could use a good sleep.”

      “Call me tomorrow. I get bored as hell in here. The doctor said it might be a couple weeks before the whole leg cast can come off.”

      “So, you don't know when you're getting out yet?”

      “Not yet. Right now, my leg is dangling from the ceiling like a damn chandelier.” Betty giggles and yawns at the same time. “All right, I'm gonna pass out too. Talk tomorrow.”

      After hanging up, I set my phone on the nightstand next to the bed and flop back. The stiff pillows puff up with a thunk, and the mattress springs squeak with my weight. I don't even change or wash my face. I fall asleep almost instantly.

      The sound of a loud beep rouses me awake. I sit up quickly and lash out to strike the alarm on the nightstand that isn't going off. It's not the alarm making that noise, it's a car on the street below.

      It's seven in the morning, the sun is shining bright through the open windows. From up here, it almost feels like home—almost. I climb out of bed and walk to the window. Looking out straight, the bright blue sky, the thick puffy clouds rolling by, and with the sun still rising over the horizon, I can see Kentucky. But that's where my old life ends, with this view.

      I drop my eyes down, finding my new life in the busy morning street. It's a totally different world. With my forehead pressed to the glass, cars and buses are coming and going in both directions, people are moving like working bees, zipping by on bikes, and walking with their phones glued to their ears.

      A sliver of fear mixes with excitement. This is nothing like my life before. Everything is moving, constantly making noise with no down time. I'm afraid I won't like this new place, and I'll want to escape back home. In the same breath, I'm excited to explore. To be in the middle of the belly of a place. To hear all the sounds and immerse myself in every aspect.

      I need a shower.

      I open my suitcase and shuffle through until I find a nice halter top sundress. I poke my head out the door, and see that Dash is nowhere in sight. I'm not sure if he's here or if he left for work. I don't have any clue what his schedule looks like, or if he works at all. For all I know he's going to be a couch ornament until Betty gets here.

      I tip toe to the bathroom with everything I need. My clothes, shoes, blow dryer, and small pouch of makeup are tucked under my arm. The apartment is pretty quiet, except for the subtle hum of the fridge.

      The bathroom is simple. Celery green walls with seashell decorations, and no window. There's a single pedestal sink and a wicker cupboard over the toilet. I set my stuff down on the toilet seat, and take a towel out of the cupboard.

      After a nice hot shower, I change and do my hair and makeup. My plans for the day are to walk around the city and take it all in.

      I open the door with my stuff in my arms and stop in my tracks. Dash is leaning against the counter in the kitchen. He's wearing dark blue jeans, a white t-shirt, and a baseball cap with a giant B in the center.

      “You finally ready?” he asks.

      “Ready for what?”

      “For your tour of the city.” He holds out his arms and smiles. “Welcome to Boston, I'm Dash Carter and I'll be your tour guide today.”

      “Wait, what? I didn't—”

      “Ask me? I know, my sister did. So, here I am.” He looks down at his phone and pulls the keys from his pocket. “Let's go, I know this great coffee shop up on Newbury Street.”

      “I have no idea where Newbury Street is.”

      “I know, and that's why I'm here. You're going to know this city inside and out by the time I'm done with you.” He opens the door and fans his arm for me to pass through.

      I look him up and down again. Taking in the casual, but oh so sexy look he has going on. I'm doomed. I can feel it. This man looks good in anything he puts on his body.

      Lord help me, I think to myself as I smile and go into the hall. At least he's not wearing gray sweatpants.

      Dash locks up the apartment. I start for the stairs. “Where are you going?” he asks.

      “The stairs.” I point and arch a brow.

      “Or we can just take the elevator.”

      “There's an elevator?”

      He chuckles and jerks his head for me to follow him. “You're in the city now, where being innovative is also a bit lazy.” We walk around the corner, and there it is.

      “I wish I had known that yesterday.”

      “Well, now you know.” He pulls the metal doors open using the thick leather strap and spreads the iron cage doors apart. “After you.”

      “So, this is what you call an elevator? It looks more like a death trap. You sure this thing is safe?”

      “No, but it's been here since the building was built, so I'm assuming it is.”

      “That's reassuring.”

      I step into the box, and he shuts us in. Dash pushes the giant red button on the wall and the elevator clunks and jerks, almost throwing me off my feet.

      “Holy shit,” I say, reaching out and grabbing his arm instinctively. I needed something sturdy, and he's right here. It only makes sense.

      He grins and places his hand over mine. “Don't worry, I won't let anything happen to you.”

      A spark sizzles up my arm, sending a rush of tingles swirling through my chest. The tips of his fingers linger there, the sensation growing stronger as it keeps washing down my body.

      I pull my hand away and clear my throat. “I appreciate that. But you don't control the elevator.”

      “True, but who really has control of anything? Life is a series of risk.”

      I rub the back of my hand, trying to erase the feeling of his touch that's still tickling my skin. “I can agree with you on that, but I still think luck is a part of life, too.”

      The elevator stops and he opens the doors. “Well, at least we're agreeing on something. That's a start.”

      “A start to what?” I ask.

      “To whatever you want it to be.” He grins and winks, reaching out to grab my hand and pull me along. “Come on, the coffee shop is right around the corner. We can still make it there before they get hit with the lunch rush.”

      We walk about a block, and my feet are aching a little bit, but not too bad. I've wanted to wear these heels for ages and never had a place to go. Heels like these have no place on the farm back home.

      He pulls the door open on the coffee shop and I'm hit with the bold scent of espresso, fresh coffee, and sweet pastries. Small tables are scattered around the front dining room. There's live ivy growing up the corners of the walls and crawling across a hanging wood track on the ceiling.

      The glass display cases are full of fresh baked muffins, glazed cinnamon rolls, cranberry pistachio cookies, apple tarts, and gorgeous cakes. Instantly, my stomach grumbles and my mouth waters for a coffee.

      “What do you want? It's on me.”

      “No, you don't have to do that.”

      “I don't have to, I want to. Order whatever you want, just nothing over ten dollars.” He chuckles and smiles. “I'm kidding.”

      “I figured.” I lean over and peer into the glass case. Pointing at the strawberry cheesecake turnover, I say, “I want one of those and a nitro cold brew.”

      Dash orders himself an egg and cheese sandwich and a medium hot coffee. We find a table near the window and sit down to eat.

      “So,” he says, blowing air across his drink, “Kentucky, huh?”

      “Yeah. Why? Do people from Kentucky not come here often?”

      “Hell if I know. You're the first I've ever met from there. But your accent is going to have people asking you where you're from all the time.”

      “Is it that noticeable?” I grin and wipe my fingers. “I mean, I guess I do like to pronounce the Rs in my words unlike you Boston folk.”

      “That's true. We like to leave them out. But you have that little twang in your voice, and I bet you say things like hey y'all.”

      “And I bet you say things like caa instead of car.”

      “You got me there. And we say paak instead of park, haba instead of harbor. We just don't have time for all those R's.” Dash gives me a big smirk and nods. “What did you do back home?”

      “I worked on my parents’ horse farm.”

      “That sounds cool.”

      “Not as cool as you think. I mean, I liked it, but spending all day, everyday shoveling hay and cleaning stalls can be boring.”

      “I can see that, but to be honest, I think if you do the same thing every day, no matter what you do, it becomes boring. I spend every day counting boxes and pallets and loads from trucks.”

      “You should do something else, then. That's why I left and came here, to try something new.”

      “Yeah, maybe. But right now, I've got to be here for Betty.”

      “Really? Your sister can stop you from living life?”

      “No, but that's what you do when you're family. You help. Trust me, I'm no more happy to be here than you are to have me here. But that's life. Shit comes up.”

      He has a good heart.

      I can see it. I can feel it. Those simple statements tell me a lot about him. Yeah, he might be a playboy. But he has morals and loves his family. That's sexier than what he looks like and how hard his body is.

      But hot damn, that body. His biceps bulge as they roll under skin when he lifts his cup to his mouth. Dash sits back in the chair and stretches his arms above his head. His shirt tightens against his chest and taunts me with what I know is underneath.

      “You're doing it again,” he says.

      I flick my eyes up and he's staring at me with those bold clear eyes. The blue is radiant, full of dark and bright shades. I hold my breath, not sure what to say. He caught me checking him out again.

      Damn it.

      “I'm not doing anything. You have cheese on your shirt.” Quick thinking, Anna.

      “I do?” He looks down, and there's a small strip of cheese strewn across his chest. “I guess I do.” He pulls it off and eats it anyway. “That doesn't mean you weren't still checking me out though, because you were.”

      “I was not. I just couldn't stop staring at the cheese.”

      “Yeah, I'm not believing it.” He tips his chin into his chest, his lips curving up into a playful grin. “I saw the way you were looking at me. Your eyes were not on the cheese.”

      “You're so wrong—”

      “No,” he says, cutting me off. “It's okay. I know I'm hard not to look at it.”

      “Full of yourself much?”

      “Sometimes.” He lifts his cup in front of his face as he takes a sip and looks up at me from over the rim. Lowering the cup, he holds it in both hands. “And you should be too. Look at you, you're gorgeous.”

      “I don't think your sister would want to hear you were hitting on her friend.”

      He waves a hand in the air and huffs. “My sister doesn't need to know everything. Does she?”

      I sit quiet for a long second, my lips pursing tight. “I suppose not.”

      “Good. So, let's go hit this city. Now that we understand my sister doesn't have to know everything, I can show you a really good time.” He downs the last of his coffee and throws out our trash.

      “So, where to now?” I ask as we step back out on the street.

      “A special little place I think will make you feel at home.”

      I follow him down the street, walking side by side. We talk a little about what it was like for him and his sister to grow up just outside of the city. It was pretty normal, nothing wild or crazy. Surprisingly, not much different than my childhood. I guess it doesn't matter where you grow up, some stuff is just kids being kids.

      He graduated, barely, but Betty graduated with high honors and was valedictorian of her class. He's two years older than her, but he's always been protective of her. Once he beat up some kid who kept picking on her, turns out the kid actually liked her, but Dash didn't know until the kid started crying and blurted it out.

      He was your typical boy growing up. Played football, got in a little trouble here and there. Nothing too intense, but he wasn't innocent. And I can still see it. I can already see that wild side in him, and I've only known him for a day.

      Dash hops over a small wall and holds out his arms.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Climb up on top and jump down. I'll catch you.”

      “Catch me? No, I don't think do.”

      “Well, you can't jump the wall in those things.”

      I look down at my dress and heels. He's right. And I know he's right. But I'm a stubborn girl. I like to do things for myself.

      “I'll figure it out. I can do it on my own.”

      “Or you can just let me help you.”

      “Or I'll figure it out.” I reiterate. “I've got this,” I say, attempting to hold my dress to cover my lady parts and swing one leg over the wall.

      “You're going to break your ankle.”

      “No, I won't. I'm like a gazelle on my feet.”

      “I've never seen a gazelle do what you're about to do in heels like that.”

      “Just you watch.” I have one leg over the wall. Looking down, the wall is a lot higher than I thought.

      I bite my lip as my brain tries to decipher this little problem. I know if I actually jump, the spikes of my heels will either spear the ground or my foot will roll unnaturally, and I'll keel over in pain. Plus, my dress will fly up, possibly over my head, exposing far too much of my goods.

      Or. . .

      I swing my leg back over and climb on top of the wall on my knees. I carefully sit down and let my legs fall over the edge. I pull off my heels and pinch the end of my dress to hold it in place.

      And then I jump.

      Dash is right there, his arms out just in case I need him. But I land on flat feet in the grass. I fix my hair and give him a little smile. “Like a gazelle,” I say, slipping my heels back on my feet.

      He laughs and shakes his head. “Looks like you showed me.”

      “I told you.”

      “No, it looks like you're showing me your panties.” He jerks his head at my backside and wags his brows.

      I throw a hand behind my back, only to realize that my dress, while I had held down the front, folded and tucked itself against my hip. Half my ass is showing, and he's enjoying every second of the view.

      Quickly, I pull it free and fix the edges. “That wasn't part of my plan.”

      “See, you can't control everything in life no matter how much you want to.” He holds his hand out and flips his fingers. “At least let me help you down to the pavement so you don't give me another show.”

      I reluctantly agree and take his hand. “Fine, but don't think this means you win.”

      “I always win, Anna. You'll learn that soon enough.”

      He braids his fingers with mine, and we walk slowly down the sloping hill to the path below. “Where are we?” I ask.

      “A place I think you're going to really like. Maybe you can teach me a thing or two.”

      “I don't understand.”

      “You will. It's right over here.” We follow the path around a sharp bend, and as the thin layer of trees begins to open up, I see a giant carousel. “Ta da,” he sings softly.

      It's beautiful. The carousel has a white and blue pie top, with gold hawks and mirrors alternating around the outside edge. There's an oak floor with several different Bradley and Kaye horses and a chariot secured in place. It was built in nineteen-forty-seven and I feel like I’m walking back in time. I can see the old-fashioned craftsmanship that went into this. It's not just a carousel, it's a piece of art.

      “Well, think you can show me how to ride one of these bad boys?” he asks.

      “I think I can do that.”

      Dash pays for both of us, and we walk around the carousel until I spot a gorgeous white horse wearing a necklace of roses.

      “This one. This is the one I'm going to ride.”

      “All right, I'll take this one.” Dash pats the horse next to mine. “You need my help to get on?”

      “I thought you wanted a lesson from me?”

      “I'd love a lesson from you on how to ride.” He winks as he nibbles his bottom lip.

      “You're bad,” I say as I slip my leg over the horse, being extra cautious that the back of my dress stays down.

      “I know. What can I say? I'm a sucker for a pretty girl.” He climbs on his horse, his hands gliding up the golden pole.

      “Your sister did warn me about you.”

      “I'm sure she did, but she's got it all wrong, I can tell you that. She doesn't know what she's talking about.”

      “Sure she doesn't.” The carousel starts to move, my horse beginning to lift and lower slowly. “Here's my tip for you: hold on tight and hope it doesn't throw you off.”

      “That's it?”

      “On one of these horses, yes. On a real one it's a totally different story.”

      “Maybe you can show me sometime. I've never been on a real horse before.”

      “Maybe I can, but you'll have to listen to what I say. And. . .”

      “And what?” he asks.

      “And hope you can keep up.”

      The carousel starts to move faster. Both our horses are rising and falling, and the wind is blowing through my hair. This is the most fun I've had in a long time. I'm laughing and smiling.

      “So, tell me, Anna,” Dash says as we step off the ride, “is there anything you've always wanted to do, and couldn't back in Kentucky?”

      “Actually, there is. I've always wanted to see a movie on one those big screens in the theater. The closest place to my house was over an hour away. And with all the work we had to do for the horses, we never had the time to go.” I stop and pick up my foot to rub it. “I shouldn’t have worn these heels.”

      “Your feet hurt?” he asks.

      “Yeah, they're killing me.”

      Dash drops down and taps his back. “Hop on.”

      “Hop on?”

      “Yeah, hop on. I'll give you a ride home.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He glances back at me and smacks his shoulder again. I pull my heels off and wrap myself around him. Dash stands up, curling his arms around my legs. He starts walking, so I wrap my arms around his neck and hold on tight.

      “Just so you know, I charge by the hour, but you never have to worry about me throwing you off.”

      “That's good, but, what if I'm broke? I don't start my job until tomorrow.”

      “I think we can work something out then.”

      “Dishes?” I ask giggling.

      “Not exactly what I was thinking, but we can start there.” Dash chuckles as his feet hit the pavement hard, making my body bounce and grind against his back.

      His cologne swirls up, causing me to lean closer. The more the wind blows his scent in my face, the more I want to breathe him in. It's like a drug for my body. My nipples are hard, my stomach is in knots, and I can feel myself falling.

      Falling closer. Falling into his muscles on purpose. Falling for a man I barely know.

      My pussy starts to throb as my clit swells. Every step he takes makes my hips shift up and down. It's turning me on. My sensitive button pulses harder and faster. I push my hips back, trying to stop myself from coming from a damn piggyback ride.

      “Are you comfortable?” he asks, pausing for a second and hoisting me a little higher.

      “Yeah, I'm good.” I can feel the pitch in my voice change. “Are you comfortable? I can walk if I'm getting too heavy for you.”

      “Heavy? You're not heavy. I could climb a mountain with you on my back.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Want to try?”

      Laughing, I say, “No, I'm good. I don't want to fall to my death because you need to prove yourself.”

      “I'd never drop you.” He looks back at me, his eyes serious. “Not even on a mountain.” He licks his lips, his lids lowering to half-mast. “I might not be perfect, but I do what's right.”

      “I can tell you try at least.”

      “I'll take that. My father always said that people can judge you for anything. So, if you're going to be judged, be judged for what you do right, not what you do wrong.”

      “That's good advice. My father always said a horse only shits one way, but people find ways to shit all over everything.”

      “Your dad's a wise man. He's right, people can just be shitty.”

      I tighten my arms around him and rest my chin in the crook of his neck. “Thank you for this,” I say. “Not just for carrying me, but for taking me around the city too.”

      “No problem. We can do this again if you want. I'd love to take you to Quincy Market, but I have to work tomorrow for a few hours. I'm free this weekend though.”

      “I might take you up on that.”

      “Here we are, back home,” he says.

      He starts to set me down, but I grip him harder. “We're still outside, you aren't putting me down just yet, are you?”

      His fingers slip up my calves and he smiles at the challenge. “Not a chance in hell.”

      I reach out and pull the door open for us. Dash starts for the elevator, and I kick him with my heel.

      “I see a mountain. Don't you?”

      He smiles back at me, giving me another good hoist up on his back, and secures his hands around my legs. “Hold on tight.”

      My hands clasp together, arms as tight as I can get around him. Dash starts up the stairs. I'm laughing as he grunts and groans like he's struggling with each step. As he reaches the second-floor landing, he roars like a lion and takes off in a sprint.

      We reach our floor, and he's breathing heavy. “Got the key?” he asks.

      “No, Betty was supposed to have it for me.”

      “Get mine. It's in my front right pocket.”

      I stretch my arm down and into his pocket. He's watching me through the corner of his eye with a slight smirk on his face. My fingers dig deeper, feeling way down into the bottom corner. The key pokes my finger, and as I grab it, I feel something else bump against my fingertips.

      Dash chuckles. “Don't worry, I won't bite.” He veers his stare and bites his bottom lip. “Unless you ask me to.”

      My cheeks blush and I bury my face in his shoulder. “You're terrible.”

      “I'm sorry, I can't help it. There's a beautiful woman wrapped around me.”

      He turns slightly so I can unlock the door. I push it open, and he carries me inside. The door closes behind us, sealing me inside with this god of a man. He sets me down and turns around to face me.

      We're almost nose to nose as he looks down at me. His hands are still on my hips, fingers softly pressing in deeper. He swirls his thumbs in small circles, and just looks at me. There's something about the way he's looking at me that makes my heart gallop in my chest.

      It's his eyes. The depth, the color, the lure of attraction. Everything inside me is screaming with desire.

      He licks his lips, lowering his face a hair closer to mine. I want to kiss him. The temptation is so strong I lick my lips reflexively, anticipating what's coming next. I suck my bottom lip into my mouth and chew the inside of my cheek.

      His eyes dance between mine like a flame in the wind. His pupils grow so wide I can see myself inside them. Dash lowers his face a little more. I hold my breath.

      He exhales, his warm breath cascading across my cheeks and down over my neck. The light stubble on his jaw casts a shadow over his face, making his cheekbones pop and his eyes darken.

      Our lips are almost touching. He's right here. Oh my god, he's too close! No, Anna! No!

      It's like my brain snapped its thumbs to wake me up from this trance he's putting me in. “Okay,” I say quickly, taking a long step to the side to put space between us. “Good night.” I swivel on my heels, and speed walk to my room.

      I leave him standing in the living room. Alone. His head still hanging forward. Lips still primed and ready. Probably warm and wet and delicious, but I can't do this.

      My bed catches me as I fall forward, and I bury my head under the pillow, pressing my face into the sheet. Groaning to myself, I hide in my own ridiculous lust for a man I know is a playboy.

      I feel stupid for almost kissing him. I feel dumb for even thinking about it. This isn't just some guy, this is my roommate, and my friend's older brother. It's the ultimate betrayal.

      And he's a player.

      She gave me the stern warning. Who am I to doubt her? Betty knows her brother. She's saving me from not only the heartache of a man who can't settle down and probably doesn't want to, but also from the awkwardness of what that would feel like for her.

      I don't want to be just another notch in his belt, and I don't want to ruin a good friendship.

      Keep a clear head, Anna!

      He's not worth the trouble.
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      I place my hands on my chest and lay back on the bed. I'm looking up at the ceiling, but my eyes keep shifting to the door. She's right there. Right across the hall. Two steps are basically all that separate us.

      I should have just gone for it. Why the hell didn't I?

      There was a split second where I thought she was going to come to me, but she didn't. She shied away and retreated her bedroom. . . Her bedroom that's right there. Her room that she's laying in, maybe in some cute nightie with naked legs and a bra-less chest.

      My dick thickens as I picture her in tiny little shorts that her ass hangs out of, and a tank-top with no bra. Beaded nipples poking against the fabric as she runs a single finger up between her tits to her mouth to nibble on her nail.

      I grip my dick and adjust the hard muscle. I fucking want her. I want her so damn bad, but I know shouldn't. Betty would be so pissed if she found out we slept together. I know this like I know the sky is blue. She'd hate me.

      Even with that knowledge it doesn't really make me want Anna any less. There's an attraction between us, it's not just me. I can see it in her eyes. I can hear it in her voice. I could feel it as her pussy massaged my back, and her lips grazed the outside of my ear as she nuzzled her head against my shoulder.

      I know it's wrong. I know if I fuck this up for my sister, she'll never forgive me. This is Betty's place, and Betty's roommate. I'm just the placeholder until my sister can be here. The last thing she needs is me scaring away the only roommate she feels confident about.

      But fuck, this girl makes me hard.

      Her lips are plump, thick, and so fucking juicy. I want to see them wrapped my cock. I want to feel them as they glide down my length. I want to stuff my cock down her throat and hear her struggle for air.

      My hand slips inside my shorts and palms my hard dick. I've been bordering on the verge of a full-blown hard-on all day with her. I have to ease this tension in my balls. If she would have kissed me, I know I'd be fucking her right now.

      I'd be feeling her wet pussy. The tightness of her entrance and her nipples against my tongue. Closing my eyes, I can feel all of her as I picture her in my head. My hand starts to move slow as I squeeze the tip and stroke down.

      Images of her bouncing on my cock the same way as she was bouncing against my back earlier are vivid in my mind. Her tits were pressed against me, now my mouth aches to suck them.

      I stroke up and down, faster and faster, living inside the movie in my head. I jerk up to the tip and squeeze harder, then move back to the base. It's a fluid motion, making my toes curl as my balls draw up and my stomach clenches tight.

      The orgasm heats me to the core as it explodes from deep inside my cock. Hot cum spews over my knuckles, my muscles filling with tingles as my eyes roll back in my head.

      I wipe my hand with a sock from my drawer and toss it in the laundry basket. I feel relaxed, but I'd feel a whole lot better if that were her pussy and not my own hand.

      But you can't. Think of how much trouble that will cause!

      I know the angel on my shoulder is trying to do the right thing, but sometimes listening to the voice of reason is harder than listening to the devil pulling you the other way. Tugging my clothes off, I crawl under the blankets in my boxers, and fall asleep.

      My alarm goes off before the sun comes up. I'm out the door long before Anna gets up, so I don't get a chance to see her. I hop on the bus and take it to the other side of the city. I'm lucky to have this job, even though I kind of hate it.

      Early mornings, the constant arguing with the shippers about the freight we're supposed to get, it’s all so repetitive and annoying. But it's a check I can use right now. I've got enough saved up that this money takes care of my sister's portion of the rent until she's back on her feet.

      Jed walks through the office dragging a pallet of pack-aways all wrapped in plastic. “Hey man, you look like shit,” he says.

      “Yeah, I didn't get much sleep last night.”

      “Another late night?” he asks, flashing me a half smirk and bouncing his eyebrows.

      “Not like you're thinking. I just couldn't sleep.”

      “Sure.” Jed draws out the word and nods as if we're sharing some secret code.

      “I'm serious. Do I look like I spent all night fucking?”

      He shrugs his shoulder, giving the jack handle a hefty pull. “You could have fooled me. You have that just got laid glow.”

      I ball up a piece of paper and throw it at him. “Glow. I don't glow.”

      Jed laughs as he slaps the paper away. “You grabbing breakfast from the food truck at break?”

      “I don't know. Maybe.” I go back to reading the clipboard in my hand. “I might head home instead today.”

      “Maybe you should bring whatever girl is on your mind breakfast.”

      “What?” I ask, looking up at him from my clipboard.

      “You know what. Who is she? What's her name?”

      “I don't know what you're talking about.”

      “Bullshit you don't. Who is she?”

      “There is no she, asshole. Why don't you go bring that to the warehouse before they start calling me looking for it.”

      He grins as if he's caught me in a lie, and tugs the pallet of boxes down the hall. Am I that easy to read? How the hell can he know that I'm thinking about Anna?

      I shake my head and try to focus on work. It's hard as hell to do anything without Anna popping into my head. I still have over an hour before break time. I'm not sure what time she's working today, but I really want to see her.

      I remember that Betty gave me Anna's number just in case I needed it for anything. I take my phone out of my back pocket and send her a text.

      Morning. How did you sleep?

      Who is this? Anna shoots back instantly.

      It's Dash. My sister gave me your number.

      Ohhh, okay. Sorry, I didn't recognize the number. I slept okay.

      Good. I didn't. I kept thinking about how we almost kissed. My thumb hovers over the send button for a second. I'm not sure if I should send it, it might be too forward for her.

      Fuck it, I think and send it anyway.

      There's a long pause. She isn't texting back. I let out a heavy breath and hang my head. I should have listened to myself. What the fuck was I thinking?

      My phone vibrates, making me grin immediately.

      You and me both. It came close.

      Not close enough.

      I'm not sure we could have been much closer than that.

      I think we could have. My bed has plenty of room for two.

      You're a pretty bold guy.

      Is that a bad thing?

      Not necessarily. I gotta get back to work though.

      Where you working again?

      Giovanni's, but I really can't talk. I'll see you later, she types back.

      I slip my phone back in my pocket, feeling pretty good. She could have struck me down instantly, but she didn't. This gives me some hope that she feels something too. A pull. A tug. The slightest shred of something. It's there.

      The bell rings, and I abandon my post. The food truck in the parking lot is open, so I grab the best dish on the menu to go.

      “Hey! I thought you weren't eating here today?” Jed calls out to me as I'm jogging away.

      “I changed my mind!”

      “Where the hell are you going? You only have thirty minutes, you know!”

      “Don't worry, I'll be back.” I jog around the corner to the bus stop and hop on the bus before its doors close.

      I take the bus to the small restaurant where Anna is working. There's a couple at one of the tables, and a few people just getting seated. The restaurant is fairly new in the city. It hasn't been around as long as some of the others. I have no idea if it'll make it or not in the long term.

      Most of the places around here have either been here for decades or they constantly change into something else. That's how the restaurant business goes. You either make it or you don't.

      But in a place like Boston, if you don't catch the local crowd, you'll never last. Giovanni's Bistro is still in its infancy. Only time will tell if it survives.

      “Hello, table for one?” the hostess asks.

      “Um, yes please.”

      The young girl glances down at the bagged food in my hand. “I'm sorry. We don't allow outside food in the restaurant.”

      “Oh, this? This is just my lunch for work today. I'm here for breakfast.”

      She eyes me, then nods for me to follow her. “Just place it on the seat beside you if you don't mind.”

      “Yeah, no problem.”

      “Your waiter is Vinny, he'll be with you—”

      “Um,” I say, cutting her off. “Is there any chance I can get Anna?”

      “I'm sorry, our tables are designated for a specific staff for their shift. I can't reassign her.”

      “Sure, I totally understand that. I don't want to be difficult, but is there any chance I can sit in her section instead?”

      I'm annoying her. I can see it in her stance and how she rolls her eyes. “Sure, right this way.”

      I get up and follow her to a different table across the room. She hands me a menu and I thank her. As she walks away, she looks back at me over her shoulder with a look that could kill. Too bad the customer is always right.

      Anna comes out from the kitchen with a giant platter resting on her shoulder. She doesn't notice me at first. She's occupied with another table, nodding and asking if they need anything else.

      As she turns around, our eyes connect. I smile and wave. She stands still as a statue. Her shock quickly wears off, and she walks to the table with a light smile.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she asks.

      “Getting breakfast,” I answer. “I heard this place was good.”

      She places her hands on her hips and tilts her head. “I don't believe you.”

      “You don't?” Arching a brow, I can't hold back my grin.

      “No, I don't.”

      “Well, you're right. But I brought you breakfast.” I lift up the white paper bag and dangle it in the air.

      “You did?” she asks. I nod. “What is it?” she takes the bag from my hands and peeks inside.

      “It's the best breakfast sandwich you can buy on the east coast.”

      “I doubt that, but it does smell good.”

      “It's my favorite.”

      “Thank you,” she says. Her eyes dance around mine, almost floating in the sockets.

      Another waitress walks by us, her hands full of dirty dishes. The door to the kitchen flings open, smacking her, and causing her to drop the entire tray on the floor. They clank to the ground and she gasps in horror.

      “What the hell, Meadow!” a short, balding man yells. “You need to watch where you're going. You're supposed to go in the entry door not the damn exit.”

      “But, Mr. Scaramuchi, I was going—”

      “Don't,” he snaps, holding up his hand. “Now, stop embarrassing me in front of the guests and pick up this mess.”

      She doesn't give him any lip. The girl drops to her knees, carefully picking up broken glass, and placing it on the tray.

      “Who's that?” I ask.

      “The owner,” Anna says with a drop in her tone.

      He stands in the center of the room, looking around. His little, beady, hawk eyes scan his employees as if he's just waiting for one of them to screw up. He stops on Anna and clears his throat.

      “I'll take a coffee for now. I just need a few more minutes to decide on what I want.” I say louder than normal so he doesn't think she isn't doing her job.

      “Absolutely, let me go grab that for you.” Anna gives me a thank you smile. She tucks the bag against her side, hiding it from her boss. He doesn't seem notice and appears satisfied to see her working. His eyes land on another employee, and he flies into action. The man storms to his side and starts to berate him about how he's doing a terrible job washing the table.

      What a dick.

      Anna comes back with a mug and a small pot of fresh, steaming coffee. She pours me a full cup, watching her boss from the corner of her eye.

      “He's a bit of a hard-ass, huh?”

      “He's all right, I guess. So long as you're doing your job.”

      “Do you like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “Waitressing?”

      “It's fine.” She stands up straight and holds the pot of coffee. “I mean, it's a job, so that's all that matters.”

      “I guess.” Fixing my coffee, I stir in the cream. “I hate my job and I don't plan on staying there any longer than I need to.”

      “Yeah, I get that.” She wipes her hand on the small, black apron around her waist. Her boss's eyes flash back to her. “Are you ready to order?” she asks quickly.

      “Yeah, I'll have the chicken and waffles.”

      “All right, I'll go put that in for you.”

      She works her way around the room before heading into the kitchen. I watch her as she smiles at the guests and laughs at their jokes. Anna really does know how to make someone feel comfortable. She might hate this job, but the customers love her. If people do come back here, I bet it's only to see her.

      Her boss, on the other hand, is going to be the reason this place fails. He's an asshole. I've already watched him yell at two employees and tell one patron that they're wrong about the way the eggs are cooked, and to either eat them or get out.

      “All right, here ya go.” Anna sets the plate down in front of me.

      “It smells amazing.”

      “It does. I haven't tried it yet, since today is my first day.”

      “It looks like you've been doing this for years. You're great with the people.”

      “I worked occasionally back home at this small diner my friend's family owned. Well, when I had the time anyway, and the farm was running slower. I did at least one or two days a week during most summers.”

      “Well, you're a natural for sure.”

      “Anna,” her boss snaps as he comes up behind her. “Excuse me,” he says to me as he wraps his hand around her upper arm and pulls her to the side. “Did you bring those people an omelet without offering them the special?”

      “I don't remember. I thought I offered it.”

      He grins. A sick and uncomfortable grin. “Well,” he says, lifting his hand to her elbow and softly caressing her arm. “They're claiming you didn't. I'll give you a pass because it's your first day, but that's it. You only get one.”

      “Of course.” She pulls her arm away and tries to take a step back.

      He grabs her arm again, pulling her in closer. Too close. I know the look in his eyes. It's the look that says if you'll let me fuck you, I'll let you do whatever you want. He licks his lips and lets his eyes drop to her chest.

      My fists clench at my side and I'm ready to launch over the table. He shouldn't be touching her like that. He shouldn't touch any of his employees that way, but especially her in front of me.

      Anna clears her throat, yanking her arm free again, this time taking a big step back. “If you'll excuse me, I have customers to attend to.” She gives him a stiff shoulder and comes back to me.

      “What the hell was that?” I ask.

      “It's nothing, don't worry about it.”

      “He shouldn't put his hands on you, Anna.”

      “It's fine, Dash,” she says, her voice stern. “I can hold my own, don't worry about him.”

      I look over at her boss again, and he's staring at her ass. His eyes catch mine and he darts them away, then heads back into the kitchen. I don't like it. And I definitely don't like him.

      But I keep my mouth shut, not pressing the issue any further. It's her first day and I don't want to cause a problem for her.

      I finish my breakfast, going well over my break time. I don't really care. My job is merely a place holder for the moment. I'm not going to be there forever, and if they fire me, well, I won't beg for the job back.

      Jed won't fire me.

      “This was really good,” I say as she hands me the check.

      “Good, I'm glad.” She smiles and brushes a few loose strands of hair behind her ear. “I didn't charge you for the coffee, but I couldn't comp the food.”

      “You didn't have to give me any breaks on it. I don't want you to get in trouble because of me.”

      “Don't worry about it. It's just a coffee. I doubt he'll notice.”

      “I'll leave you a good tip, then.”

      “Please, don't.” Anna holds out her hand and shakes her head. “We're roommates. I don't want to take your money.”

      “You don't have a choice. Plus, you're a waitress. Tips are how you make any money at all.”

      “I know, but I don't feel right taking money from you.”

      “It's not up to you.” I pull some money from my wallet and lay it on the table. Standing up, I reach out and softly grip her elbow. I run my thumb over the same area her boss touched and wipe any trace of him away.

      I don't want to leave her with his touch on her mind. I want to leave her with mine. She looks up at me, her lashes dark and long as they spread across her lids like butterfly wings. Her cheeks are rosy from running around the dining room and being in the heat of the kitchen. Her skin is a little shiny, and the beige eye shadow spread across her lids is wearing away.

      “See you at home,” I say, letting my fingers linger on her arm before turning to leave.

      I can feel her watching me as I go out the door. I like that feeling. I like the way her eyes dance. I like the way she tugs her bottom lip into her mouth when she's thinking. I like the way her breathing slows, and it seems like she struggles to breathe when I'm close.

      I like all of it. But exploring what I feel is a dangerous path.

      If things go too far, I could end up hurting her and my sister along the way.

      Because I don't plan on staying here. I want to travel. I want to see the world.

      That's my plan, and that's what I need to keep reminding myself.

      All of this is only temporary.
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      “Anna!” my boss screams my name from the kitchen.

      I excuse myself from the customer I just finished taking an order from, and head back to see what he wants. He stands in his office door and waves me over as soon as he sees me. I already don't like this. I don't like the way he talks to his employees, and I don't like the way he looks at me.

      He's too touchy feely. Too hands on. And when he's angry, he'll spare you none of your feelings. I found this all out on day one. The second I walked in to start my first shift, he went off on a girl and made her cry.

      “Yes, Mr. Scaramuchi,” I say.

      “Sit,” he commands as he drops into his old, grungy office chair. The wheels squeak like a rusty weathervane spinning slowly on top of an old farmhouse as he rolls closer to his desk.

      I sit. Not scooting my chair any closer. His office smells like stale cigars and peanuts. There's a pile of empty shells cascading out of an ashtray on his desk. The chalky, musty scent fills the room, making it almost unbearable to breathe.

      “I need you to come in tomorrow for a double. Gloria called out and I have no one else to take her place.”

      “I'm already on the schedule for tomorrow.”

      “I know, and you'll be staying late. A double shift.”

      “But—”

      “No buts,” he snaps, slamming the back of his pen down on the desk. The tower of peanut shells teeters, and a couple of loose pieces tumble off the edge. “Do you realize how lucky you are to even have this job?”

      “I do, but—”

      “Normally,” he says, ignoring me and cutting me off, “I have my staff train for a week before they're on their own. But I gave you a chance because there's something I like about you. I decided to see what you had to offer this restaurant. Don't make me regret it, Anna.”

      “I appreciate it, I really do.”

      He turns in his chair to face me, holding the pen between both hands and playing with the ends. “Good. You know, if you want to get ahead in life, sometimes it's a good idea to make your boss happy. You know what I mean?” He smiles, his teeth yellow and crooked.

      My face itches to cringe, but I hold back. I don't want to piss him off. I need this job. It took me far too long to find a place that would hire me without an in-person interview. I don't have much saved up, and losing this would force me back home.

      I watched my mother and father spend their entire lives living in one place. They never left the small confines of our tiny town in Kentucky. I don't want to be that person. I want to experience everything my parents never had the chance to.

      He leans over, resting his elbows on his knees. His eyes are as small as the head of a pin, sending a chill up my spine as they explore my body. My hair stands on end, and not in a good way.

      Not in the same way it does when Dash looks at me. Or when he's close to me. Or when he touches me. With Dash I feel good. My stomach gets warm and my skin tingles. I can feel every muscles tighten and my lips begin to ache because I want to kiss him so bad.

      Giovanni Scaramuchi is not a man who gives you goosebumps and makes you nervous because of how he looks at you. Giovanni is a man who makes your skin crawl. A thin strip of hair is combed over the top of his hair. His skin is greasy and marked with scars from years of bad acne as a teenager. His fingers are thick and round as sausages, and he's constantly sucking loose spit out of the weaselly mustache stuck above his upper lip.

      “No, I don't know what you mean,” I say. I thought making my boss happy is being here on time, keeping the customers happy, and doing the job he's paying me for.

      He licks his lips and brushes the sad strip of hair with his palm. “I'm just letting you know that if you want to move up in this place, there are ways to make that happen.” He reaches out and gently touches my knee.

      I stand up quickly and grab the handle on the door. “Well, I need to get back to work. I'm sure my customers are wondering where their food is.”

      “Of course. But don't forget, Anna, you can make things happen if you play your cards right.”

      “I'll keep that in mind.” I'm out the door and back in the dining room as fast as I can.

      Don't be alone with that guy. He's a creep.

      Maybe he's just harmless. A lonely man who doesn't know what he's doing.

      I'm not going to worry about him. He's my boss. My mother never complained about what was thrown at her feet, no matter how deep the shit was, I'm not going to either.

      This man was nice enough to give me a chance. No other place would even think about hiring me without an interview in person beforehand. Who knows, maybe all bosses are the same. Just as crude. Just as gross. Just as sleazy.

      I can handle him. It's not a big deal.

      My mother, for her all strength, always told me never to be afraid. She never seemed to fear anything. She didn't fear what the day would bring. She didn't fear a horse that was out of control. She didn't fear the bank when my parents almost lost everything.

      But, one day she opened up to me and told me she did fear one thing. . . The unknown.

      She never knew what was outside of our town. She never took that leap because she was scared of not being able to control it. The saddest thing about that is she wanted to. She wanted to go out and travel. She wanted to visit Paris and Rome and see the pyramids in Egypt. She showed me pictures in a book she had gotten when she was younger.

      I'm not giving up on this. It doesn't matter how much my boss bothers me, or if things get harder, because I'm doing this.

      I don't want to spend my life like my mother, wondering what if. What if I had bought that ticket and gone when I had the chance? What if I had hopped in the car and driven until the gas was gone?

      What if I let fear control me and I never let myself feel nervous or scared?

      Is that really living? Is staying comfortable and having no stories the legacy I want to leave to my children or my grandchildren?

      No.

      I won't let fear tame me. I won't let fear keep me from standing on my own two feet.

      I never let it control me before, I won't start now.

      Giovanni Scaramuchi can do his worst. He can threaten me. He can try and use his leverage to see how far he can push me before I break.

      I won't break. I'm not giving up on this dream.

      I came too far to let him scare me away.

      And there's Dash.

      My brain tumbles with thoughts of him. His lips almost touching mine. His hands on my skin. His eyes as they tear me open, and leave me breathless, unable to speak.

      Fear can go fuck itself.

      Dash makes being here far more exciting than the fear that might try to drive me away.

      I'm willing to take this risk.
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      “Hey, stranger,” he says as he drops his keys on the counter. “I feel like I haven't seen you in days.”

      “Yeah, my asshole boss made me work two doubles this week, plus all my regular shifts. I'm exhausted.”

      “He made you?”

      I shrug my shoulder as I slip on to the stool at the center island in the kitchen. “He asked while implying that I didn't have a choice. But who am I to say no? I need the money.”

      “I don't like your boss,” Dash says as he grabs a couple beers from the fridge and slides one over to me.

      I twist the top open and take a long sip. “Yeah, I don't think many people do. I bet his mother can't stand him either.” I giggle and wink.

      Dash chuckles as he holds up his bottle. “To the weekend,” he says, tapping the glass neck against mine.

      “To the weekend,” I repeat. My fingers fumble with the label on the beer. “So, you have big plans this weekend?”

      “I do, actually.”

      My eyes expand, and I know I make a face. I just hope he didn't notice. “A hot date?”

      “Yup. Hottest date I've ever been on.”

      “Oh,” I answer, my voice dimming. “That's cool.” My eyes stay down, and I keep picking at the label.

      “What time can you be ready?” he asks.

      “What?” My eyes shoot up and I arch a brow. “Me?”

      He grins and nods. “I told you I had a hot date.”

      “Yeah, but I wasn't thinking it was me.”

      “And why not?” he asks, taking a small step around the counter so he's standing right next to me. “You have beautiful eyes, gorgeous red hair, and a body that kills. Plus, you're smart, you’re the whole package.”

      “Oh, my brains come in last. Thanks.” I roll my eyes and stick out my tongue.

      “All of it comes in first. There's no rank here. It's all important.”

      “You don't have to pretend that I'm not holding you back.” I flick my eyes away and look back down at my hands. “I don't need a pity date because I haven't made any friends yet. I know your sister—”

      Dash grabs my chin and forces my eyes back to his. “This has nothing to do with my sister. Yes, she asked me to show you around the other day, but she didn't ask me to babysit you. You're gorgeous, Anna, I'm not just saying that to be nice.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. So, how long before you're ready?”

      “I don't know. Where are we going?”

      “How does a movie sound?”

      “A movie? What's playing?”

      “Anything you want. We don't have to go out to enjoy a movie. I know you've been working your ass off and could use a night to relax. I thought maybe we could get dressed up and have a date-in tonight? What do you think of that?”

      I love the idea. I've been on my feet for twelve hours at a time. I have blisters on my feet and the arches ache with every step. A night in sounds amazing.

      “I love it. Yes, let's absolutely do that.”

      “All right. I'll order us some Chinese, and you can pick whatever movie you want when you're ready.”

      “Sounds perfect. I only need about twenty minutes.” I go in my room and grab some clothes then head for the shower.

      “Hey!” he yells as I shut the door. “You want anything special to eat?”

      “No, I'll eat pretty much anything.”

      “I love you already,” he says playfully.

      My stomach does a little flip and my heart beats hard as his words push through the door. The edges of my lips curl into a thin smile as I shake my head to myself. He doesn't actually love me. Not like that. I know this, but it doesn't stop my body from reacting.

      I shower and blow dry my hair, then slip into a silky pink sundress with a daisy pattern. I opt for no bra. It's a bold decision, but I'm feeling a little frisky. I want to see where this date night at home goes.

      Screw it, right? New city, new experiences. This is why I'm here.

      Inside I'm excited and nervous. There's a pit in my stomach that's full of butterflies, and I can't stop smiling as I put on a little makeup. A light swipe of pink eye shadow, and a layer of mascara on my eyes make the green pop. A little gloss on my lips and I'm good. Nothing fancy, just enough to feel pretty.

      I open the door to find Dash has the lights turned down, and the food spread across the coffee table. The Netflix logo bounces across the screen on the television. He holds out his hand to me. I take it and he spins me in a circle.

      “Wow, look at you. You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “You're not looking so bad yourself either.”

      He flips his collar and gives me a serious look. “I was born this way, baby.”

      We both laugh and it feels really good. He's still holding my hand as he leads me into the living room.

      “Over here we have a buffet of Boston's best Chinese. I got a little bit of everything. There are chicken wings, fried rice, teriyaki beef, lo mein, all kinds of things. Take your pick. Do you know what you want to watch?”

      “I'm not sure. How do you feel about a good horror movie?”

      He cocks his head in my direction, his brows lifting high. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah. Why? Did you expect me to suggest a romantic comedy or something?” I sit on the couch and grab a pair of chop sticks and a paper plate.

      “Maybe, but I'm happily surprised you picked my favorite movie genre.” He drops down next to me, opening the two beers on the table and taking a plate and chop sticks for himself. “I've got just the movie then.”

      “Oh, do you?”

      “Yup. One you've never seen.”

      “How do you know if I've seen it or not.”

      “I guarantee you haven't seen this one. It's really old. A classic, as the movie buffs say.”

      “How old?”

      “The sixties.”

      “I’m in.” I fill my plate with food as Dash starts the movie.

      Black Sunday, a movie made in the sixties about a witch getting revenge. We both sit quietly and eat as we watch this classic scary movie. By the middle, we’re snuggling up together.

      Dash’s arm is wrapped around my shoulder, his fingers softly running up and down over the curve of my shoulder. I’m not even focusing on the movie anymore. I’m only focusing on his fingertips.

      They touch me so delicately, goosebumps ripple down my arm. He moves a little higher, his fingers sweeping up the side of my neck. I tilt my head, laying it against his arm. With ease, he pulls me in close. I lay my hand across his chest and look up at him.

      His eyes are already on me. The intensity palpable, with such strength they’re holding me in place. Dash lowers his face, moving in closer and closer. But this time I don’t move away. I let him kiss me.

      His lips are soft, gentle, as if he’s testing what I’m going to do. I do exactly what I want to do. I kiss him back. There’s a timidness to our kiss at first. We’re both kissing with delicate finesse. Dash’s lips are warm, wet, and inviting. He runs the tip of his tongue across my bottom lip, causing me to moan.

      I part my lips, giving him complete and total access. I want to taste him. I want to feel his tongue wrap around mine. I want him to show me exactly what I’ve been missing in my life.

      He groans lightly as he slips his tongue inside my mouth. Every nerve in my body comes alive as his hand sweeps up the back of my neck and through my hair. He digs his fingers in deep, tipping my head back with a quick tug, and kissing me harder. Fuck, he tastes so damn good.

      My hand moves across his chest as I twist against him. My body is hot, my pussy dripping with need. His chest is hard as steel. My fingers trace each and every ab, following the steppingstones down to the edge of his pants.

      Dash grabs me around the waist and hoists me onto his lap. His hands slide down my back, grabbing my ass. He grunts as he pulls my hips closer, forcing my pussy to press against his hard cock.

      We're both slowly losing control, coming undone. I can feel his heartbeat pick up and his breathing get heavier. My kisses become delirious, and my pulse starts to kick harder.

      Have you ever wanted something so badly and it's right there, right at your fingertips, but you know you shouldn't?

      I know in the back of my mind that this is wrong. This is Betty's brother. I'm playing with fire right now. And honestly, I don't care. Because I want him. I want to feel him all over me. I want him to lick me all over. I want him to bury himself deep in my pussy and make me scream his name.

      Dash releases my ass and runs flat palms up my back, grasping me by the shoulders and pulling me down. He kisses me with vigor, spearing his tongue inside my mouth and twirling it around.

      His phone rings in his pocket, causing him to break our kiss. He digs it out and holds it up. “Shit, it's my sister.” He gives me an apologetic stare, hitting the answer button. “Hey, Bet, what's going on?” he asks.

      I roll off his lap and sit beside him. I can hear Betty in his ear, she's asking him how things are going, and if I'm adjusting all right. She wants to know if he did what she asked and took me around.

      The longer they talk, the worse I feel. We shouldn't be doing this. It's wrong, I think to myself. He's running his hand up and down my thigh, but it just feels so wrong now. The euphoria I was in turns into a dull pulse that's slowly fading away.

      I can't do this. It's not right.

      I slink away from him. Dash glances over at me with a curious look on his face. I give him a soft smile and head to my room, closing the door behind me. A small part of me feels angry that Betty's call ruined this, but my rational side is telling me I'm made the right decision.

      We can't do this. It's not okay. I'm not going to destroy my friendship with Betty by messing around with her brother. What the hell am I doing?

      I might have moved away from home. I might be in a big city and want to try new things, but that doesn't mean I should ignore my own morals. Breaking Betty's trust is not okay.

      I let my dress slip to the floor and throw on a long t-shirt. Climbing into bed, my emotions are all over the place. I'm still fucking hot and bothered. There's an ache between my legs that only Dash can cure.

      “Anna?” Dash asks as he knocks on my door. “Where did you go?”

      “I'm really tired, Dash. I'm going to bed. Good night.”

      He's quiet, but I know he's still right outside my door. His shadow sways against the floor as it comes in from under the door. I know he doesn't understand what's happening right now. But it doesn't matter what he thinks or wants. It doesn't matter what I think or want.

      What matters is that we do the right thing. This is the right thing. Shutting it down before it goes too far, and we do something we'll both regret.

      “Goodnight,” he finally says and walks away.

      My heart is still racing, and my body is tender. But built within this lust is guilt.

      Guilt for almost giving myself to him. Guilt for betraying my friend. And guilt for still wanting it anyway.

      What the hell am I doing?

      “Living,” a distant voice inside my head whispers.
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      My sister is still talking. I can faintly hear her voice in the speaker as the phone sits in my hand. I'm not listening to a word. I'm too confused right now.

      Why is Anna going to bed?

      Things were getting hot. My cock is still hard, and my blood is still pumping through my body like hot lava.

      “Dash?” my sister says. “Dash, you still there? Where the hell did you go?”

      “Uh, yeah, I'm here. Sorry, Betty, but I need to let you go.”

      “Okay.” I can hear her uncertainty. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, everything's fine. I'm just getting tired. I had a long week at work.”

      “Oh, okay. No problem. I'll call you tomorrow. Or maybe you can call me for once. It's not like this phone only goes one way.”

      “I know, I'm sorry. I will. I'll call you tomorrow.”

      I hang up with Betty and walk toward my room. My hand is on the doorknob, but I change my mind. It's not even ten on a Saturday night, why the hell am I even thinking about going to bed so early?

      My eyes cross the kitchen and land on the fridge. I grab a beer from inside and pop the cap off. The alcohol fizzles down my throat as I chug a giant gulp. I hiss out an exhale, setting the bottle down on the counter.

      What the hell just happened? Did I do something wrong?

      I can't get the question out of my mind. I have no idea why she just got up and went to bed. I thought things were going well. I thought we were both thinking the same thing. Obviously, we weren't.

      Resting open palms on the counter, I drop my chin to my chest and close my eyes. Nothing appeared wrong with her. She was happy and really seemed into me, and then in a flash, she changed.

      Anna's skin went cold, her lips taut, and her eyes turned to glass. Wherever she went in that moment, she was no longer with me. I saw it flicker, the lights going out, then she just got up and walked away.

      She changed her mind. But why?

      How could someone seem to want something so badly one second, and then the next it's gone?

      I open my eyes and they land on her door. My stomach twists with need. I ache all over. From my head to my toes the ache fills me like a hunger. I want her. I'm starving. There's no doubt in my mind that I have to have this girl.

      Maybe I'm an arrogant prick who can't take a hint. Maybe I'm a guy who's consumed by desire. Maybe I'm being selfish, and this is nothing more than some trick my dick is playing on me.

      I rip open the fridge, ready to grab another beer, when I spot the cool whip and a bowl of chocolate pudding I made earlier in the day.

      My plan was to create an incredible date for her right here. Dinner and a movie, dessert for after. If things went well, I was hoping we might end up sharing a room for the night.

      I snatch out another beer, frustrated that I must have done something wrong, and just can't figure it out. Taking the beer in my room, I strip down to my boxers, and drink it while trying to watch the rest of a Red Sox game.

      Frustrated, I turn off the television. I can't even get into baseball right now. Yanking the covers up over my head, I submerge myself in complete darkness. I pinch my eyes shut and command myself to sleep. After tossing and turning for over an hour, I give up and decide to go hit the dessert in the fridge.

      The light from inside is blinding as I open the door in the dark kitchen. I grab the bowl of pudding and cool whip. As I close the door, I turn around and pause. Anna is standing there in a long t-shirt, with her hair pulled up in a messy ponytail, and her mascara smudged slightly under her eyes.

      “Hey,” she says, crossing one leg over the other, and her arms around her chest.

      “Hey,” I say back. “Pudding?” I ask, holding up the bowl and whip cream.

      “Sure.” Anna relaxes her arms and grabs a couple spoons from the drawer beside her. She walks to the counter and passes me the spoon.

      “I thought you went to bed,” I say.

      “Couldn't sleep.”

      “Me either.”

      She leans over onto the counter and scoops a small spoonful of pudding. “Chocolate's my favorite.”

      “I know,” I say.

      She licks the bite off the spoon as she watches me. “You know?”

      “Yeah, I asked my sister to tell me some of what you like. Chocolate pudding was the first thing she said.”

      “I can't believe she remembered that. I told her that like the first time we talked.”

      “Betty has a good memory. I also know that my sister told you I'm some kind of playboy, but just so you know, I'm not.”

      “And I'm supposed to just believe you? Why should I trust you, and not your sister? She has no reason to lie to me, but you on the other hand. . .” She lets the last word hang in the air, and arches her brows.

      I know exactly what she's thinking. If I'm the kind of guy who sleeps around, I would do and say anything to get my way. Damn my sister for putting that in her head.

      “While my sister might have good intentions, and just because she knows all kinds of little things about me, doesn't mean she knows everything. Her perception is wrong, I'm not a guy who sleeps around. I don't take home a different girl every night of the week just because I can. I'm not that person, and I never was. But I'm not going to spend all my time trying to convince you either. You can believe me or not, but I won't beg you.”

      Her lids lower in thought as she purses her lips. “Look, I take what other people tell me with a grain of salt. The truth will come out eventually.”

      “Then let me show you who I really am.”

      “That's a big request,” she says as her gaze fixes on the bowl in front of her. “Your sister and I have talked a lot over the past few months. But you're asking me to just trust you after a week?”

      “I don't expect you to do anything. I'm asking you to just let down your walls a little bit and give me a chance. I don't think that's too much to ask.”

      Her ass is pushed out and she's twisting the tips of her toes on her left leg into the floor. She looks so damn sexy like this. Restless, sleepy but not tired, her hair messy while wearing something I could easily rip off her body.

      Her nipples are hard and brushing against the counter as she moves to get another bite of pudding. I could fuck her right here and now. Easily. I can spread her legs, lift her shirt, and just slam my dick inside.

      She catches me checking her out and smirks. Fuck, that smile is enough to make any man crazed. I'd kill to have her if that's what it would take. Like a wolf on the prowl, I circle the counter, only coming to a stop when I'm inches away.

      Anna's eyes lift, steadying on mine. I brush her shoulder purposely with my arm. A shiver scales down her body. I can see it. Her muscles tremble softly beneath the surface, making her nipples even harder.

      “I've already learned something about you that my sister doesn't know,” I say.

      “Mm, hm,” she hums under her breath. “And what's that?”

      “I know you're running for a new start. You're tired of the same old thing at home, and searching for something else. Something new. Something bold and different to fill a hole you feel inside.”

      “And you figured that out how?”

      “By paying attention.”

      Anna grins, tilting her head away from me as she draws swirls in the pudding with the tip of her spoon. “Sounds like you've spent a lot of time around girls you think are gullible. Unfortunately for you, I'm not gullible.”

      “I know you're not. But you don't hide things as well as you think you do. I could see it clear as day.”

      “How?”

      “Because you're a hard person not to notice.”

      “What's that supposed to mean?” her voice teeters between high and low tones as her eyes harden like I've offended her.

      She's taking it all wrong. It's not an insult. This is a compliment. She's leaving breadcrumbs for me to follow like Gretel in the forest. Every crumb tells me something about her. Her stubbornness. Her strength. Her independence. Her will do for herself and not ask for help from others.

      Anna doesn't think I can see her, but I do.

      “It means that when you walk in a room people see you. I see you. You're stunning, Anna. You make it hard for me to focus on anything else but you.”

      “Really?”

      I nod as I slip the spoon out of her hand. “Yes, really.”

      “You're just saying that.”

      “I never just say anything. I promise you that.” I lick her spoon clean, running the tip of my tongue along the outside of cold metal. “Just so you know, I can do other things with my tongue beside talking.” I wiggle my brows, causing her to giggle.

      “Is that right?”

      “Sure is.”

      “I probably shouldn't even ask, but what else can you do with your tongue?” Anna turns her body toward me, her nipples making small peaks against the fabric.

      “I've got a better idea. How about you let me show you? I'd like to finish what we started earlier.” I place the spoon in the bowl and run my finger up and down the outside of her arm. “All you have to do is say yes.”

      Her eyes brighten and her cheeks flush. Anna parts her lips, running her tongue across her bottom lip and pulling it into her mouth. Her eyes dart between mine. The yearning burning so bright, I don't need to wait to for her answer.

      I scoop her face in my hands and kiss her. She accepts me willingly, kissing me back harder and fiercer than before. Her tongue slips inside my mouth, twirling and licking. She tastes like sweet chocolate and hot lust.

      Her fingers rake through my hair and down my back, touching me like she's been waiting to touch me her entire life. The pads of her fingers explore the muscles in my back, gliding down my spine and tracing my shoulder blades.

      I push the bowl of pudding out of the way, and slip my hands under her arms, lifting her onto the counter. Her lips never leave mine. She lets out a heavy breath against my face as my hands move down her sides and grip her thighs.

      With a firm step in, I force her legs open wider. Her back is straight as an arrow, forcing her tits against my chest. I can feel her pebbled nipples as they press against my bare skin. I move my hand up under her shirt and grab her tit.

      Anna groans, her nipple turning hard as diamond as she arches her back. “Mm,” she says, her voice muffled by my lips.

      “I'm going to make you feel so good, you'll never go a single second without thinking about my mouth on your body.”

      “I like the way that sounds,” she says as she runs her fingers down the front of my chest. “But words aren't actions. You better put your money where your mouth is.”

      “My mouth hasn't even started yet.” I smile at her coyly and drop down to my knees.

      Her panties are gray with a dark, wet circle in the middle. I can smell her sweet pussy dripping. My mouth is watering, eager to taste her flavor on my tongue.

      I dig my fingertips into her thighs, squeezing tightly. “Fuck, I want to taste you so damn bad. I want to drink you up and eat you out until your legs are numb.”

      Anna moans, arching her back hard and rolling her hips. “Taste me,” she groans, her voice breathy and soft.

      I slip my fingers up her thighs and over her hips, grabbing the edge of her panties. She lifts her ass so I can pull her panties off. I drop them to the side and spread her legs as wide as they can go.

      Her pussy glistens like stars in the ocean. Shaved, smooth as silk and delicious as candy. I run my tongue up between her lips, flicking her clit with the tip. Her thighs shake in my hands, and she drops her head back as she moans loudly.

      He voice is music to my ears. The sound drives me insane. I need more of it. I want to hear her sing like a morning dove. Flattening my tongue against her entrance, I lick up to her clit and then suck on it. Anna coos, driving her hand into my hair and giving my roots a pull.

      I glide back down and dip my tongue inside her, then quickly sweep it back to flick her clit. Her legs try to close around my head, but I refuse. Digging my fingers harder into her thighs, I hold her legs in place.

      She releases my hair, and falls back on the counter, her palms slapping the granite with a loud smack. The backs of her heels press against my ribs as she rocks her hips, grinding her pussy against my face. Her arousal smears across my lips and drips down my chin. She tastes like fucking heaven.

      My cock is hard as rock, tenting my boxers. I massage my dick lightly, eating her pussy like it's a five-course meal. With every sip I take, my balls draw up and my muscles buzz.

      “Oh fuck, oh fuck,” she says quietly. Anna's body convulses, her mouth falling open as she comes. Her clit throbs against my tongue, pulsing hard as her fingertips clutch the counter.

      “Holy shit,” she huffs out in one breath. Anna looks down at me, her eyes glossy and deep. “Wow.”

      “I'm just getting started,” I say as I stand up. Her eyes drop to my dick as I pull it free from my boxers. “We're not done yet.”

      Her eyes grow wide as she watches me stroke myself. My cock is swollen, the tip shiny with precum. I move my hand down to the base then back to the crown, squeezing the tip in my palm.

      I push my hips forward, ready to fuck her right here. Her legs run back and forth over each other, and she bites her bottom lip as she touches the center of my chest.

      “Wait,” she says. “There's something—”

      “A condom, right. I have—”

      “No, that's not what I was going to say. I need to tell you something.” There's a slight hesitance in her voice.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “I. . . I don't know how to say it.”

      “Just say it.”

      “The truth is, I've never done this before.”

      “You've never. . .” My voice fades as my eyes settle on hers. She shakes her head no, and looks away. “You're a virgin?”

      “Yes.” She peeks up at me, her eyes crinkling as she waits for my reaction.

      “Well then, it looks like this changes things.”

      “It does? I'm sorry, I didn't mean to make this awkward, I just thought you should know.”

      “It's not awkward. It just means I can't fuck you on this counter now. Your first time can't be on a cold stone counter. You deserve to have a first you remember.”

      “I don't think I'd ever forget it.”

      I wrap my arms around her waist and lift her up, securing her around my hips. Turning around, I carry her to my room. “I'm going to make your first time better than most people's one hundredth time.”

      “You promise?” she asks as she tightens her arms around my neck. “You'll be gentle?”

      “I'll be as gentle as you need me to, but you better make sure I can hear you.” I lay her down on my bed and stand above her. “Because I'm still just a man, Anna. A man in need.”

      Anna lays back as I grab a condom from the small box in my nightstand. She watches me, her eyes following the condom all the way down my length. I crawl up the bed between her legs, slow, delicate, restraining every instinct I have to fuck the shit out of her.

      I'm going to do this exactly how her first time should be. With finesse. With care. Paying attention to every inch of her body, exactly as a goddess deserves. I rest my forearms up by her head, and brush the hair away from her face.

      Her eyes are stunningly green right now. Bursting with emerald and lime explosions, sparkles of brilliant apple and jade, earthy and luminous. Her lips part and she exhales as her back bows.

      Anna spreads her legs, lifting her hips so her pussy touches my cock. “Take me,” she says, curling her arms around my back.

      I kiss her softly on the chin, fluttering kisses down her throat. My hands slip under her shirt and pull it up over her head. She's completely naked. Her perfect raindrop shaped tits beg to be licked and sucked.

      The tip of my tongue circles her nipple. I suck her tit into my mouth drawing out a soft moan from Anna as I slip the head of my cock in her pussy. Her legs clench around my hips and she digs her nails into my back.

      “You all right?” I ask.

      “Yeah, keep going,” she says.

      Her pussy is so fucking tight. I groan as I push more of my cock inside her. Her muscles tense, almost rigid as I get half of my dick in. She bites the side of my shoulder and jerks her hips, urging me on.

      I thrust in the rest of the way, stilling on my knees, and not moving as her body adjusts around me. Her walls pulse, squeezing around my shaft. Her belly is shaking and her legs are trembling as she buries her face in my chest.

      “You still doing okay?”

      “Yes, I'm okay.” Her nails rake down my spine, and I feel her body loosen as her muscles relax. “Fuck me, Dash. You're not going to break me. I'm not made of porcelain.”

      “No, but porcelain deserves the right touch.” Pulling my hips back, I thrust inside.

      Her pussy milks my dick, refusing to let me go. The ridge of my cock hits her entrance, so I slam back inside. She bites my shoulder harder, digging the sharp edges of her teeth in my skin. As I piston my hips, her head falls back, and she moans so fucking loud I can feel my chest rumble.

      “Mm, Dash,” she groans. “Harder, fuck me harder.”

      That's it. I have her permission to lose control. If she wants me to go easy on her, if she thinks that she can rein me in if I get too rough, she's wrong. She's going to get what she's asking for. The animal inside is on now, clawing its way to the surface. There's no stopping me now.

      I growl, hitting her pussy so hard my balls slap against her ass. Her skin is hot, turning dewy and wet as droplets of sweat bead on her forehead and trickle down her temples.

      Her tits rub against my chest, making her nipples stiff as pebbles. I suck her tit into my mouth again, then let it pop free. My tongue moves across her chest to her other tit, sucking it even harder.

      Anna writhes beneath me. Her body contorting as her head snaps back and her mouth drops open. She curls her legs around my waist, scratching her nails up my back and through my hair.

      I love this look on her. Flushed cheeks, wild eyes, her skin shining like satin. She's a goddess. My goddess.

      I fuck her harder. Whatever pain she might have felt at first is now gone, and her body is begging for more. I'm going to give her everything she wants. I'm going to make her feel amazing. I'm going to put her to sleep with this moment in her brain, so she wakes up craving more.

      My thick shaft spears inside her pussy. Even through the condom I can feel how hot and wet she is. Her pussy bears down on me, her walls hugging my cock like a warm blanket.

      “Oh my god, Dash,” she says between heavy breathing. “Oh my god, mm, yeah.” Her voice hums against my shoulder as she presses her face against my skin.

      I can feel her as she comes. Every muscle in her body quivers as the tips of her nails pierce my back and her legs crush my sides. Her pussy pulses over and over as if it has a heartbeat of its own.

      My stomach coils up, and my balls harden as my cock explodes with her. Pump after pump of hot cum fills the tip of the condom. Every muscle in my body goes limp, causing me to fall on top of her.

      “Well,” I say, pulling my cock free and rolling off of her. “How was it?”

      Anna giggles as she twists her face in my direction. “I'm speechless.”

      I pull the condom off my dick, grabbing a tissue from the box next to my bed. Wrapping it up, I throw it in the can beside me. “I'll take that as it was amazing,” I say, slipping my arm under her neck and pulling her in. “So, you want to do it again?” I ask teasingly as I wag my brows.

      She slaps my chest with a smile and shakes her head. “I have to be at work early tomorrow. Otherwise I'd stay up all night with you.”

      “My next goal is to fuck you so much your legs go numb, and you can't walk for days.”

      Anna nuzzles her warm face against my chest, laying her arm over my chest. Her fingers gently run up and down my ribs, giving me the chills. I love the way she's touching me right now.

      Her nails move back across my chest, down my stomach, and then tickle their way up. She snuggles her body closer as she traces the inked design on my skin. “Did it hurt?” she asks.

      “No more than anything else.”

      “What do you mean?” she asks, her finger following the thick swirl of black ink down my shoulder and around my forearm.

      “I mean life hurts. It hurts when you don't get the job you want. It hurts when you lose someone you love. It hurts when people you trust let you down. The only difference between a tattoo and life is you choose to have this pain. But, just like everything else, eventually it goes away.”

      “I don't think it's the same. This pain is physical, everything else is emotional.”

      “Is it though?” I look down at her. Her eyes heavy as she yawns, but she's listening to me, and that's something I can appreciate. It feels good to be heard. “Doesn't your stomach hurt when you're embarrassed? Don't your lungs hurt when you're nervous? Doesn't your heart hurt when you're sad?”

      She flicks her eyes around as she thinks about what I'm saying. “I guess you're right. I never thought about it that way.”

      “The good thing is that you can change your life. You can't change a tattoo. Once it's there, it's there.”

      Anna lets out a big yawn as her eyes start to close. “Maybe I should get one.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      She lets out a soft, tired laugh as she mumbles something I can't make out. Looking down, her eyes are closed. She's asleep in my arms. I can't stop from smiling as I pull the blanket up with one hand and cover us both.

      Anna fits perfectly in the nook of my arm. It's like she's made for it. As if God created this woman just for me.

      I've never believed in love at first sight. I've never really believed in love at all. How could there possibly only be one person out there for you? The world is full of people. Millions and millions of different people.

      There is no way soul mates could exist in a sea of opportunity.

      But as I lay here with her, drifting between sleep and awareness, I can't help but wonder if I'm wrong. Because everything about this feels right.

      Too right.
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      Ten hours I've been on my feet. I'm a hot and sweaty mess, and I swear I stink like pasta sauce and salmon. My ankles feel like they're starting to swell because my shoes are getting tight, and the laces are pressing into my skin.

      And yet, even now, hours after last night, I still feel like I'm riding some high. Dash is on my mind. The memory of his broad shoulders and bright blue eyes are still giving me butterflies as I run around the restaurant doing a million different things.

      My lips still feel heavy from his kisses. The places on my body that his fingertips dug into and squeezed are still tingling. His presence is all over me, and it isn't leaving. I'm wearing the shadows of his touch, his lips, his tongue, all like layers of clothing I can't take off.

      I hear my boss yelling from in the kitchen. He's screaming at one of the cooks about a piece of veal that's over cooked. Everyone can hear him. The guests stop talking momentarily, taking notice and listening.

      Giovanni's voice drops to an angry, audible whisper, then the kitchen door swings open hard, almost smacking another waiter in the face as he walks past with a tray of drinks. He walks with heavy feet to the bar, leaning over and speaking into the bartender's ear.

      The room settles back into its rhythm. The tables are talking again, eating and laughing and having a good time. It's bizarre to me the way my boss can be so heated one second, that it looks like his eyes are going to pop out of his head, and then the next, it's as if nothing happened at all.

      I don't like it. He's unstable and treats all of us like we're nothing. Like we're animals who need to be trained to grovel at his feet.

      Why am doing this?

      I know I'm here because I need the money. I have goals, dreams, visions of what I want to do with my life. I can't do any of it without money. Money makes the world go round is a truth no one can deny.

      So, here I am, working my ass off doing a damn double for a jackass who thinks he owns the world and everyone in it.

      Giovanni Scaramuchi is a scum of a human being. He's always looking at me like I'm a piece of meat. As if I'm just going to throw myself at him one day because he's my boss.

      I'll never do that. I wouldn’t care if he was the damn president of the United States, I'm not a girl who will just spread her legs if she’s told to.

      As I bend over the table to clean up the dirty dishes, I can feel my boss watching me. I glance over my shoulder to find him leaning against the bar, his eyes dead set on me. He's drinking a martini with a single olive on a toothpick bouncing around in the alcohol.

      Mr. Scaramuchi smiles at me with his thin, dry lips, and gives me a wink. I half smile just to be nice, because he is my boss, and I was raised to be respectful. I go back to cleaning off the table, piling the dirty dishes into the gray bin pinned to my hip.

      As I walk toward the kitchen, my boss flips two fingers for me to come see him.

      “Yes, Mr. Scaramuchi?”

      “You did a great job cleaning that table, Anna. Best I've seen in a long time. How about you go dump that bin, and then go clean table twelve. It needs your tender love and care.”

      “Sure,” I answer. Dumping the dishes in the kitchen sink, I take the bin with me back to table twelve. It's not my table tonight, but I'm not going to argue with him.

      I repeat the same steps as before. Remove dirty dishes, spray the table, then wipe it clean. And again, his eyes are on me. They follow my every move around the room. From table to table, patron to patron.

      “Anna,” he calls out to me from across the room. “You missed this table over here, next to me.”

      I roll my eyes to myself and do as he asks. He's watching me like a sick pervert, undressing me with his eyes as I lean over the table. He licks his lips and nods his head for me to come close.

      I walk toward him, stopping a few feet away. “Yes?”

      “Closer,” he says, slapping the chair beside him.

      “I'm fine where I am.”

      “Anna, I'm not going to bite you.” His lips curl into a thin grin. “Unless you ask me to.” He takes a long stride forward, bringing himself inches from me. “I'd be more than happy to take you in the back and bite you all over.”

      “I think—”

      He cuts me off. “You don't need to think. You're just a stupid girl. A stupid girl who doesn't know what she wants. You’ve been teasing me for days now. You bend over when you know I'm watching. You lean forward so I can see down your shirt.” He makes a slurping noise with his lips that makes me cringe. “I've got a nice bonus to you give. It's in my office. A nice, thick, hard bonus.” He grabs his crotch with his free hand as he holds the glass in the other.

      “Mr. Scaramuchi,” I say sternly.

      He raises his brows high and angles his head. “Yes?” His voice comes out somewhat smooth, crackling from years of smoking.

      “You do know this is sexual harassment, right?” I take a step back, hoping he'll stop before I fucking slug him. The bin is against my hip, my fingers holding it so tight they're white knuckled.

      I'm trying to stay calm and not let the anger I feel bubble to the surface. I really need this job. Maybe he doesn't realize that what he's doing is making me uncomfortable. I'm giving him the benefit of the doubt, a thin veil of doubt with a lot of room.

      Ignorance can be a blessing, but it can also be a curse.

      If he's this ignorant that he doesn't see how he makes his staff feel, and how inappropriate his comments are, then someone needs to tell him. It's possible no one has ever stood up to him before.

      “Excuse me?” he coughs out the question, spitting some of his drink back into the glass. “Harassment? You're fucking kidding me, right?”

      “I'm not, I'm serious. You can't talk to me like this.”

      His face turns beet red, brows furrowing hard. Thick lines crease his forehead as his pupils turn to pinpricks. Giovanni clutches his glass with thick, hairy fingers, tipping back the last of his drink in one angry gulp.

      Hissing under his breath, he wipes his wrist against his lips and snaps at me. “My office, now!”

      “No,” I say.

      “What did you just say to me?”

      “I said no. Or has no one ever told you that before?”

      The room goes silent as his outburst draws attention on us. The other waitresses and waiters all stop what they’re doing, shifting their attention our way. But I don’t care. Let them look. Let them realize that this man doesn’t have the right to treat us the way he does.

      His eyes turn to slits as he glares at me with a sick smirk on his face. “I know what your problem is. You need me to teach you a lesson, don’t you? Because I can do that. I can spank you and you can call me Daddy if you’d like.”

      “You’re a fucking perverted little man.” I take a strong step closer, standing a good four inches above him. “I would never let you touch me, not even if you were the last man on earth. The problem is, I'm too damn good for a piece of shit like you.”

      I drop the bucket on the ground, and the dishes all clank together. A few of them break and I can see his eyes widen in shock. Ripping the apron off, I ball it up and throw it at him. Giovanni is standing with his mouth open.

      “You're a sad excuse for a man, and I don't need this shit. I fucking quit.”

      I storm past him, grabbing my purse out from under the bar. The room is still sitting in complete silence. It's so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Giovanni slams the glass on the ground, shattering it to bits.

      His red cheeks are now almost purple from holding his breath, and his eyes glow like fire. “No one talks to me this way! You hear me? No one!”

      “I just did. Now go fuck yourself.” I flip him the bird, lifting my chin and throwing the door open, never looking back.

      I might need this job, but I have too much self-respect to just stand there and let this asshole treat me this way. I'm better than that. I'm better than this job. And I'm better than him.

      As I walk back alone to the apartment, the adrenaline from what just happened starts to fade away, allowing my brain to function again. The realization starts to set in that I have no income.

      My bank account is basically empty. I have no skills to offer this city. I'm a small-town girl who knows horses and gardening. That's it. I don't know anything else.

      What the fuck did I just do? How am I going to pay for anything?

      Tears start to bubble over my eyes. I failed already and I just got here. I'm going to have to move back home and give up on this before my life even begins.

      I hang my head as the tears roll down my cheeks. I've never felt so horrible before in my life. Choices don't seem like choices anymore when I just screwed myself. Ever since I made the decision to do this, my mother stood behind me. She pushed me to go.

      My mother cried with happiness when I told her my idea and what I wanted to do, and now I'm not only letting myself down, but I’m also letting her down too.

      The key shakes in my hand as I try to plug it into the deadbolt. Finally, after a few missed attempts, I get the key in and force my way inside. Dash is sitting on the couch watching television and says something to me as I rush past.

      I ignore him, slamming the door to my bedroom and throwing myself on the bed. My face falls onto the pillow, and I cry. I cry harder than I have in a long time. Tears soak my pillow, drenching the cover and making it cold against my face.

      There's a knock on my door. “Anna? You all right?” Dash asks.

      I don't answer. I'm sobbing too hard to speak. My chest hurts and I can't breathe. All my dreams of living in a big city are quickly turning to dust. Crumbling right before my very eyes.

      “Anna, are you all right?” he asks again, but I still don't answer. “I'm coming in,” he says, opening the door at the same time. He walks straight in and sits on the edge of my bed, then softly touches my shoulder.

      I roll my face away from him, still crying.

      “What's wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I say, my voice hiccupping between breaths and tears.

      “Obviously that's a lie. Tell me what happened?”

      “It's nothing. Don't worry about it. I'll figure it out on my own.”

      His fingers swirl in the center of my back as he shifts on the bed. “I'm sure you will. I don't doubt you'll figure out, but that doesn't answer my question. What happened? Why are you crying?”

      I look up at him over my shoulder. My eyes swollen as I blink. “I quit my job.”

      “Okay, that's it? You hated that place anyway, so why the tears?”

      “The tears aren't just because I quit. Yes, I hated the place, and my boss was an asshole douchebag.” He nods in agreement but stays quiet just listening. “I'm crying because I quit before thinking it through. I just did it, but I should have found another job first. That would have been the smart thing to do.”

      “Don't worry, you'll find another job.” His tone is smooth and calming.

      “And what if I don't? What if no one else wants to hire a one trick pony? It's not like I have any skills to offer. And worst of all, I have barely any money. Rent is due in a couple weeks, plus all the other bills I have. I can’t afford to live here if I have no income.”

      “It’s not over yet. You still have time to find something else. And someone will absolutely hire you, I don’t doubt that at all. It’s too soon for you to worry this way.”

      “But it’s not just that.” I flip over so I’m facing him.

      “Then what it is? If it’s not about the job, and it’s not about the money, then what?” The look in his eyes says he’s here for me. He’s with me, he’s not just tuning me out. He cares.

      I exhale a heavy breath and wipe my eyes with my hands. Sniffling, I try to calm myself down so I can explain what the real reason is for the pain and sadness I feel.

      “I’m upset because if I fail, if I can’t do this, and I have to go back home, I’m afraid I’m going to end up like my mother. She’s never gone or done anything. She’s spent her entire life on a farm. And she regrets not seeing the world. I don’t want to live my life with regret. I don’t want to go home and hate myself for losing.”

      “I understand what you’re saying. There are things I want, too. I mean shit, I have a trip waiting for me, but I'm here because my sister needed me. I know I'll get to do the things I want one day, but for now, this is where I need to be.”

      “You're really here for her?”

      “I am, that's what you do when you're family.”

      “You shouldn't wait anymore. You should just do it. Go on your trip. If there's anything I've learned from my mom, it's not waiting for something you want. Do it, Dash.”

      “I plan on it, but this comes first. I'm here until my sister doesn't need me to be anymore.”

      I look up at him as the tears slow to a stop. “It's incredible you put your life on hold for her.”

      He shrugs his shoulder. “You choose what matters most when you need to. I'd do it all over again if she asked me to, and not think twice about it.” He lifts his hand to my face and cups my cheek. “And just so you know, I'm here for you too, if you ever need me. No questions asked.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course.”

      His eyes dart back and forth between mine. Dash licks his lips as his fingers curl around and clutch the back of my head. My heart starts to gallop like a stallion in my chest. He moves his thumb down the curve of my jaw and presses it against the vein in my neck.

      “Your pulse is beating pretty fast.”

      “That's because of you.”

      “I like that,” he says, lowering his face closer to mine. “I like being able to make your heart race.” His lips hover over mine, all while his eyes stay right on me. He grabs my hand and places it on his chest. “You feel that?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      “That's what you do to me. You make my heart go crazy.”

      I swallow hard as his lips brush mine. He doesn't kiss me yet. He moves his mouth across mine, teasing me, tempting me, making me want him more than I could have ever imagined.

      I want him to erase the hurt I feel. I want him to help me forget the pain and sadness that's trying to live inside my soul. I want Dash to show me that life isn't always kind, but when it is, it makes you warm all over. When you can feel every inch of your being as it lets go and embraces what's standing right in front of it, that's what life wants you to remember.

      I'm ready to let go.

      He licks the shell of my ear. I exhale softly as my eyes close and my breath hitches. Goosebumps ripple down my skin as his fingertips move up my arm and across my shoulder. He's caressing my scalp with one hand, while he touches me ever so lightly with the other.

      My head rolls from one shoulder to the other, my skin bristling as a tingle runs down my spine. I love the way he touches me. I love the way he makes me forget everything else in the world with his lips.

      Dash flutters kisses across my jawline from one ear to the other, sucking my earlobe. He lets out a hot breath of air against my cheek as his fingers massage my scalp harder.

      “Mm,” I moan as he manipulates my head in his hand. It feels so damn good. The sensation spills down through my body, washing away everything else.

      I don't feel sad anymore. I don't feel worried. I don't feel anything but his hands and his lips.

      The tip of his tongue traces my bottom lip. He grabs my lip and plucks it between his teeth. I open my eyes. He smiles. His eyes are sultry, the bright blue now as deep as the ocean.

      “Let me make you forget everything. Let me take it away for you, even if it's just for a little while.”

      He's reading my mind.

      “Please,” I say, keeping my gaze fixed on his. “Make me forget everything.”

      Dash crushes his lips against mine, kissing me hard and fast. His lips are soft and fierce in the same breath. Time stops the second his mouth touches mine. There is no him or me, it's only us. Us in this room. Us on this bed. Just us.

      My senses are addictively entranced in everything that is Dash. The silkiness of his hair as my fingers drive up and through. The heat coming off his skin as he brushes his face against mine. The roughness of stubble as it prickles my cheek.

      I can't get enough. I can't get close enough. I can't breathe him in enough.

      Everything I thought I came to the city for is now a small mound next to this mountain of a man. Right now, I'm here for this, for him, for me—and what I'll never find back home. A man who isn't afraid to take what he wants. A man who isn't afraid to tell you the truth and be there to catch you when you fall. A man who understands that words can change one thing, but a kiss can change a thousand small things at once.

      My hands are under his shirt before I even notice what I'm doing. Touching his hot skin, I run my fingers up his back, then down his ribs and around over his abs. I grab the edge of his shirt and pull it over his head.

      We break our kiss for a single breath, but the second his shirt is off, his lips are right back on mine. His tongue circles mine with long rough licks. I can taste the strong, bold flavor of whiskey on his breath.

      Dash's hands crash into the pillow under my head as he lays on top of me. His lips turn hungry as he moves them down my neck, taking small bites of my flesh. I moan as my back arches with every nibble he takes.

      Electricity surges through my veins, spreading down my limbs until my fingers are numb and my toes tingle. His lips are like fire on my skin, leaving invisible marks I can feel long after his mouth is gone.

      Dash lifts my shirt and guides it over my head. With utter slowness, he runs his tongue down my neck, across the top of my breasts and down the center of my stomach. Every muscle in my body is shaking as his tongue slips across my lower belly.

      He unbuttons my shorts and tugs them down, taking my panties with them. His eyes glow as he looks at my pussy and licks his lips.

      “Fuck, that's beautiful,” he says, blowing warm air over my pussy as he speaks. The tip of his tongue flicks my clit. “You taste so damn good.” He flattens his tongue and drags it down through my folds.

      “Mm,” I moan, biting my bottom lip and pulling it into my mouth. My brain is mush as he laps my juice and licks my pussy from top to bottom.

      Every thought is quickly slapped away by the intense surge of heat that floods my body. He sucks my clit into his mouth, releasing it with a wet pop. My hands clutch the blanket, tearing and ripping as he works my pussy.

      My back arches high off the bed. Dash places his hand on my belly and pushes me back down, holding me in place. I'm close to coming, so close I slam my knees shut, crushing the sides of his skull.

      He pulls his mouth away right before I come. I look down at him with wild eyes, wondering why he stopped.

      “Uh uh,” he tsks me. “Not yet,” he says lifting up on his knees. He pulls his jeans down, his cock bouncing free as he takes his boxers off. “I want to come with you.” Fumbling with his wallet, he takes out a condom and slips it on.

      I spread my legs open as he crawls up between them. His cock is thick and swollen, thinning the condom to a thin sheen around his length. The tip is so engorged it looks like it's going to explode out the end.

      “Take me, Dash,” I say, my voice low as a whisper. “I need you.”

      “I know you do, and I need you too.” He slowly presses his hips forward, driving his cock into my heat.

      I wrap my arms around his back as he lays himself down and pushes the last inch of his dick inside my pussy. I can feel his cock pulse as he stays still for a moment, allowing my body to adjust around him.

      It doesn't hurt this time, not like the first. This is euphoric, a feeling like nothing I've ever experienced before. My walls tighten around him as he shifts his hips, pulling his cock out to the tip, then slowly pushing back in.

      He's taking his time. Every move is precise, planned, and made to pleasure me. He isn't focusing on himself; he's focusing on me. His eyes are open, watching me as he pistons his hips.

      The tips of his fingers softly brush the outside of my face, his lips kissing me with tenderness. Nothing about this is rushed. I can feel the emotions flowing between us. Sparks fly between kisses; heavy breathing erupts between thrusts.

      Beads of sweat form across Dash's forehead as he starts to move faster, and with more power. He throws his hips forward, going so deep I can feel him in my lower belly. His lips bruise mine as he steals a moan from my mouth with a kiss.

      I can't help but feel that I was meant to meet this man. This feels too right for it to be wrong. I gave him something I've never given to another man, and now, right here as he steals me away with another night of passion, I'm giving him something else.

      A piece of my heart.

      I don't know what tomorrow will bring. I don't know where I'll be next week, or a month from a now, but I know I'll always have this. I'll have this pleasure. I'll have this feeling to look back on. And wherever we end up, a small part of my heart will belong to him.

      I'm not sure if every girl feels this way about her first, but I do.

      The orgasm is growing, filling my entire body with warmth. I'm so damn close, and he knows it. He fucks me harder, faster, until the room is spinning, and I scream out in pleasure.

      My body explodes as tingles surge through me, making my toes curl and my eyes snap shut. There are colors behind my lids, bright pinks and blues that burst like fireworks in the black sky.

      Dash drives his face into my shoulder, and groans. His body is shaking as his cock jerks and throbs in my pussy. I can feel his cock turn rock solid as he comes, and the beat in his shaft that's pulsing like a heartbeat.

      His breathing is heavy as he turns his face to kiss my cheek. “I want you to know something,” he says, his words weak and scattered like he just ran a marathon.

      “Okay, what is it?” I ask as I run the tips of my fingers up and down his back.

      “I'm going to help you figure this out.”

      I turn my face and look at him. “You don't have to do that. I'll figure it out. This isn't your problem.”

      “Just because it's yours, doesn't mean you have to figure it out alone. I'm helping you, you can't stop me.”

      I smile, knowing that he's just as stubborn of a person as I am. “Looks like I don't have a choice then.”

      Dash smiles back, giving me gentle kiss. “Nope.” His arm curls over my stomach, and he pulls me in close. “We're going to figure this out together. You're never alone, Anna, not while I'm here.”

      As we fall asleep together, I don't feel helpless or fearful. I feel like I have a warrior carrying me.

      A warrior who will give me what I need and not ask for anything in return.

      Maybe I've been wrong this whole time. Maybe asking for help isn't a sign of weakness.

      Maybe everything I need is right here next to me.
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      I wake up alone. Dash isn't next to me. His pillow is cool to the touch. Pushing myself up in the bed, I rub my eyes and look around. There's a note on my nightstand. I reach over and pick it up.

      

      Good morning beautiful,

      I had to leave for work and you looked too perfect to wake up. But I know how to solve your problem. Don't worry, I'll explain it all later.

      —Dash

      

      The note brings an instant smile to my face. This man is incredible. The time on the clock beside my bed says it's six in the morning. Too early to start job hunting, but not too early to surprise Dash.

      I throw my legs off the bed, deciding I'm going to bring him a coffee and breakfast. I throw on some clothes and a little makeup. Grabbing my purse, I head out the door.

      The coffee shop around the corner is already open with a small line at the counter. I buy two coffees, a muffin for myself, and an egg sandwich for Dash. I noticed he likes those in the morning.

      It's crazy to me how much I've noticed about a man I didn’t think I was paying much attention too. He enjoys egg and cheese sandwiches on a bagel. He likes his steak medium rare, and his favorite beer is a Sam Adam's Boston Lager.

      He's a huge Red Sox fan, religiously listening to sports radio for updates when he misses a game on the television. His favorite color is blue.

      Dash is a family man, he likes to help people, and he's confident. His hands are rough, but he's so gentle when he touches me. He likes to listen to music while he does the dishes, and his favorite dessert is ice cream of any flavor.

      None of these things he’s said to me. I saw them with my own eyes and took note of every single one without even realizing it.

      The bus comes to a stop a block away from his work. I walk the rest of the way, white paper bag tucked under my arm and a coffee in each hand. The building he works in is in the industrial park in the Readville section of Boston. I head through the main door, and spot him sitting behind the front desk.

      “Hey,” I say.

      Dash looks up from the computer and smirks. “Good morning, beautiful. What are you doing here?” he asks as he pushes back from the desk and stands up.

      I raise the coffee in my right hand and look down at the bag under my arm. “Thought you might be hungry and in need of caffeine.”

      “I did work up an appetite after last night.” Dash winks as he takes the coffee. He kisses me, making my stomach twist into knots. “What is it?” he asks.

      “Bacon, egg, and cheese on an everything bagel.”

      “My favorite.”

      “I know.” My lips curl into a grin as I reach in the bag and take out his food. “You eat it almost every day.”

      “Yeah, I'm a man of habit in some ways.”

      “So, I got your note this morning.”

      “Yeah, I'm sorry I didn't wake you. I wanted to, but you looked so peaceful sleeping, I couldn't.”

      “It's fine.” I take a sip of my coffee as our eyes connect. I can't deny I feel something for this man. Everything about him makes me smile. From his eyes to his lips, to the way he holds me, I can't get enough of it. “About that letter—”

      “Yeah,” he says, taking a huge bite of his sandwich. With a mouth full of food, he holds up a finger as he chews and swallows. “I have a solution to your job problem.”

      “I saw, I'm just not sure how so quickly.”

      “Yeah, it hit me when I woke up this morning.”

      “Hey, is this her?” Jed asks as he comes around the corner and stops.

      “Sure is. Jed, this is Anna. Anna, this is Jed.”

      “Hi,” I say giving him a pleasant grin.

      Dash sets his coffee on the desk behind him and wraps his arm around my waist. The thought that he's been talking about me to one of his friends at work makes my heart flutter. It's like he sees us as more than just roommates who hook up. Like I'm his girlfriend, and we're a couple.

      “Is she excited?”

      I look between them. “Excited for what?”

      “I haven't told her yet.” Dash's fingers circle around the small of my back.

      “Told me what?” My eyes steady on his as I quirk a brow. “What's going on?”

      “Well. . .” Dash smiles as he lets his eyes roam the large office. “Welcome to your new job.”

      My jaw drops open as my head tips to the side. “My what?”

      What the hell is he talking about? My new job?

      “I thought a lot about what you said about not waiting and doing what I want to. And you're right. My sister is getting better. She'll be home soon, I'm sure. And you need a job, it only makes sense.”

      “I—I'm sorry. I'm confused. How can you just give me your job? Don't I need to see your boss, fill out an application, have an interview. . .” I furrow my brows, my mouth knitting down into a light frown. “You can't just give it to me without any of that.”

      “I can when my boss is a good friend of mine.” Dash's eyes drift to the man leaning against the desk. “So, Jed, what do you think?”

      “Wait,” I say, holding out my hand. “You're his boss?”

      “I sure am. Dash explained everything to me, and seeing as how I'd rather not go through all the stuff you listed, the job is yours. Besides, I trust Dash, he knows people. I know he wouldn't ask this and put his name on the line if you weren't capable.”

      “Okay, so let me get this straight.” I take a step back so I can look at both men. “You're going to leave your job, because I said you should,” I pause and turn to Jed. “And you're just going to hire me because Dash is vouching for me?”

      “Basically,” Jed says. “My father owns the place. I run the business and do a lot of work around the warehouse. I'm not really an office guy, and I'd rather not have to spend hours searching for someone to fill Dash's spot.”

      Dash smirks as he nods in agreement. “You nailed it. It's perfect. We both win.”

      My heart sinks as I picture myself saying goodbye to him. I don't want him to leave. I know what I said, but now I regret every word. I've enjoyed being with him. I've enjoyed sitting with him at night, eating dinner and watching old horror movies.

      “You're leaving?”

      “Yeah, I'm going to call today for my tickets and try to get a flight in next couple weeks to Peru. I'm going to train you for Jed, and then I'm gone.”

      I stand silently, plucking at my bottom lip anxiously. “What about your sister?”

      “Don't worry about the rent and stuff. I'm going to pay in advance so you'll be all set until Betty can get home. I'm not going to leave you high and dry.”

      “I don't know what to say.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I hold myself protectively.

      Dash's eyes flick between mine. “You don't sound happy. I thought you'd be excited and relieved to have a new job.”

      “Dash, this isn't what I meant when I said that to you yesterday. I mean, I did, but I didn't think it would be this soon.”

      “Why shouldn't it be this soon?” he asks.

      “I don't know.” My eyes start to well up, but I don't want to cry here right now. I dart my eyes away, and suck in a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. “Alright, well I should get going. I'll let you get back to work.”

      I back away from him, and turn quickly to leave. Dash says something, but my heart is beating so loudly, and my mind is rolling with a million thoughts, I can't hear him.

      I'm not even sure I'd listen if I could. I said what I said because I want him to follow his dreams, and do the things that will make him happy. And in the same breath, I don't. I want more time with him. I want to keep this feeling that he gives me alive.

      If Dash leaves, I might not ever see him again. He might meet someone else. He might fall in love with some girl he meets in a small village while he's traveling. The thought kills me. It makes my chest hurt and my stomach crumble like brittle limestone.

      “Hey!” Dash calls out. “Anna, wait up!”

      I keep my head down, picking up my pace. I can't talk right now. I'm a mix of sadness and anger. I feel stupid for putting this idea in his head. I'm an idiot for planting the seed and not thinking it would grow.

      It just happened so fast.

      “Anna!” he yells again, his feet hitting the pavement hard. “Stop!” His hand falls over my shoulder and stops me in my tracks. “Anna, what the hell is going on? Why are you ignoring me?”

      “Not right now, Dash. I just want to go home.”

      “I don't get it. You're not even a little happy about this?” I can see the confusion in his eyes. His brows are arched high, and his pupils are dilated.

      “I'm going home, Dash.”

      “That's your answer? That's all you have to say?”

      I pull my shoulder free from his fingers, saying nothing at all. I don't have the right words to give him. I should be grateful. I should be happy that he's done so much for a girl he just met.

      But I'm not. All I feel is more sadness and pain. I gave myself to a man who isn't sticking around. Not that I expected we'd get married one day and grow old together. I just thought he'd be here for a little bit longer than this. I didn't think time would get cut this short.

      I thought he cared more about me than he actually does.

      Because if he cared as much about me as I do about him, this conversation would have never happened.

      You're a naive girl, who’s given her heart to a man who doesn't want it.

      Dash doesn't want me.

      A single tear falls down my cheek as I walk away. It rolls down my face, but I catch it with the back of my hand before it breaks free.

      I won't cry for him. I won't cry for some guy that only has half his heart in something.

      If he even has any of his heart in this at all.
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      I haven't spoken to Dash in two days. For two days I've locked myself in my room, avoided him at all costs, refusing to even acknowledge him. If he's home, I stay in my room or venture out into the kitchen or bathroom as quickly as possible.

      When he's at work, I breathe a sigh of relief. Just the thought of seeing him draws out all these emotions I don’t know how to process. I don't want his job. I don't want him to leave. I just want it to go back to the way it was.

      Back to when I felt like we were us.

      I'm sitting on the couch when I hear the door lock open. Gathering my stuff, I'm trying to fumble it all in my arms, and get inside my room before the door opens. I'm not quick enough.

      “Surprise,” he says, giving me a big smile. “Look who I found.”

      Betty comes in behind him hobbling on a single crutch with a boot on her foot. She gives me a giant smile and holds out her arms. “At last!” she yells, wiggling her fingers for me to come give her a hug. “I finally get to meet you in person.” She hugs me tight.

      “Oh my god, you're actually here. I didn't think they were letting you out yet.”

      “Yeah, well, I don't think they could stand me much longer.”

      “You are a pain in the ass,” Dash says, grabbing her bags from the hall, and bringing them inside.

      “Shut up,” Betty snaps with a giggle. “What do you know, anyway?”

      “I know you better than anyone else. Trust me, if they could have kicked you out sooner, they would have. I bet your food was spit in a few times, and you didn't even know it.”

      “Wouldn't be the first time,” she says as she winks at me. “I'm a force to be reckoned with.”

      “Mm, hm,” he hums as he shuts the door.

      “So, Anna, what do you think? Does the apartment look like you thought it would?” Betty asks. Her hair is a little darker than the last time we video chatted. Her eyes are the same blue as her brother's, but she's a lot shorter than I expected based on how tall Dash is.

      The resemblance between them is there. They both have the same almond shaped eyes and the little dimple in the center of their chins.

      “It does.”

      “And me?” she asks, holding out her arms. “Do I look any different?”

      “No, but you're shorter than I thought,” I say, looking her up down.

      “You can blame my parents on that one. They gave Dash all the height.” She waddles awkwardly to the couch and drops down. “I hope you haven't been bringing home all kinds of girls to my bed, Dash.”

      He glances at me briefly. I can see the fire in his eyes as he thinks about our nights together. “No, of course not.”

      “Yeah, right. Anna, how bad is he lying?” she asks me as she looks back at me over her shoulder. “Because I know my brother. He goes through girls like a hand of cards in a poker game. No pun intended.” Betty giggles.

      “I'm telling you, I haven't brought home anyone.” Dash kicks her bags with his feet deeper inside the apartment. “Besides, that bed is still mine for now. Doctor says you still need to elevate your leg. The couch will work best for that.”

      “I don't like saying this, but you're right. I'll crash here until you leave for Peru on Sunday.”

      “You're leaving Sunday?” My gaze freezes on him. His lids are soft, almost apologetic as he nods. I'm in shock. “Sunday?”

      “Yeah, bought my tickets yesterday.”

      “Dash also told me he got you a new job. I heard what happened at Giovanni's. What a dick, huh?”

      “Yeah, he was a perv.”

      “Well, it's good that you can take over for Dash. Jed is a pretty laid-back guy.” Betty flips around quickly on the couch and grips the back. “Hey, maybe Dash can set you two up on a date or something. I think he's single. Right, Dash? Jed's single, isn't he?”

      “No, it won't work. Jed doesn't date anyone who works for him.” He cuts in quickly, slapping the idea down instantly. I can hear the jealousy in his voice and see it in his eyes.

      “Maybe he'll make an exception,” I say, taunting him.

      It's childish, I know. I just can't help it. If he cares so much about who I date, then why leave at all? Why not stay, and see where this goes?

      Because Betty is back, you dip-shit. You really think this would have gone anywhere? He would have dropped you the second she came home anyway. Look at what he's doing. It's been his plan all along.

      “He won't,” he barks through grit teeth. “Jed doesn't mix business with pleasure.”

      “I might be able to change his mind.”

      Betty looks at us for a second in silence. Her eyes trying to read the situation. “God, it's like you took my place, Anna. See, Dash, I told you it'd be like I was here.”

      “Yeah, I can see that.” He gives me a side-eyed glance.

      “I'm starving. Anyone else hungry?” Betty asks, changing the subject. I'm thankful she's oblivious to the tension between Dash and me. It's already awkward enough, that would just make it a hundred times worse if she could feel it too.

      “I can eat.” Dash walks to the fridge, grabs the milk, and chugs it.

      “What are you, twelve? Get a damn glass, Dash. My god, I know you were raised with more decency than that.”

      “Maybe. And maybe I just don't give a shit.” He wipes his mouth, putting the jug back. “So, are we going to go eat or what?”

      Betty rolls her eyes, using her crutch to push herself up off the couch. “Let's go. My stomach is eating itself. The hospital food was awful. I don't care what they say, it's no Rochambeau.”

      “What's Rochambeau?” I ask.

      “It's the best damn French food in town. I've been craving it for weeks, and someone—” Her eyes jump to Dash, tone lowering, “wouldn’t bring me any.”

      “I’m sorry, Bet, but I was pretty busy around here with work and taking your friend around town like you asked.”

      My eyes land on his and we stare at each other. There's anger in his eyes, and I can feel the anger in mine firing back. I don't know why he's angry. He's the one leaving. He's the one following his dream to travel. This is his choice, not mine.

      I haven't done anything to him. Other than give myself to him. He took my virginity, and now he's running away.

      It's easy to look at other girls who think they're in love and give themselves to a man who's unworthy of taking it. I'm not in love, am I?

      No. But it doesn't make this any easier. I want to shut it off, but I can't. And the more I think about it, the angrier I get.

      “Excuses, excuses. Let's just go.” She hobbles to the door and looks back at us, breaking the spell.

      I blink a couple times and look around the room for my purse. Dash glances up at the ceiling, then starts for the front door, opening it for his sister. He looks back at me, his lids turning to slits as he frowns.

      I follow them to the elevator, and we ride it down. Dash calls a cab and we wait out front until it pulls up. Betty gets in first, Dash squeezes in beside her, resting her crutch across his lap.

      “You can ride upfront,” he says flatly.

      “I planned on it.”

      The tension between us is building. Growing like fungus in a damp forest. It's heavy and thick and I can't get rid of it. There's so much I want to say to him, but I don't think he cares to listen. I mean, who am I to tell him not to go? Who am I to push my feelings on him?

      I'm no one.

      The taxi pulls up to the restaurant and we all get out. Dash helps his sister steady herself on the crutch, then holds the door open for both of us. His eyes follow me as I pass through, but I keep my head straight.

      We get a table near the window, and the waiter leaves us to go get our drinks. Betty is talking about the job she starts in two weeks, and how she should be out of the boot just in time.

      She and Dash share stories about when they were kids and how he fell out of a tree they were climbing and broke his arm. They laugh about how they would go deep sea fishing with their dad, and how their mother hated preparing whatever they caught. She'd gag as she had to clean off the scales and gut it.

      I'm quiet. I don't have anything to say. All I can think about is Dash leaving in a couple days. I ache everywhere. My stomach is tight like corded rope, and my heart feels like it's getting ripped in two.

      We order dinner. They eat and talk and laugh, all while I sulk and poke at my food, pushing it around my plate. I hardly look up at either of them. The sharp prongs of my fork maneuver a single piece of broccoli. My head is resting on my left hand as I stare down.

      I should have stayed home.

      Betty looks at me. “You're really quiet, Anna.”

      “Yeah, I don't feel good. That's all.” I run my hands back and forth over my thighs and look all around the room. “Actually, I think I'm going to go get some air. I'll be right back.”

      Standing up quickly, I head outside. I need to get away from Dash. Being this close and not touching him, not snuggling him, not feeling his fingers as they run up and down my back, it's making me sick.

      The air is cool on my face. I inhale a deep breath, wishing these nerves would just go away. I've never felt like this before. And I hate it.

      “Hey,” Dash says, walking up behind me.

      I look back at him and say nothing.

      “So, you're just going to give me the silent treatment?”

      “No. I just have nothing to say to you.”

      “That's a boldface lie.” He moves around to stand in front of me, and I twist away. “Come on,” he says. “You need to stop this.”

      “Me? I need to stop?”

      “Yes, Anna, because none of this is on me. You're the one acting like a damn fool.”

      “I'm the fool? Right, that's me. I'm the idiot here.”

      “What the fuck is it, Anna? Why don't you just tell me what the hell is wrong instead of making me guess?”

      “Because it doesn't fucking matter, Dash!” I yell under my breath. “You can just do you, and I'll do me. Seems simple enough.”

      “I don't understand,” he says, raking a hand through his hair. He pulls his hair close to his scalp then runs his hand down his face. “I get you a job after you quit yours. I hand you something so you don't have to worry, and this is how you treat me? Like I'm some kind of asshole?”

      “This isn't about the job, Dash.”

      “Then what is it?”

      I see Betty come out the door, a look of concern on her face. “What's going on? Is everything okay?” she asks.

      “Everything is fine,” Dash snaps. He turns around and starts walking back inside. “I'll go pay and grab the leftovers. I think we're ready to leave.”

      Betty watches her brother as he goes back inside, then turns her attention to me. “What's going on, Anna? You've been acting weird today.”

      “It's nothing that won't solve itself soon.” Tears start to roll down my cheeks, but I swipe them away quickly. “I'm going to walk home. I'll see you both later.”

      “Anna,” Betty says, trying to reach out for my arm.

      I pull out of her fingers before she can latch on. “Really, Bet, I'll be fine. I just need some time to myself, that's all.”

      “Are you sure? I don't like seeing you this way. If I can help—”

      “You can't,” I cut her off as I start to walk away. “No one can.”

      She leans on her crutch as she watches me walk into the darkness. She doesn't try to stop me again, and I have no idea if she's slowly figuring out that something is going on between her brother and me.

      Either way, it doesn't matter. This will all be better once he's gone. Out of sight, out of mind. I have to keep telling myself that.

      I'll be fine. I'm strong. I'm independent.

      I'm the warrior. Just me.
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      The wind whispers through the crack in my window. The whistle carries through the room, turning the silence into a symphony. Normally, I wouldn't notice such a thing. I'd ignore it easily, because it's meaningless, just like every other thing around me.

      Except, right now, I'm noticing everything. I notice the sound my window makes. I notice the creak in the floor as I walk across it. I notice the way Anna breathes when we're in a room together. I notice the way she eyes me, and how when I look at her, she turns away pretending she never was.

      I notice the tension in the air. I notice the way my skin buzzes when I hear Anna coming up the stairs to the apartment, and how my ears ring when I hear her voice in the background.

      Maybe I'm going crazy. I'm about to leave and travel halfway around the world to a foreign country, leaving the only girl I've ever cared about. This isn't as easy of a decision as she thinks, but she's acting as if I'm doing this to hurt her. I'm not.

      Anna is treating me like I'm a piece of shit for following my dreams. The sad thing is, I don't even know if this is my dream anymore.

      What will happen when I'm gone? What if she meets someone else and falls in love? What if she forgets all about me and I never see her again?

      What if. . .

      All these questions are making me second guess myself.

      I don't know if I can do this. I need to talk to my sister.

      “Betty,” I call out her name as I look around the living room.

      “Why are you yelling? I'm right here,” she says as she bumps me with the nub of her crutch.

      She's coming out of the kitchen with a plate of nachos and trying to navigate the short walk. Betty almost loses her balance, dropping a few loose tortilla chips on the floor.

      “Let me help.” I take the plate from her and pick up the ones on the floor.

      “Thanks,” she says as she reaches the couch and sits down. “I can't wait to have my leg back. This sucks.”

      “I'm sure it does. It won't be long now, right?”

      “Shouldn't be, maybe another week, if that. I have an appointment on Tuesday.” She slouches down on the couch and puts her legs up on the coffee table. “So, you must getting excited. You're leaving tomorrow morning, that's crazy.”

      “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that.”

      “All right, what is it?”

      “Honestly, I'm not sure if it's the right move right now in my life.”

      “What? Why the hell not? You're a single guy, no kids, no reason to stay here. If anything, now's the perfect time. If you wait too long, this trip will end up being part of your midlife crisis one day.”

      I chuckle as I lay my feet up on the coffee table and slouch beside her. Betty holds out the plate, offering me a nacho. I take one.

      “I know that it seems like the perfect time for me to go, but what if it's not?”

      Betty rolls her head on her shoulders and looks up at me. “I don't understand. How can it not be? What possible reason could you have not to go?”

      My eyes steady on hers, the words sitting on the back of my tongue. I'm just not sure how to get them out. “What if I told you I had a very good reason.”

      “Your version of good reason and mine are probably very different. What is it?” she asks, her eyes firmly set on mine.

      I still can't tell her. There's a heaviness on my chest and a frog in my throat making it impossible to talk.

      “Oh my god,” she says, her eyes growing wide. “It's a girl, isn't it? You met someone and that's why you're not sure.” Betty slaps my arm as she laughs out loud. “Are you fucking kidding me? You actually met a girl and remember her name?”

      “Fuck, Bet, you say it like it's a shock. Did you think I'd never meet anyone?”

      “No. You meet plenty of girls, I know that. I just never thought you'd meet someone who you'd remember.”

      “Come on, this is serious.”

      “Okay, I'm sorry. Well, who is she?” She pops a nacho in her mouth and holds up her hand as she says, “And please don't tell me that she's some girl you met in a bar two nights ago and you think you're in love.”

      “It's nothing like that.”

      “Then spit it out already. Tell me about this girl who stole my brother's heart. Because I'll be honest with you, I'm really curious. You've never had a steady a girlfriend. Not one. I don't think you've ever dated anyone longer than a week.”

      “Well, I met her about a month ago.”

      “Oh okay, so right after moving in here. Does she work here in the city?”

      “She did.”

      Fuck, Dash! Spit it out already!

      I'm trying so damn hard to just tell her that I'm falling for Anna. It's Anna that's making me question myself. It's Anna that's making my heart beat and my emotions go all haywire.

      “But she doesn't now?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Can we stop with this weird guessing game. I really don't want to play along. My leg is starting to hurt and I'd like to go take a bath. Just tell me her name.”

      I look at her without blinking and open my eyes wider. With arched brows and an awkward smile, I shrug.

      “Holy shit.” She's figuring it out. I can see it on her face. The muscles in her face go slack as her nostrils flare. “You're fucking with me. I know you're fucking with me.”

      “I'm not fucking with you at all.”

      Betty sits up fast and presses her fingers to her temples. “Just so we're on the same page, you're telling me it's Anna. Right?”

      “It is. I. . . I don't think I want to go on this trip anymore. I want to stay here with her, and maybe live you with you guys. I've fallen hard for her, Betty.”

      Shit. Here it is.

      This is what I'm worried about. Anna is her friend. The fact that I'm telling her I've fallen for her friend is like a gut punch. No sister wants to find out that her big brother has been sleeping with her friend.

      I brace myself, waiting for her to slug me as hard as she can. She lowers her head into her hands, and exhales a huge sigh. I don't try to calm her down or make excuses to make her feel better. Whatever she feels, I'll deal with it.

      “Dash, you have no idea—”

      I cut her off. I at least need her to know that this wasn't what I wanted. I didn't want to piss her off. “I know, I know. I'm sorry. I didn't plan on this happening, but it did.”

      “Dash, just shut up and let me finish.” She turns to face me, sitting up straighter. “I was going to say you have no idea how happy I am to hear that.”

      “Wait, are you serious?”

      “Yes, I'm serious. Anna is a great person. If you fell for anyone, I'm glad it's her. But if this is true, why does Anna seem so upset lately? I mean, she's hardly here when you're here, and even if you two are in the same room, it's like you're both pissed.”

      “She isn't happy with me right now, and I don't know why.”

      “Did you do something?”

      “I don't think so. She quit her job because of her asshole boss, and when we were talking one night, I brought up my plans to take a trip and how I put them on hold—”

      “For me,” she interjects. “Which I greatly appreciate by the way.”

      “I know you do, otherwise I wouldn't be here. But after Anna said I should go for it, that I should just do it, I decided I would. So, she was freaking out about not having a job, and since I decided to go on my trip, I talked to Jed and he agreed to give her my job.”

      “Well, I can tell you right now what you did wrong.”

      “You can?”

      “Uh yeah.” Her jaw hangs open, crooked to the side as she gives me the same look she used to when we were kids.

      “Tell me what the hell I did then, because I can't figure it out. All I know is that since I told her all this, she's been pissed off and avoiding me.”

      “Because, dip-shit, she likes you too and you're leaving.”

      “But I don't think I'm going to leave anymore.”

      “She doesn't know that. All she knows is that she likes you and thought you liked her, and now you're up and leaving. And you went and got her a job without talking to her first. If you know her at all, you know she's a pretty independent person. She doesn't want handouts, but she does want you.”

      Holy shit, she's right.

      My sister is actually right about this, and I couldn't see it. I made all these plans without Anna. I made decisions for her and never asked her what she thought or wanted. I made her feel like she's my girlfriend, and then chose to leave without a simple conversation about actually doing it.

      I'm a fucking idiot.

      “What the hell did I do?” I ask, the question directed more at me than her. But my sister answers anyway.

      “You acted before thinking.”

      “I can't believe I didn't see it.”

      “I can,” she says with a laugh as she elbows me in the ribs. “But, while we're on the topic of apartments and secrets, I have a secret too.”

      “Oh, you do? And what's that?”

      “I'm actually really glad you want to stay here, because I can't.”

      “What do you mean you can't?”

      “Well, while I was in the hospital, I decided that I don't want to just work odd jobs to make ends meet. I want to become a nurse.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah, I do. I actually already signed up to start classes in the fall. When they start, I'll have to move back home so I can focus on that, and not have to worry about anything else. I already talked to Mom and Dad and they're excited for me.”

      “Wow, that's great, Bet. I'm really proud of you for doing this.”

      “Thanks, Dash.” She leans in and I hug her. “So, what are you waiting for?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You have to go tell Anna everything you just told me.”

      “I would, but I have no idea where she is. I never do anymore.”

      “She's at the movies. She left a little while ago, I'm sure she's still there.” Betty gives me a nudge with her shoulder. “So, go get your girl.” Giving me a reassuring smile, she nods her head at the door. “Better hurry up before it's too late.”

      I can't believe this is happening. All of this, everything down to my sister's reaction feels like fate.

      Fate brought me here, and it's still pushing me along, laying down the tracks for me to follow. Jumping up from the couch, I dart for the door and tear it open. I'm going to tell Anna exactly how I feel. Everything, right down to the words that only my heart knows right now.

      “Hey, dumb-ass!” Betty calls out.

      I stop, looking back over my shoulder. “Yeah?”

      “You want to know what movie she's seeing, or do you plan on searching each and every single one in the dark?”

      Shit, she's right again. Why does it bug me when my little sister is right?

      Because it's usually you helping her, not the other way around.

      “Which one?” My hand clenches the frame of the door, ready to throw myself out the second she says it.

      “She's at the AMC and I think she said something about maybe seeing Wrath of Man. But I'm not sure, she could have changed her mind. Want me to text her?”

      “Nah, I'll find her myself, but thanks.” The door clinks shut and my entire body fills with electric snaps. I'm not running from this girl. I'm running to her.

      The bus is probably close to coming, but I have no plans on waiting around. Taking off in a sprint, I run up Washington and cut down Oak Street West. Harrison Avenue takes me past the Tufts Emergency Center. I slip through the gate, using the parking lot to shorten my jog.

      The movie theater is only another ten minutes away if I keep this speed. Luckily, there are enough businesses I can use to take a direct route without having to go all the way around.

      I can see the blaring red neon sign hanging out front of the building. Seeing the sign drives me harder, making me run faster than I ever have in my life. I've never wanted something as badly as I want her.

      The man in the booth jumps up from his seat as I run right past him. “Hey! You can't just come in like this!”

      “Sorry!” I yell to him over my shoulder. “I've got a date with a girl I love!”

      I can see him grab the walkie-talkie on his waist from the corner of my eye, and I don't care. They'll have to drag me out of here, because I'm not leaving until I find her.

      I scan the movie listings on the giant board, spotting her movie, and making a mad dash toward theater seven. I know security is on its way. I won't have a lot of time to do this.

      The doors come up on my left, the loud bass of music from the soundtrack thumps in my ears. Slamming my hands against the doors, they fly open and smack the railings on each side of the ramp that leads to the seats.

      I stop at the top of the ramp and look around for her. In the darkness everyone looks the same. No one face stands out against another. All I can see are shadows and flickers of flesh. The sound is so loud it drowns out my anxious, pounding heart.

      There are dim red lights lining the floor and aisles. I walk across the aisle in the center that separates the top rows from the bottom rows. I'm looking so damn hard, but I just can't find her.

      “Anna!” I call out finally, ignoring the attention that I'm drawing to myself. “Anna Derry!”

      “Dash?” she says from somewhere in the crowd.

      “Shh!”

      “Get down!”

      “Quiet!”

      People start yelling at me. I can hear the anger and annoyance in their voices. But this is more important than some movie they'll be able to watch at home a month from now for free.

      “Anna, where are you?” I ask, twisting around to see if she's behind me.

      In the dark theater she finally stands. “I'm right here.”

      She's in an aisle seat. The screen brightens, making her glow beautifully.

      “What are you doing here, Dash? I figured you'd be busy packing for your trip.”

      I take her hands in mine. “There's something I need to tell you and I just need you to listen.”

      Her eyes brighten and she nods softly. “What is it?”

      “Sit down in front!” Someone yells from behind us.

      “Shut up!” I yell back at them. “Anna, I know I've said a lot of things. I thought I knew what I wanted, but I was wrong. I don't want to leave, I don't want to move out, there's only one thing I really want and that's you.” My fingers twine around hers, holding her tight. I'm not letting her go again. Not ever.

      “Really?” she asks with a hint of uncertainty in her voice. “How can I believe that? You planned an entire trip and didn't think of me at all while you were doing it.”

      “That's where you're wrong. I thought about you the entire time. You're all I've been thinking about. I can't get you out of my head. But when you told me I should go for it, I don't know,” I say, shrugging my shoulder. “I thought you weren't as into me as I'm into you. I didn't think you cared what I did.”

      “Of course, I care. I know what I said, but I honestly didn't think it would happen overnight. I thought we'd have time between. I'm not a girl who's going to stop you from following your dreams, Dash, I was just surprised is all, and didn't think you cared about me either.”

      “I care, Anna, because. . .” Pausing, I suck in a deep breath of air. “I love you.”

      Her eyes flick between mine. I can see water bubbling over the surface as the movie screen explodes with brightness. She blinks, releasing a single tear rolling down her cheek.

      “I love you too.”

      Instantly, the second those words come out of her mouth, my heart hammers in my chest and I grab her face to kiss her. I kiss her like I've wanted to for days. I kiss her like I've missed her for a lifetime.

      “Come on! Get out of the way already! Some of us are trying to watch a movie here!”

      I'm about ready to yell back when the double doors fly open and flashlights land on us. “There he is!” It's the guy from the booth, and he's pointing his finger at us.

      “We need to go,” I say to Anna, taking her by the hand. “This way.” I pull her down to the front of the theater and shove open the emergency exit right next to the screen.

      The loud buzzer goes off inside in the theater, followed by the blinding white strobe lights positioned in the room.

      We stumble out into the alley behind the theater. I look side to side and decide to go right. “Come on.” I keep her hand in mine and take off in a sprint.

      We're both running as fast as we can. I can hear her breathing heavy as I drag her around the corner and down another alley. I stop beside a dumpster and push her behind it, taking cover with her.

      Poking my head out, no one is following us. We're alone. The street is fairly quiet, and I doubt they'd call the cops on me for this.

      As I duck back behind the dumpster, she's laughing. “Holy shit, did we really just do that?”

      “We did,” I say.

      “You do realize that I actually paid to see that movie.”

      “Yeah, sorry about this. I had to find you before it was too late.”

      Anna lets out a deep laugh. She's laughing so hard that tears are rolling down her cheeks. I wipe them away with my thumbs, and smile at her as I cup her face.

      “That's a good look on you.”

      “What is?” she asks as she tries to catch her breath.

      “Happy tears.” I curl my fingertips around her head and hold her. “Just so you know, those are the only tears you'll ever cry because of me again.”

      “Good, I like this kind of tears.”

      Her expression changes as our eyes lock. Flames flicker in the distance of her eye, growing bigger and stronger as I run both my thumbs across the curves of her jaw. Her laughter slows to a single exhale, lips parting softly.

      It's beautiful. She's beautiful. How could I ever think about leaving her?

      I tip her face up and kiss her. Her lips are warm and soft as she opens them to let me inside. My tongue glides around hers, dancing in long swirls. Anna's hands fly up into my hair, tangling around thick locks, and tugging at the roots.

      There's no way I can control myself right now. I need her, I can't wait until we get back home. It has to be now. It has to be here.

      I take a long step in, forcing her back against the brick building. Her breath hitches as I drive my tongue deeper inside her mouth. I push my chest against hers, forcing her back against the wall. She drags both her hands down my neck and over my chest. I snap them up by the wrists in one hand, and pin them over her head.

      Pulling my lips off hers, I place bruising kisses down her neck, and across the exposed skin of her shoulder. Anna moans as she turns her face, making room for my lips. I run my tongue across the crevice of her collarbone and neck, licking all the way back up to her ear. Nibbling her lobe, her entire body shudders.

      I can't stop the smile that forms on my face as I feel the chill spread through her body. I love watching her squirm and wiggle and tremble in my hands. My cock fills, growing hard as a rock. It angrily pushes against my jeans, begging to be inside her.

      There's a growl deep in my chest that rumbles out as the animal inside me takes over. I kiss her neck hungrily and let out a hot breath against her skin. Anna moans, laying her head back against the wall, and closing her eyes. My teeth graze her skin, causing waves of goosebumps to flood her body.

      “I'm taking you right here,” I say into her ear, softly licking the shell. “I can't wait.”

      Anna arches her back, forcing her tits against my chest. Her hips are rocking, rubbing the bulge in my pants. My cock is throbbing, aching to feel her warm, wet pussy.

      With ease, I flip her around against the brick. She palms the wall, curling the tips of her fingers into the mortar. Her knuckles turn white as she looks back at me over her shoulder with a sexy little smirk.

      “Fuck me, Dash. Fuck me right here. I'm yours.”

      I reach around and unbutton her shorts, ripping them down her thighs. Tearing at my jeans, I free my cock and slap her on top of her ass. The smack echoes through the alley, ricocheting off the walls until it fades out.

      She leans forward more, her back curving and her ass popping up higher. I run my fingers through her folds and rub her juice all over. She's so fucking wet. Dripping with arousal so slick my fingers are soaked. I rub her juice over my tip and down my shaft, then slam my cock inside her. Anna moans loud and unhinged as she lifts up on the tips of her toes. Her pussy is tight and warm, clenching around me and holding me inside.

      “Mm,” I groan, grabbing her by the hips and holding her up.

      I rock my waist back, then throw my dick forward. Her juice is slippery as silk, letting me glide in easily. Picking up the pace, I let my body take over and just fuck her. I thrust with vigor, driving my cock in so hard Anna's legs wobble.

      Her cheek presses against the brick and she holds her breath as she bites her bottom lip. She looks so fucking sexy. Her face is flushed, her eyes fluttering in the sockets behind her lids, and sweat is beading up on the back of her neck.

      This woman is mine. She's my breath, my heartbeat, and the blood that's pumping through my veins. I never want to lose this. I never want to be without her. I'll go anywhere in the world so as long as she's with me.

      Anna's body begins to shake. Her legs are trembling, and her fingers scratch the brick. I feel her coming. Her pussy squeezes my length, pulsing over and over as she finally inhales a sharp breath.

      My balls draw up and my stomach muscles tighten as my cock explodes. I tip my head back and groan as a rush of tingles zip through my body. I grip her hips, holding her in place as my cum fills her pussy.

      White cream drips from around the edges of her pussy lips, and plops to the ground. I lean forward and rest my forearm against the brick wall, just basking in this feeling. Anna's pussy is still throbbing. Her breathing is heavy, and her thighs are quivering.

      I pull my cock free, slipping it back in my pants. I help pull up Anna's shorts, but neither of us really move at all.

      “This cold brick feels good on my face,” she says, waving a hand in front of her face to fan herself. “Because that was fucking hot.”

      “It really was.” I rest my face against hers and say, “I just want you to know, it doesn't matter to me where we are, Anna, because wherever we are is home.”

      She lowers to flat feet and spins around to face me. Her cheek is raw and red from rubbing the brick. It's the prettiest burn I've ever seen. Her eyes sparkle under the faint light off the street next to the alley.

      “I do know that.” Anna smiles as she tips her head and kisses me. “Because that's what love is. Love is who you're with. Love is giving yourself to someone and not expecting anything in return. Love is being there when you don't need to be and staying because you want to. That's what I feel for you. A love that has no boundaries.”

      I smile, running the very tips of my fingers softly around her face and cupping her jaw. “I love you so much it's crazy. Never in my life have I ever thought that I could love anyone the way I love you. You're special, Anna. I'm going to spend the rest of my life showing you just how special you are.”

      I could have gone a lifetime without meeting her. Without having this feeling. Without knowing what it truly feels like to love. Without allowing myself to ever love back.

      She broke through. She found me in a sea so vast, so full and thick with people, that I'm grateful. I'm grateful to fate for putting us together. I'm grateful to Anna for allowing me to love her.

      With her in my life, I see every color.

      I never want to go back to a colorless world.

      This rainbow is just for me.
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      “Are you almost ready?”” he asks.

      “Just about. I need one second.”

      “For what?” Dash asks as he closes his suitcase.

      “I told Betty I'd call her once we got here.” Dash rolls his eyes and lets his body sluggishly fall to the couch. “Stop it, it'll be quick. I promise,” I say, pouting my bottom lip.

      “Quick. . . right. You know my sister, nothing is ever quick with her.” Dash spreads out on the couch and pulls the bright orange decorative pillow under his head. “Wake me up when you're done.”

      I giggle as I pull my phone out and call Betty. Pressing the phone to my ear, I look out the window and wait for her to answer. The city is absolutely beautiful.

      Trees are blooming with big pink flowers all the way down the sidewalk as far as I can see. I can smell the floral scent in the room. The sky is clear and there are people everywhere, enjoying the gorgeous weather.

      “Finally!” she yells into the phone as she answers. “I thought you guys were dead.”

      “Dead? We were on a six-hour flight. It's not like we've been missing for days or something.”

      “Yeah, I know, but still. I feel like I haven't seen you guys in ages.”

      “I know, but it's not like we'll be gone forever. We're coming back.”

      “Good, because if I had to even think about not seeing you for months, I'd go crazy. I like it better when you guys are minutes away, not an ocean. Plus, I miss my study buddy.”

      “How is school going?”

      She exhales a long breath that crackles in my ear. “It's hard, but good. These teachers are no joke.”

      “Well, you're going to make a great nurse one day, Betty.”

      “I hope so. So, what are your plans for today? I'm sure whatever it is it'll be more exciting than here. I bet Dash has skydiving on his list or something.”

      “Eiffel Tower. No sky diving for me. If he wants to do that, I'll hold his wallet and wait on the ground.”

      Betty laughs loudly, then sighs. “Yeah, that's a good idea. Especially because I'm not there to fix either of you up. Save the danger for back home where I can put my skills to use.”

      “That's fine with me.” Dash lifts his head and arches his brows as he looks at the clock on the wall then back at me. “All right, I got to go. Your brother—”

      “Is pacing around like an inpatient child?”

      “Close. It's more the I'm dying from boredom look.” I smirk at Dash, and he makes a funny face, sticking out his tongue.

      “Yeah, I know the look,” she says.

      “Okay, I'll call you tomorrow.”

      Betty and I hang up. I stand over Dash and rest my hands on my hips, leaning forward slightly. “There, feel better now? Are you done acting like a child?”

      He suddenly throws his arms up and around my waist. Dash yanks me down, rolling over so he's on top of me. He pins both my wrists over my head with one hand, and starts to tickle me. “What was that? Am I still acting like a child now?”

      I'm laughing so hard, I snort. “Stop!” I call out through heavy giggles as I wiggle beneath him. “This isn't fair!”

      Dash keeps tickling me, his weight holding me in place. I'm rocking and moving, trying desperately to break free. I'm laughing so hard tears stream down my face and it's hard to breathe.

      “What do you got to say to me now? Hm?” He leans forward, his fingers hovering dangerously close to my ribs. “Anything? Anything else?”

      “Yes.”

      “Really? And what's that?” He lowers his fingertips, brushing my shirt and gearing up to tickle me again.

      “I love you,” I say, lifting my face to kiss him.

      Dash grins with thin lips. “I love you too, but that isn't going to stop this punishment.”

      “Maybe I don't want it to stop. Maybe I want more,” I say, my lids lowering as I lick my lips. “We are here in the city of love.”

      “Mm,” he moans out, taking his threatening tickling fingers and softly stroking my ribs. “I like the way you think.”

      I lift my hips and rub my pussy against his bulge. His hand tightens around my wrists as he bites his bottom lip. His fingers move across my belly and up my right side. The pads of his fingers dance across my chest, and over my hard nipples.

      I love when he touches me. Every nerve in my body ignites, and my blood turns to liquid fire. His touch is magic, sending me to the heavens and back. My back arches as he glides his hand down the center of my chest and cups my mound.

      “You want me in there?” he asks. “You want to feel my cock inside you?”

      I tug my bottom lip in and nibble on the skin. Nodding yes, I rub my pussy against his bulging cock. He's solid as granite, his tip pushing firmly against his jeans. I need to feel him in me. There's nothing else in this moment I need more. Not air. Not food. Not my heartbeat. I need him.

      “Take me,” I say, my voice a whisper of a breath as I exhale.

      Dash growls as he rips at the button on his pants. He releases my hands, standing up and pulling down his jeans. I slip my pants off, taking my panties with them. With a single finger, I gently trace my body as he watches.

      His eyes follow my finger over my belly and around each breast. I pluck my nipple, twisting it between my fingers. Dash is stroking his cock as I play with myself. I love it. I love watching him react to me.

      With a sexy smile on my face, I palm my pussy, sliding a finger in my heat. I push it in slowly, pulling it back out and rubbing my juice over my folds. I dip my finger in again, and rub my clit with my thumb.

      Dash's eyes light up as his hand moves from base to tip and back again. He squeezes his engorged head. A small drip of pre-cum glistens at the edge, begging to be licked off. I push myself up and lick the droplet. It's salty and sweet.

      “Mm,” I groan as he moves his hand so I can suck his cock. I raise my finger to his lips, and he sucks it into his mouth with a deep moan.

      A shiver runs through my body, making my pussy seep and my clit throb. I can't wait anymore. I need him right now. Reaching up, I grab his shirt and tug him back down on top of me. I roll his shirt up over his head, and it toss to the floor.

      His cock slides inside me easily. My juice coats him like silk. His dick spreads me wide open, swelling inside me, and stretching my body as far as it can go.

      I never thought life could be more perfect. But it is. Every day with this man makes my life better. I feel more love. More appreciation. More beautiful. He looks at me like I'm the only woman in the world, just like he is right now.

      His eyes never leave mine, not for a single second. He kisses me like my lips are his life and my body is his soul. With precision, he thrusts his cock in deep and hard, sending a rush of heat to my core.

      The fire burns hot, spreading warm tendrils up and around my chest. My muscles buzz as he fucks me harder and faster. I can feel the orgasm building and growing. My toes curl and my fingers dig into the mounds of muscle in his back.

      I release a moan as my legs clamp around his body, holding on tight. The orgasm bursts like a balloon, sending waves of pleasure coursing through my body. Dash bites my neck, giving one last thrust as he comes. His cock pulses, purging its life blood in my pussy. We lay silent, our bodies still connected as we breathe heavy.

      “How is it this hot every single time?” I ask, running my hands through my hair and pulling it tight against my scalp. “My damn thighs are shaking.”

      “It's because we love each other,” he says. Dash opens his eyes and kisses me on the forehead. “That's the only explanation that makes sense.”

      I run my fingers through his hair and look up at him. “I really do love you.”

      “I love you too.” He climbs off me, grabbing some tissues from the box on the table. Passing me a few, he cleans himself off. “So, now that we got that out of the way, are you ready to see this place?”

      “I am,” I answer, putting my pants back on. “Where are we going?”

      “A little place called the Louvre.”

      “Oo, so you're an art man, too? I had no idea.”

      Dash chuckles as he fixes his shirt and adjusts his sneakers. “It's my dirty little secret.”

      He smiles at me and winks. It feels like I'm struck in the chest by a lightning bolt. This moment is surreal. I'm in Paris with the man I love. Seeing the world with new eyes. Enjoying every day like it's my last.

      What have I done to deserve this life?

      Some people think that life is a series of pre-planned events that you have no control over. I don't believe that. I can't anymore. I took a risk, finally moving to the city. I took a chance on a man and fell in love.

      We did this together. And I'm excited to see what our future holds. I know that wherever we are, as long as we have each other, we can make anything happen.

      Because it's not just me or him, it's us.
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      Ready for another hot romance read? These books are waiting for you right now!
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