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Chapter 1
In the few short weeks Cami had been in Seattle, she’d grown to love it. As her knife flew over the mushrooms, cutting them just so, she peeked out the window for another look at the bay. The day was disappearing, turning the sky from deep purple to crimson with a blinding strip of yellow that was all that was left of the sun.
With temperatures barely over fifty degrees and constant drizzle, many people complained the weather was dreary or even depressing. But Cami found it exhilarating. The big city was bursting with music, art, coffee, and good food, which was her passion. She still pinched herself that she’d landed a job.
Blue Skirt Catering was a small company but perfect, something she could handle. The city was big and overwhelming, though in a good way, and starting with something more intimate suited her. Reaching for the celery, she switched knives and continued to chop. The lace knit blouse she wore was itchy but she tried to ignore it.
A starched white apron covered her blue skirt. She was glad that it wasn’t a uniform, as she wanted to feel more like the gourmet she was than service staff. That evening was a company party for one of the many tech start-ups in the area. A top floor of their suite housed the banquet room, and the windows looked out to the water.
Brittany burst through the swinging doors in her boisterous fashion. She wore the same blue skirt and white top, with her deep brown hair piled high in slight disarray.
“Hey, did you see the rock star?” Her hazel-brown eyes shone with the interest she conveyed. Brittany was a couple of years older than Cami, but acted younger. Her heart-shaped face and gleaming smile gave the impression of innocence, but in the short time Cami had known her, it was clear she was beyond that stage.
“Another one?” Cami glanced up as she scooped the celery slivers into a ceramic bowl.
“That other guy never called me.” Brittany pouted, but it didn’t last.
“They have a band out there?”
Brittany checked on the glazed short ribs in one of the stainless-steel ovens. “Yep, and the lead is a hunk. He must be the lead; he has the biggest guitar.” Her eyes gleamed as she recited her encounter of moments before. “He has tattoos on both arms, blue and red ones on the right down to his elbow. Long hair and killer gray eyes.”
“I take it you met him.”
“Well, he kept looking at me, so yeah. I think he might be interested.”
Cami brushed a stray strand of hair out of her eyes. “Well, you have all night to find out.”
The first part of the evening was a bustle of activity with the arrival of the party crowd. And it wasn’t long before the music started—more soft than hard rock, but Cami suspected that might change as the drinking progressed. Her boss was in and out of the kitchen, overseeing all the commotion with an expert hand.
Malena Parker was older, though not old. Cami guessed thirties, but she hadn’t asked. Her Blue Skirt Catering company had been transplanted from New York. Her talent, honed in the big city, fit right in with the trendy, hip feel of Seattle. Catering was good business, and the food was the fresh style seen in the local restaurants, with Malena’s touch added. The blue skirts were her idea. Adding a little sex appeal was good for business.
“Can you bring out another tray of the caramelized scallops? Just take them straight to the big table in the center of the room. They were asking for more.” Malena’s brunette hair was tied back loosely with shorter wisps escaping. Looking at her, Cami could easily imagine she was in her twenties, not thirties. Her chocolate-brown eyes and classy makeup were attractive. Likely she had no trouble connecting up with the plethora of men in the city.
Wanting to look her best, Cami had worn her sexiest heels, some beige strappy ones. Not that anyone would see them, since the deep blue skirt hung past the ankle. The skirt was a winner, as the stretchy fabric hugged her slender hips and accented her small butt, giving her more shape than she had. Then it flared out at the shin. She called it her mermaid skirt, as that was what it reminded her of.
Cami removed her white apron, setting it aside to go out and serve. She placed two plates of the grilled scallops on a round tray and lifted it. It wasn’t too heavy, so it ought to be okay. Keeping a slow, steady step in her dressy shoes, she headed out the double doors.
At first her eyes had to adjust because the lights were dim, and having just come from the brightly lit kitchen, for a moment Cami was blinded. Once she could see, her foray into the noisy, crowded party continued. The music boomed from a small stage in the corner, and she caught a glimpse of Brittany flirting with the lead singer.
Trying to focus on her own task, Cami searched the room for the table she sought. The banquet room was huge and it wasn’t easy to spot. Many people stood around chatting, some were dancing, and others crowded around the sea of tables. The tray was holding steady, and she tried to navigate through the partiers without getting bumped.
Success. She made it to a big table in the center of the room. That must be the one. It was long with seating on both sides; many of the chairs were empty. At one end, a twenty-something guy snuggled up to his date, and along the far side was a group of businessmen drinking and laughing. Cami stepped closer and looked about to see who had asked for the scallops.
Then she saw him. He’d been turned the other way, leaning way back in his chair, watching the dance floor. When he turned back, their eyes met and electricity went through her petite frame like a lightning bolt. His thick brown hair was etched with blond sun streaks, gleaming beneath one of the few spotlights in the room. His blue eyes captivated her.
But it was his body that made her swoon. If he’d worn a blazer, it was off now. He had only a soft, pale shirt with several buttons open, and the cloth settled over his hard body. The gorgeous man was solid sculpted muscle, which couldn’t be missed even under the casual shirt. With his thighs, shapely under the dark pants he wore, and the way he leaned back with his legs apart, Cami couldn’t take her eyes off of him.
She realized she was staring at the same instant that she became aware of the tray slipping. Shocked back to reality, it was too late. In a slow-motion nightmare, the plates slid to the far side of the tray, making it heavier on that side. Out of balance, Cami could not recover it, and she watched in horror as the plates flew off the tray and hit the table, scallops and glaze pouring over the thighs she’d just been admiring.
A tiny shriek came out of her throat, and with the tray dangling in one hand, she put the other over her mouth. Like a stack of dominoes, the plates had hit, the food had flown all over, and the handsome man had leaned even further back in the chair. Hardly believing what had just happened, Cami froze.
Looking into the crystal-blue eyes, she did not see anger or even upset, only humor. Then he smiled, showing perfect white teeth, which became a laugh. “I think you are going to have to bring me another whiskey,” he said in a deep voice. “And a change of clothes.”
He seemed overly relaxed about it, and Cami suspected he’d been downing the whiskies, which accounted for his calm demeanor. After dropping the tray on the table, she moved closer and grabbed several linen napkins. Madly dapping at his slacks, she realized how forward that must seem.
“I’m just making it worse,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”
The hunk stood and Cami looked up at him. If he was a heartthrob sitting down, he was devastatingly handsome standing up. His full, chiseled form was within inches of her, and it was all she could do to resist touching. To see if he was real.
“I don’t know. I kind of liked that.” His eyes twinkled with devilishness, further throwing her off.
Tossing the wadded napkins on the table, Cami said, “Come with me. I think I can do something for this.”
As she said it, her eyes caught a glimpse of those desirable thighs again, and either he was just naturally really built, or there was a bulge where she’d most like to touch. Quickly, she looked away, embarrassed by the unintended double meaning of her words.
He laughed, and with easy, masculine strides he followed her to the kitchen. In the blinding lights, Cami blinked. He was a sight to see in the semi-darkness of the dining room, and completely swoon-worthy in good light. The man was flawless and exuded charm from every pore of his body. She was doomed.
“Here, sit.” She motioned him into an aluminum chair and raced to the sink for supplies. In a flash she returned, armed for rescue.
Hesitating a moment, she glanced at his blue eyes, not daring to really look at him. She couldn’t trust herself. “Uh, we keep this on hand. It takes out wine stains and all kinds of stuff. Let me see if I can save these pants.”
He just looked, his blue eyes piercing holes into her. Nervously, Cami poured the liquid onto a clean white rag and dabbed at one thigh.
He laughed and she could smell the whiskey on his breath. It smelled good, and it made her want to kiss him.
“What?” She continued to dab at the material without looking up.
“You can rub my thighs any day.” Heat radiated off his body, and the feel of his hard thigh under her fingers made Cami a little faint.
She had no clue how to respond. So far, she’d dealt with the big city pretty well. But she hadn’t encountered anyone like him. His command over her was unsettling and, try as she might, Cami couldn’t gather her composure.
It was the best she could do: “The pants really need to come off.” The instant she said it, she regretted it. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”
His eyes burned into her. “I think you did.”
He was exasperating. How could a man be so good looking, so sexy, so charming, and so unnerving? It was an impossible package.
Trying to ignore the feelings radiating between them, Cami took a fan from the opposite counter and placed it on the cutting board near him, angling the air toward his gorgeous thighs.
“We can dry it out a little. That will help. I’m just so sorry.” She could feel her cheeks heat as she said it. But it wasn’t the embarrassment of being a klutz; it was the magnetism between them that she didn’t know how to deal with.
Never taking his eyes from her, the heartthrob said, “I’m not sorry.”
She chanced a look at him. It would be rude to keep looking away.
His endearing smile warmed her, all the way from her head to the tips of her toes.
Without missing a beat, he said, “I’m Bradan Reid. And you are?”
She swallowed thickly. “Camille Joubert.”
“French?”
“My father’s side.”
He just nodded.
“But you can call me Cami.” As if he’d be calling her.
“Okay, Cami. You’ve made my evening a lot more exciting, I must say. But I think my date will be wondering where I am.”
Flustered, Cami readjusted her ponytail, a nervous habit. “Your date. Of course.”
“Jealous?” His blue eyes taunted her.
“No. I am not jealous.” Now she was miffed. “Conceited much?” What an ego the guy must have. Not that he didn’t have a right to one.
“That’s a matter of opinion.” He didn’t seem the least bit ruffled about her accusation.
Again he stood, drop-dead gorgeous, and feeling his strength so close made Cami’s knees weak. “I wouldn’t worry about the pants. I can replace them. It was worth meeting you. My date is boring. Beautiful…but boring.”
He said it with such honesty, and Cami believed he meant it. “Well, you brought her, didn’t you?”
Bradan raised an eyebrow. “This time, but I doubt there will be a repeat. She’s found someone else to dance with already. I’ll take her home later, though, I’m sure.”
I’m sure. The image of Bradan taking another woman home irritated Cami, a feeling that made no sense. She didn’t know the guy.
Without another comment, Bradan disappeared through the swinging doors, and Cami fell into the chair he’d vacated. Her muscles felt like jelly and her heart pounded. No man had ever had that effect on her. She’d really been missing out, that was for sure.
Brittany burst through the doors again. “What happened to you? Malena saw the mess out there.”
Cami shook her head. “You wouldn’t believe it.”
Throwing food onto plates, Brittany glanced over. “What? That you dropped a tray?” She shrugged. “I’ve done that plenty of times. No big deal. It’s already cleaned up.”
Cami took a deep breath. “No, not that.” She brushed loose strands of hair back from her face. “The guy I just met. Did you see him out there?
Brittany laughed. “No, you know where my eyes have been.”
“The rock star?”
“Tyler.”
Cami chuckled. “I see you’ve met him.”
“Yes. And anyway, I didn’t see your guy until he walked out of this kitchen. He’s a total hunk.”
“And then some.” Cami closed her eyes for a second, but visions of Bradan persisted.
“Who is he?” Brittany cocked her head, waiting for details.
“Bradan Reid. I guess he must work for this company. I didn’t ask. I was too overawed to think of anything to ask.” Cami stood, getting back to work. “But he’s with some other girl out there, anyway.”
The rest of the evening was torture. Cami tried to stay in the kitchen, actually hide in the kitchen. But it didn’t work. Most of the prep had been done earlier, and the demand for refills was high. There was no way to avoid going back to the dining room.
If Bradan had been drinking before the mishap, he was really drinking after it. He danced with a blonde that had enough thick, shiny hair for three women, and pouty lips that were straight out of a fashion magazine. She looked long and leggy in her tiny silver dress. And she had to be at least five ten, a couple of inches taller than Bradan.
But he didn’t seem to mind. The more he drank the more brazen their dancing became, and the blond beauty swayed against him, attracting more male eyes than just her date’s. Cami was disgusted. They made quite a spectacle. 
True, she wished that she was the one going home with Bradan later. But she wasn’t, and the thought of blondie snuggling up to Bradan made her green with envy. And mad. The mad part she couldn’t figure out. The envy, well, that was obvious. When the party started to thin out, and Cami saw the blonde stagger out in her silver heels with Bradan’s arm around her waist, she breathed a sigh of relief.
It had been a rough evening. Meeting him had been amazing, and Cami knew she’d be dreaming of him long into the night. There was no avoiding that. Bradan was impossible to forget. But at least she wouldn’t be seeing him again. She’d get over it.


 
Chapter 2
Dressing for the wet, chilly weather required layers, and Cami had plenty of those. It wasn’t as rainy in the wine country where she’d grown up, but it was cold. Her wardrobe was adequate, plus she’d scoured Urban Outfitters with Brittany and added some additional pieces. For that February day, the prediction was breezes with spotty drizzle.
Starting with her cotton underwear, Cami layered up: yoga tights with a tank top, under a long shirt with a bulky cream-colored sweater over it. She’d splurged on some waterproof boots, a necessity in getting around in the wet climate. Leaving her long, pale brown hair loose, she fluffed on more blush for color.
Her studio apartment in the Belltown neighborhood was small, but it had a kitchen. And that was what mattered. If she couldn’t cook, Cami would really be depressed. It wasn’t a gourmet kitchen, not like she’d had at home, but it would do. And she could see Elliott Bay if she went up to the common-area rooftop patio.
It would have been nice if Brittany was going on the food tour with her, but she’d begged off the night before, hoping to connect up with Tyler. And if Cami were to guess, she’d bet that was what had happened. After the dinner party had cleared out, Brittany had looked pretty chummy with her new rock-star heartthrob.
Cami needed more friends. She’d only been in Seattle for a little over a month, and that had been consumed with working her catering gig, getting her apartment set up, and acclimating to the city. Maybe she’d get to know some people on the tour—possibly even someone with passion for gourmet cuisine.
The other good thing about her location was its connection with downtown, so transportation was not an issue. There were free buses, street cars, and even a light rail to some places. Plus, there was always walking. It was a bit hilly, but Cami didn’t mind. Since no heavy rain was predicted, she could walk to the tour start location.
The tour would cover five restaurants, and a small café for dessert. Since Cami planned to conquer the trendy array of cuisines available in the city, she needed to become more familiar with them. And it would be fun. Tasting from a selection of popular chefs’ fare was something to look forward to. Maybe she’d learn a few tips, or try to make some of the items on her own.
The tour was pre-booked for twelve people, but only nine showed up. One of the cancellations was Brittany, but there was nothing Cami could do about that. Less would be better anyway; easier to get to know people. The others in the group were couples, and though they were friendly, her idea of making friends didn’t look promising.
First stop was Pike Place Market, a port market teeming with every variety of goods imaginable. There were vendors with handmade cheeses, fresh produce, hot chowder, and flowers. Right across the street, the guide pointed out the first-ever Starbucks. They didn’t have time to stop, so Cami made a note to go back later and see what it was like inside.
Allen, the tour guide, was in his thirties, a Seattle native who clearly loved the city. He did a good job of narrating as they went along, offering snippets of information that were interesting. He posed a question to them. “Why do they call Seattle ‘the Emerald City’?”
A man in the group, late twenties, with longish, wavy black hair and glasses, answered, “Because it’s so green with all the forests in the area. It’s a result of the extensive rainfall.”
That made sense to Cami, even though Emerald City reminded her of The Wizard of Oz. From the market they climbed into the small tour bus and went for appetizers at a gastro pub in Belltown. Allen described the chef’s offerings as small plates with avant-garde touches. Cami took that to mean the menu items would be ingenious and inventive.
Inside, the high-ceilinged establishment had clear glass lights hanging from wires. It was noisy and the crowd looked young. The beige plastered walls contrasted with wood furniture that looked carved right out of a tree, with the thick-grain design polished. Windows set high in the walls let in ample light.
Cami took her seat near the end next to the man with glasses and his wife. The tour guide took the seat at the head of the table, and after everyone got settled, there were still two empty places across from her. Allen raised his hand for attention just as small plates of food were delivered. “I think you are all in for a surprise.”
Not even seeing the food, Cami stared, disbelieving what she saw. Walking confidently across the room was Bradan, looking as god-like as before. He wore a beige sweater that hugged his chest and tight jeans with leather shoes. The worst thing was that he had a woman in tow. And not the blonde.
This one was of equal beauty, but not as tall. The woman had jet-black hair, olive skin, and huge, dark eyes. The sweater she wore hugged her ample breasts. Cami felt the flush that heated her body, and suddenly the dining area seemed stifling. It couldn’t be possible that they were joining the tour.
Allen looked over at Bradan, who held hands with his lady. “Ah, you made it.” He turned to the group. “Two more to join our party.”
“Sorry we were late,” the woman said in a lilting voice.
They sat across from her, and Cami cringed. Bradan’s eyes met hers and recognition dawned. He nodded, and she managed a stiff smile. The next couple of hours were going to be torture. It was bad enough that he’d rattled her so much the night before that Cami had needed to fantasize about his naked body while pleasuring herself before sleep would come.
Having done that, sitting across from him now was unendurable. Cami was unable to delude herself; he was the hottest guy she’d ever seen. He was that and more. But he wasn’t hers. It seemed she would have to watch him cuddle up to an endless parade of women. It was to be her fate.
Fortunately, there was a lot of chatter at the table and the restaurant was loud, which provided some distraction. Cami made an effort to talk to the man next to her, and alternately with Allen about the different taste experiences. The roasted beets with goat cheese had a pistachio dressing, quite unique and flavorful.
But most of Cami’s attention was on the spectacle across from her. It seemed Bradan made a habit of drinking, as he ordered a whiskey not long after arriving. From his loud behavior, she guessed it wasn’t the first one of the day. At one point when she looked over, he said hello and introduced his date. “Tanya,” he said, the word rolling off his tongue. And all Cami could think about was touching her lips to his.
Her annoyance with him put a damper on her feelings. Though she had no right to be annoyed. Cami had only met him once and not under the best of circumstances. How much whiskey he drank was his business, not hers. If only life wouldn’t keep throwing them together, she could come to her senses.
When the chef arrived at the table to chat, Cami slipped off to the restroom. She couldn’t stand it. Tanya was thoroughly taken with Bradan and kept batting her thick, dark lashes at him while laughing at everything he said. It was enough to make a person sick. At the mirror, Cami played with her hair, wondering how the dark-haired beauty got hers to glow like it did.
The soft sweater she wore fairly well hid her small breasts, and she arched her back to poke them out, imaging how it would feel to have nice, round ones that guys ogled over. It was hopeless. She’d always been small. Nothing was going to change that. And there was no way to compete with Bradan’s taste in women.
Clearly, he liked them well endowed, leggy, and gorgeous. Cami wished she’d worn something sexier than her bulky sweater. But to be fair, there was no way she could have known she’d run into him. Again.
Slipping out of the ladies’ room to the hall, Cami walked smack into Bradan. His muscled body was so solid that it didn’t move. He smelled of men’s cologne and whiskey, which, despite her critical thoughts about his excessive drinking, turned her on.
“Cami,” he said, and her heart stopped.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded before she could help it, but failed to step back from him.
“On my way to the bathroom.” Bradan stood close, partially touching her, showing no inclination to move away.
“No. I mean, why are you on this food tour?” She looked directly at his buff chest and felt heat pulse between her legs.
“Tanya wanted to come.” His voice was throaty but his words weren’t slurred. He seemed to hold his liquor well.
All Cami could think of was the double meaning for the word come, and her cheeks heated. She was forever blushing around this man.
“I didn’t think you were the gourmet food type.” She barked it out, surprised at the sharpness of her own words.
“I like food as well as the next guy.” Still he didn’t move, and Cami swore she could feel his heart beating.
“I don’t mean that.” Their eyes locked, and her heart skipped a beat.
Without another word, Bradan put his hand in her hair and lowered his mouth over hers. His taste was of pistachio and whiskey. And was all male. In the deep recesses of her mind, Cami wanted to say no. She knew she should push him away.
But he was everything she wanted. Bradan was all she wanted right then. He was all there was. She parted her lips and he took the offering, dipping his hot tongue next to hers. A whimper escaped from her throat and she pressed against him. He deepened the kiss.
When Bradan pulled back to look at her, his blue eyes burned with lust he didn’t attempt to hide. “Want to get out of here?” The deep tone of his voice soaked her panties, and she knew she wanted to do more than that.
There was no way to explain her reaction, even to herself. With all her will, Cami shook her head. Bradan looked puzzled.
“Just because every woman who comes within ten feet of you jumps into your bed, doesn’t mean I will.” Her tone was sharp and the look in Bradan’s eyes cooled.
“Why do you say that?” He didn’t try to grab her again.
“Why? How can you ask that?” Cami was indignant. “What happened to blondie?”
Bradan looked puzzled.
“Last night…” Cami put one hand on her hip.
“Oh, Melanie.” A tiny smile crossed Bradan’s lips.
“Glad to know she has a name,” Cami huffed.
“Well, she was…I told you.” Bradan was very matter-of-fact.
Cami smirked. “Boring?”
Bradan shrugged. “I guess.”
“So, now it’s Tanya. Is that it?” 
“We’re just friends.” The look in his eyes made her want to believe him.
“Right. Friends.” Cami let out a sigh of exasperation. “Until later tonight, after the tour?”
“Not if I leave with you.” Bradan’s blue eyes pierced into her, and for a second Cami nearly flew into his arms, caring nothing for the consequences.
“No. Definitely not. I am not leaving with you.” But she didn’t slip away. That was her mistake.
Bradan leaned toward Cami, her back against the wall. He put one hand on either side of her shoulders and lowered his mouth so close to hers, she could feel his breath. “I want to leave with you.”
He didn’t kiss her, just looked into her eyes, and Cami was sure her knees would buckle if she didn’t get out of there soon. She closed her eyes. Another mistake.
Bradan’s soft lips touched hers and delivered heaven right to her doorstep. She’d never met a man who could kiss like he did. No wonder every woman he knew dropped her panties for him. Cami was just about ready to. Maybe she wouldn’t see him again, and for sure she wasn’t leaving with him right then. But she intended to enjoy his kiss to the fullest.
The kiss started as a soft touch of lips, and she breathed in his male scent, inhaling it like a drug. His tongue raked against hers, and it was like fucking with mouths only. She’d never felt so intimate with any man and she had yet to touch anything but his hot mouth. God help her if this went further.
It seemed like an hour, but it must have been only minutes when Bradan leaned back. His heart-shattering smile warmed her to the depths of her soul. Cami might never have this man. God knows he’d be bad for her. But she’d never get him out of her mind either. Emotion radiated between them, pulling her to him, weakening her resistance.
“Okay…Cami.” He leaned away. “They must be just about ready to go. Since you won’t leave with me…” He shrugged casually, like he hadn’t a care in the world.
Cami wasn’t strong, not really. She’d faked him out pretty well. But there were some things she couldn’t do. And one of them was to watch Bradan, the man that had just touched her soul, with another woman. Not happening.
Once she went back to the dining room, she got Allen aside and politely explained that she hadn’t been too well the night before—not too far from the truth. She was going to have to abandon the tour and participate another time. He offered his regrets, and she escaped out to the fresh air as fast as she could, risking one quick look at Bradan as she flew by. He had his arm around Tanya, but his eyes were on Cami. And when she glanced his way, the electricity sparked between them.
Since they were already in Belltown, it wasn’t far to her apartment. The walk would do her good, clear her head. What she needed most was to get away. Away from Bradan. And away from his gaze. He’d see into her heart if she let him. And that wasn’t going to happen. She couldn’t let it.
Something was different, though. The city looked different—the restaurants, coffee houses, even the water in the bay looked different. And Cami realized that she’d been changed. The tough protective barrier she had around her heart had cracked. And it hurt. For many reasons—not the least of which was that she could have been in Bradan’s arms that very minute, but wasn’t.
And she wouldn’t be. She would never be. It was a dream. Not only wasn’t she his type, he was a bad choice for her. He drank to excess, screwed around, and could wrap her around his finger after knowing her less than twenty-four hours.
Then why was Bradan all she wanted? All she thought about. All that consumed her. And she feared it wasn’t over. A kiss like that was not something easily forgotten. If ever.


 
Chapter 3
Cami’s one splurge was her home espresso maker, which was a true luxury considering there were coffee places all over Seattle. But she loved espresso made from freshly ground coffee first thing in the morning. Or whenever she got up.
After the fiasco at the food tour, she’d gone home and lost herself in movies, re-watching some of her favorite vampire films until way past midnight. It was the perfect distraction, and she loved the magnetism of the vampires with their unseemly love stories. Horror flicks gave her nightmares, so she avoided them. But not so for the vampires.
Dinner had passed without notice, but later in the evening she’d savored the lamb-filled ravioli with mint from a catering event two days before. One of the benefits of her job was that when food would otherwise go to waste, Malena allowed her to take some home. It was an opportunity to try new dishes and a way to get ideas of some she could attempt to make.
Food wasn’t just sustenance to Cami, it was one of the true pleasures of life. The tastes, the aromas, and even the visual could boost her out of an otherwise bummer of a day. After the encounter with Bradan, the thought of digging into a carton of sea-salt caramel ice cream, her favorite, had been tempting. But she hadn’t had any in the fridge and was too lazy to go buy some. And it was cold and dark out.
Just as well. Each bite of the ravioli had carried her away, just far enough away from real life and real problems. It was always that way. Gourmet food transcended just eating. It was of another world, one that Cami liked much better. The only thing better than eating it was creating it. Many hours had been spent in the kitchen, lost from the world, worries and stresses forgotten. If only for a while.
Among her many goals was to win a cooking competition. She’d entered one that was coming up in a few weeks, the Bayside Simple Gourmet. It was for amateur cooks in the Seattle area, just her speed. With recipes she’d used at home, plus what she was learning from the food scene in the area, her chances weren’t bad. Maybe not good, but not terrible.
Late in the morning, she struggled to open her eyes. It was overcast, as most days were, and the gray sky loomed outside her window. Plus it was chilly, which didn’t inspire her to get up. But she had to. There were things to do, and she had to meet Brittany later. Stretching, she turned to look at the clock.
Nine. Not too bad. Peeling the covers back, she stretched again. Cami slid out of her warm bed and went straight to the small kitchen to start the espresso. After dumping the beans into her burr grinder, the most important piece of equipment for making quality espresso, she flipped the switch. It ground the roasted beans evenly into a fine grind, but not too fine. A barista back home had taught her the secret to perfect espresso, a skill she valued.
No part of her body came to life before her morning cup, so that was always first. Second was the bathroom while the machine produced the aromatic brew. When she returned to the kitchen, an intense coffee smell filled the room, and she looked through the cupboard for her tiny ceramic cup. 
Not long after, showered and with enough caffeine in her system, Cami stood in front of her chopping board and began the prep for her risotto. Strewn across the counter were the celery, cheese, eggs, and pasta, with two big bowls plus an array of utensils. It wouldn’t take long. She cranked up some music—heavy metal, which always made her blood pound and her cooking a notch better—and began making a total mess of the kitchen. All the while, her mind wandered.
It should have been on honing her cooking skills, but it wasn’t. Luckily, she didn’t cut a finger while thinking of Bradan. There was no way to get him out of her mind. He’d successfully worked his way into her consciousness without even being there. A light tingling sensation stirred in her body.
The kiss had been unforgettable. Her hand went to her lips as she thought about it. How he felt, and tasted, was too hot. Way too hot. Cami shook herself back to the present. It was over. The guy had more women than she had spices in her cupboard. He was not someone to get involved with. Not that she had a chance to. Not now.
A couple of hours later, already dressed in her tights and cotton shirt, Cami grabbed her warmest coat and took off for the Pilates center. It wasn’t far, so she jogged the short distance to warm up. The weather had turned colder and she wondered if it would snow. Between buildings she caught glimpses of the bay.
The air was brisk and fresh; all along the street were shops of all kinds. Coffee and pastry aromas wafted past. One guy jogged with his dog, an Eskimo breed with thick fur. Another couple pushed a baby in a stroller. She rounded the corner and started up a smaller cobblestone street lined with green trees growing out of the planters along the walkway.
Half a block up, she saw the awning with the words Sally’s Pilates. Inside the studio, Cami looked around for her friend. The atmosphere was relaxing, with light blue-green walls and sand-colored carpet. In one room was all the equipment for private sessions, but they were unaffordable. So she went down the hall to the group session room.
Brittany was already inside, looking fit in her black tights and royal-blue halter top. The room was warm, and Cami hung her coat up on a hook at the back. Her friend was doing some light stretches and hadn’t noticed her yet. It was good they’d partnered for the classes, giving Cami more motivation for showing up.
Spotting her, Brittany went right over. Taking Cami’s arm, she led her over to the wall to talk in private. “You won’t believe the night I had.”
“I think I might.”
Her friend shook her head and then rubbed her hand over her face. “Amazing. He was amazing.”
Cami did some easy stretches while they talked. “I take it you got together with him after the dinner the other evening.”
“Got together. That doesn’t begin to describe it.” Not even bothering to lower her voice, Brittany went on. “The guy is a sex machine.”
Cami raised her eyebrows. “That good, huh?”
Leaning close, her friend whispered dramatically. “You have no idea.”
Knowing Brittany, she would have launched into all the details, down to the brand of condom the guy used. At least Cami hoped they used one. But the instructor started the music and waved everyone over to start the class. For that hour, Cami was saved from the explicit description of Tyler and his rock-star sex moves.
Cami enjoyed Brittany, and they’d become friends easily. It was just that she tended to both give and want too much information. After class, the sharing would continue. It was okay, though. As long as her friend was excited about the guy she was with, nothing was wrong with it.
Back in her home town of Walla Walla, things were a bit more conservative. In contrast, the big city didn’t allow for as much privacy. And everyone seemed more outgoing, talking as if nothing were out of bounds. Still getting used to it, Cami figured the relationship with Brittany was good for her. It would force her to come out of her shell.
She didn’t want to be the weirdo. Cami needed to loosen up. As she held a particularly difficult move, she thought of Bradan. He seemed to personify the city with his bold, holding-nothing-back attitude. Back home, no man would behave that way. Either that or she was never in the right crowd. I want to leave with you, he’d said in the dim hall with his face a breath away from hers.
What if she had? Did she miss a turning point in her life? Everything would be so different if she’d acquiesced. A big part of her wished she would have. Her basic instincts always guided her in the wrong direction, though. Cami was sure it wouldn’t lead to anything good. Bradan was trouble. She didn’t know a lot about men, but that part was clear to her.
Trouble was what she didn’t need. She’d moved to the city to start a new life, and in the few weeks she’d been there it looked promising. A man like Bradan could bring back everything she wanted to escape. Emotions walled off, deep inside, could just as easily surface. She didn’t kid herself about that. Cami wasn’t strong. She’d never been strong.
After class, they went back to the Belltown apartment. The weather had eased up, so they made their way to the rooftop patio because of the killer view. Coats were required and there were two patio heaters, which helped a little. Oolong tea with extra lemon hit the spot.
Brittany sipped her hot drink and eyed the view of the bay. “I like coming to your place. You make such cool stuff.”
Cami laughed. “You mean like tea?”
“Ooooolong,” she replied, exaggerating the word.
“Well, try this.” Cami had brought up a huge casserole dish that was still warm. She scooped some of her creation onto plates and handed one over.
Brittany tentatively took a nibble. “Mmm, what is this?”
Cami covered her mouth with her hand when she spoke after taking a big bite. “Mmm. Not bad. It’s nettle risotto with reggiano cheese and celery leaves.”
After two more bites, Brittany put her fork down for a moment. “What’s nettle?”
“It’s an herb. It gives it that rich, earthy taste.” Cami took another bite, savoring the exquisite flavor.
“If you say so. To me it’s just good.” Brittany put her feet up on one of the small patio tables and leaned back with a satisfied look.
Cami sipped some of her tea. “You must know about gourmet food from all the catering.”
“You’d think. But I just serve it; I don’t make it.” She unclipped her long, dark hair and shook it out. “Besides, the stuff you make is different.”
“I hope so. I entered a contest, so I’m practicing and learning some new dishes.”
Brittany rubbed her flat belly. “Well, invite me over anytime.” She was quiet for a moment before another thought occurred to her. “Hey, how did the food tour go? Sorry I bailed.”
Cami wrapped her arms together as protection from the cold. “It was a disaster.”
Her friend looked over, giving her full attention.
“Remember the guy I spilled scallops on?”
Brittany giggled. “He’s not someone you forget.”
“True. Well, he shows up at the tour. This time with some other woman.”
“You’re kidding.”
“What’s the deal with that?”
It occurred to Cami that her friend’s dating practices weren’t that much different from Bradan’s, as she’d been known to go from one guy to the next. Maybe Cami was out of step. Still, a girl a day seemed a bit excessive.
“I guess he didn’t hit it off with the blonde.”
“I should have been there with you. Now I really feel bad.” Her light brown eyes conveyed the regret her words expressed.
“Yeah, you should. There I was all alone. Everyone else was couples.”
“Oh God.”
Cami pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “I didn’t stay. No way I could stay. So I didn’t end up doing the tour either.”
She could have spilled the story of her encounter with Bradan, right down to the intimate kiss that still burned her lips. But she didn’t. Cami wasn’t like Brittany, and it just felt too private, too hot, to be shared. Even with a girlfriend. Maybe another time, but not yet.
“You like this guy, don’t you?” Brittany looked at her expectantly.
Cami ran hand through her hair. “He’s annoying.”
“Uh huh.” Brittany looked away, but her little smile made it clear that she didn’t believe it for a second.


 
Chapter 4
Bradan had the feeling he’d made a mistake. And it wasn’t going on the food tour. Tanya Martel was a client and his company had been hired for a web project for her law firm. The fact was that she was interested in him and made no secret of it. Twice she’d come on to him, but he’d had other dates and they didn’t connect.
There never seemed to be a shortage of women, and getting them in his bed wasn’t difficult. If Tanya wanted to eat gourmet food first, that was fine with him. Good food and booze were aphrodisiacs, as if he needed any. Sex was his number-one passion, along with his career and working out at the gym. And he did plenty of all three.
One big advantage of the tour had been running into Cami. Of course, he’d made an ass of himself. She wasn’t the kind of woman he was used to, and he came on strong. Hell, he was just lewd. I want to leave with you. What was he thinking?
That was it; he normally didn’t need to think. The women he’d encountered would have just said yes, and that would have been it. Not Cami. And how could he not have seen that? Too much booze, that was how. He and Tanya had started drinking before lunch.
By the time he had sat down at the table and spotted Cami, he didn’t have his wits about him. Whiskey wasn’t all to blame. Something about that woman got under his skin. Camille Joubert wasn’t even his type, being petite and small-breasted. Then why couldn’t he stop thinking about seeing her naked and cupping her tiny white breasts in his palms?
He was losing it. Kissing her in the hall and falling all over her had been a mistake. He’d blown it, big time. Wrong approach. Back-stepping wasn’t his style. But if he had a chance of seeing her again, he’d have to make an exception. Why he wanted to see her, Bradan wasn’t sure. He just did.
By the time the tour had ended, he’d had his fill of gourmet food and whiskey. He remembered going home with Tanya but that was it. After that, it was a blank. If he’d undressed her, Bradan had no recall of it. The next morning, he’d found himself in her bed with his cotton briefs still on.
That couldn’t be a good sign. If they’d fucked, surely he would remember. But he couldn’t. When he’d pried his eyes open, Tanya was gone. Where, he had no idea. And there was no note. So he dressed and went back to his place. Likely he’d ticked her off. It shouldn’t have surprised him.
He showered, turning the temperature to as hot as he could stand it, and let the water pound on his shoulders. The massage shower head on the heavy-pulse setting kneaded the tension out of his muscles. It was partly from recent workouts, partly from stress.
He’d like to think he had a carefree life with all the sex, booze, and money he needed. But it was getting old. Waking up with a woman he barely knew had been a thrill at first, but now he wasn’t so sure. The booze was getting excessive but he wasn’t motivated to curtail it. And the money, well, he was in an entry-level position so the money he made wouldn’t impress anyone.
Bradan was dissatisfied. That was it. And he shouldn’t be. It bugged him that he was. What did he expect? And now he’d pissed off Cami. It was bound to happen. He had no tact and was used to getting what he wanted. Was the reason he wanted Cami now because she’d rejected him?
He didn’t think so. The night the tray had slipped from her hands, Bradan had looked into her soft sea-green eyes and seen something deep within them. Something he couldn’t put a name to and couldn’t describe. But he felt something. And it was something he hadn’t felt before.
Maybe it was just that Cami was a nice person and he wasn’t used to that. The way she’d led him to the kitchen and worked on his pants. There had been no need to try to impress her. It wasn’t called for. The whole time she rubbed his thighs, his cock had hardened, and he knew it was obvious.
But she hadn’t made a point of it, and even looked away. Maybe she was shy. The woman was hard to figure out. Then at the tour, after he’d made a fool of himself, Cami had left. If she wasn’t attracted to him, or didn’t find his advances desirable, then it made no sense for her to leave.
She wouldn’t have cared. But it seemed she did. It appeared that he’d affected her, as she’d affected him. It was strange, not his usual, and exciting. There was no doubt he’d try to see her again. Even though he knew it was unwise.
With the lifestyle he was used to, seeing Cami was wrong. How it was wrong was a little harder to pinpoint. Something about it felt right. Something about her felt right. Though he couldn’t see how he’d be good for her. The best thing would be to forget he’d ever met her. But that wasn’t going to happen.
When his mouth had touched hers, the feeling of her soft lips again his and her sweet breath had made him crazed. All he could think of was being with her, getting her alone. I want to leave with you. Was that the best he could have come up with?
Right then what he needed was hot coffee and food. Since he had nothing in the kitchen it would be Tony’s, the closest coffee shop. Dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and his Eddie Bauer down-filled jacket, Bradan headed out. Over an Americano with an extra shot and an egg with sausage muffin, he pondered his dilemma.
The small shop, with polished concrete floors and rough-hewn support pillars, had a rustic feel. There was one long table in the center, packed with customers, many tapping away on laptops. Other tables were scattered strategically, leaving the space in front of the glass case and counter open for customers to place orders.
Finding a place at a table by the window, Bradan sat and looked out. Other tables to handle the overflow were stretched along the sidewalk in front. Out near the street was a bike rack where several bikes were locked up. Biking was popular in the city, but preferring to walk, Bradan hadn’t bought a bike.
In big bites, he devoured his sandwich and felt better. It was breakfast for him, even though it was mid-afternoon. As was their Sunday routine, he’d meet Ian Jansen, his friend and co-worker, for a rock-climbing session later. Indoor rock climbing was one thing offered in Seattle that he did take advantage of. It was a good stress reliever and great for fitness.
As he finished his coffee and watched people out the window, Bradan had an idea. Why not? He dialed the phone, liking the idea better the more he thought about it. It went smoothly, and he stepped out to the street to make the second call.
The sound of her voice made his heart leap. No woman had ever had that effect on him.
“Cami?”
No answer.
“It’s Bradan…don’t hang up.”
Silence.
“I called to apologize.”
Her sigh was soft, but he heard it. Looking up to avoid a couple veering his direction, Bradan continued walking down the street.
“How did you get my number?” Her tone was sharp. To be expected.
“I had the card…for your catering company. I spoke to Malena, told her I was the guy you dumped food on and I needed to talk to you.”
Another sigh. “I can’t believe she gave you my number. This is my cell phone, you know.”
“Yes, well, do you accept my apology?”
A deep breath. “What are you apologizing for?”
That was a good question. He hadn’t really thought about that. Certainly, that hot kiss wasn’t something to regret.
“I’m…um…just.”
Silence. Jeez, she wasn’t going to let him off easy.
“Cami, listen, I behaved badly. I know I was too aggressive. I didn’t want to freak you out. I just really wanted to be with you.” Dumb. Why did he say that? There had to be something more tactful, but it hadn’t come to him.
A quiet laugh. “Yeah. I’ll say you came on strong. But you didn’t freak me out.”
“No?” Bradan shoulders relaxed, and he turned the corner, starting down a side street.
“No. You pissed me off.”
“Really? I thought I was a better kisser than that.” It just came out before his mind could catch up with his mouth.
“Not the kiss. The kiss was…it was. Well, I haven’t been able to forget that kiss. Do you always kiss like that, or only when you are drunk?”
She was starting to rub him the wrong way. “Drunk? I wasn’t drunk. Not then. Maybe later. But you were gone by then. Why did you take off?”
“I don’t have to explain that to you.”
“No, you don’t but I’d like to know. I got to you, didn’t I?”
A heavy sigh of exasperation. “You are so…frustrating?”
“Is that bad?”
“Of course that’s bad. You just think you get to every woman. That every woman is just so taken with you. Don’t you?”
Bradan should have slowed it down, thought about what he was going to say before he spoke. But he didn’t. “Are you taken with me? Is that why you left?”
Silence.
He waited.
“Partly.”
Bradan stepped around a dog lazing across the sidewalk and glanced up to see the bay sparkling in the distance under the brief rays of sun that broke through the clouds.
“What’s the other part?”
“You don’t give up, do you?”
“Nope. What’s the other part?”
“Because every time I see you, you’re with a different woman. I couldn’t stand to watch.”
“Okay, well, I’ll tell you what. I want to make it up to you. We got off on the wrong foot. You have to admit, you didn’t make the best impression pouring glazed scallops in my lap. But I’ll overlook that. And I blew it by coming on to you in the hallway. So let’s call it even. I’d like to start over. Just talk. I just want to see you. Just friends. Meet me for dinner tomorrow.”
Silence.
“Please. Look at it this way. I’d be seeing the same woman twice. You. It’s a start.”
Cami’s laugh was a wonderful thing to hear. She’d softened to him. It was a step in the right direction. Bradan wasn’t sure where he was taking them, but seeing her was something he wanted.
“Okay. I’ll meet you. Just friends. Dinner is fine. Not like a date or anything, though.”
“Definitely not a date.”
“Tomorrow, then. But I have a catering job until five.”
“I don’t get off work until then, anyway. Let’s make it six thirty.”
He’d done it. Bradan had called her and actually apologized. It wasn’t so bad. And now he’d see her again. Excitement mixed with anxiety flooded his bloodstream. That was something new. Women gravitated to him, and seemed more than willing to spend time with him. Never before had a woman been a source of anxiety.
Cami wasn’t just a woman; she was something else. A friend? Could you be friends with a woman? The only other time he’d tried that had been in high school, and that hadn’t worked out. The idea of seeing her again spurred him forward.
Yes, he was thinking about getting her naked, an honest desire. But it wasn’t going to happen. He was going to behave, and treat her right. Just friends, that was what he had said. Okay then, that was how it would be. They’d just talk. Get to know each other. It would be different, that was for sure.


 
Chapter 5
Outdoor wedding receptions were risky at best, and impossible in February in Seattle. But indoors, there were some spectacular events. Another advantage to catering was that sometimes Cami attended such events. Though not a guest, she still enjoyed the ambiance.
The evening reception following the Sunday afternoon wedding was a stunner. On a rooftop plaza with an outdoor terrace, Blue Skirt Catering was hired to serve delectable dishes to an intimate crowd. The location could accommodate small or large parties, and the room reserved for the evening was appropriate for the modest group.
After the risotto earlier, Brittany had gone home to shower and get ready for work. Cami had quickly done the same. She had arrived early to enjoy the view before getting wrapped up in her kitchen tasks. Leaning against the railing, she gazed at the panoramic view. The snowcapped Olympic Mountains gleamed in the soft afternoon light against the deep blue overhead. Below was Elliott Bay against the Seattle skyline, and on the waterfront stood the Ferris wheel decked out in thousands of lights, just beginning to shimmer against the darkening sky.
It was cold, and a sharp wind whipped against the building. Cami’s hair blew into her eyes; so much for her hairstyle. Not caring, she continued to soak up the beauty. It was one of the reasons she loved the city. The Pacific Northwest scenery drew her into its wet, gleaming aliveness, and there was nowhere else she’d rather be.
Inside, the room was decorated in white; even the chairs were wrapped in white linen. Bouquets of roses in all colors were in the center of each table. The yellow, peach, white, and red flowers provided contrast to the otherwise gold and white décor. Cami sighed. It was just too romantic. The crystal chandeliers cast muted light over the sophisticated setting.
Weddings were touching, filled with memories that would last a lifetime. Most women dreamed of that special day, but Cami didn’t. It might not be right for her to get married. She wasn’t sure. In any case, she was happy for the newlyweds, though she didn’t know them, and was thrilled to be part of the event.
Dressed in a powder-blue satin skirt and short-sleeved white satin blouse, the catering staff outfit for the occasion, Cami felt elegant. She wore white leather pumps, classy enough for the affair but easy to walk in. Lots of walking was involved in catering and serving. She saw Malena sweep into the room.
“Ah, there you are.” As always, the owner of the trendy catering company looked classy. With her hair twisted up and dusty pink lipstick applied, Malena was a combination of professionalism and beauty. “Let’s go check out the kitchen. The party should be arriving soon. Jeremy is on his way up to handle the bar.”
Jeremy Adler was in his mid-twenties, and over the recent weeks Cami had gotten to know him. He worked for a company that provided the drinks at catering events, sort of a mobile bartender. Most of the time it was Jeremy who showed up, and if it was a bigger event, there was another guy who worked with him.
The kitchen was adequate, big enough and well equipped. Stainless-steel appliances and long wooden chopping blocks provided what they needed, along with the bowls, utensils, and a wide range of knives. Brittany was already at one of the counters with her apron on.
“They ordered French gourmet, so we will start with escargots in garlic butter. Here’s the lineup.” Malena handed printed sheets to Brittany and then Cami. “Green lip mussels with breadcrumbs immediately after.”
“I’ll start on that,” Cami said. It was a dish she liked to make. That type of mussel had plump meat that was juicy when cooked. And the beautiful black shells that surrounded the tender morsels had an edge of vibrant green.
“And I’ve added a slightly different version of our olive-rosemary bruschetta. It has garlic aioli, pine nuts, and fresh basil. Brittany, can you start the tomatoes roasting, and keep an eye on them?” Malena gave one nod of satisfaction that preparations were underway. “I’ll go scope out the room and make sure Jeremy gets set up.”
Cami winked at Brittany. Both knew that cooking wasn’t Brittany’s specialty, but she didn’t want to lose a good job. Instead, she did a lot of the prep under Cami’s direction.
After putting an apron on, Cami surveyed the kitchen and scanned the menu. “Soupe a l’oignon gratinee,” she read. “Okay, chop the onions. We’ll need them later for the onion soup. No need to grate the cheese so early. We’ll wait on that.”
Plunking a huge onion onto the cutting board, Brittany looked thoughtful.
Cami raised a brow. “Questions?”
A sly smile in response told Cami it might have nothing to do with food prep.
Brittany went back to her chopping duty. “You think Jeremy’s cute?”
With a giggle, Cami said, “I guess. Do you ever stop looking at men?”
“Nope.” She scooped chopped onions into a large ceramic bowl. “He’s not really my type, though.”
“Not rock star enough?”
“Naw. He’s so nice. I don’t know if I can do nice.”
Cami laughed. “Yeah. Nice can be really annoying.”
Brittany stepped over to one of the ovens and turned it on to preheat. “I guess I like rougher sex, that’s all.”
“You don’t know how a guy is in bed just because he’s nice to you.”
“Sure you do. You can tell.”
Cami would have to think about that one. Clearly, her friend had more experience than she did in sexual relationships. Not that Cami was naïve. At home she’d dated, but recently, nobody steady. And there was a period when sex seemed like an escape, a way to fill the void of loneliness that nothing else could. But it was just one more thing she had weaned herself off when she had tried to clean up her act.
It was all the more reason to steer clear of Bradan. If she’d ever met a guy who was an escape into sex, he was it. Merely being in his presence, Cami’s body roiled in sensations that were beyond her ability to control. She wanted him; she’d be lying if she said she didn’t. But there was no way she could allow herself to go there. It was dangerous territory.
It wasn’t the smartest idea to go to dinner with him. The being-friends concept was flimsy at best. How could she be friends with a guy who soaked her panties every time he flashed his blue eyes at her? But it wouldn’t be right to cancel. And he’d sounded so sincere over the phone. She didn’t have the heart to refuse to see him.
One dinner, and that was it. A sort of making-up get-together. Her clumsy slip of a tray had ruined his slacks, and his not-so-clumsy attempt to get her alone with him had ruined her tour. They were even, like he had said. There was no reason to make him feel like a heel. Cami could have dinner with him, be civil, and they could go on their way.
“Bradan called me after you left,” she said.
Brittany looked up, very interested. “You’re kidding. That guy is hot, I’m telling you.”
Cami’s body warmed at the mention of Bradan. “And I’m having dinner with him tomorrow.” It felt better to confide in someone.
“You’re kidding. You agreed to dinner with that hunk. I’m jealous.”
Cami laughed. “No, you’re not. I bet he has no tattoos, and can’t even sing.”
“Looking like that, he doesn’t need to.”
They both laughed. Just teasing with her friend made Cami less stressed over seeing Bradan again. It was just a dinner, not a sex date, after all. Just friends, that was what he’d said. Right. Like that was ever going to happen. She’d be lucky to keep her feelings in control even for one evening. But she was going to give it her best effort. Taking things further was out of the question.
The wedding reception was a three-hour event, and every dish served was tasty and well prepared. Cami found the results very rewarding, and she learned a few things from Malena, who popped in with suggestions. Her boss even roasted the butternut squash and cut it into bite-sized pieces for the salads.
The way she added the goat cheese and cranberries with a particular flourish was something to remember. At the end, she sprinkled a few of the toasted pumpkin seeds around the edge of the china plate, turning it into a work of art. It was a lovely presentation, and how food looked on the plate made a difference. For the upcoming cooking contest, Cami needed to work on that part. Taste couldn’t carry the show if the dish didn’t look delectable.
Once the guests left and the kitchen was mostly cleaned up, Cami went back to the main room to check for anything they’d left behind. Jeremy was finishing up at the bar. She’d barely seen him all evening because they’d been so busy. He seemed relaxed, anyway.
“Good event, huh?” He smiled, and Cami decided he was handsome. His dark hair was full and wavy, brushed back, leaving none on his forehead. His hazel-brown eyes and full eyebrows were attractive, his face friendly.
“Yeah, we did good. Were you able to keep up?” Cami retrieved a forgotten cake plate.
Jeremy nodded and continued cleaning up. “Sure, no problem. Hey, did you see that Ferris wheel?”
“Yep. I came early just to gawk at the view.” Cami laughed.
Jeremy smiled. “Have you been in it?”
“The Ferris wheel?”
“Yeah.”
Cami shrugged. “Oh, well, no. Not yet. I’ve been kinda busy since I got here.”
“You’re really missing something. I’ve lived here for years, but I still go. Great view.” He hesitated then went on. “Want to go? I mean, I’d like to take you. Would you go with me? We could grab some food and then go for a ride after?”
A little surprised at the invitation, Cami didn’t reply at first. She just looked at him. He was good looking, though she’d only seen him in his white shirt and black pants uniform. His body was lean, more of tennis player than a weightlifter. Lean was good.
He dried a glass and placed it on the bar, then looked at her, his hazel eyes conveying honesty or sincerity, or some other warm emotion. “Maybe Friday night? What do you say?”
Cami smiled. Why not? He was a nice guy, certainly a lot better for her than Bradan. And much safer. “Okay, sure. I’ll go with you.”
Jeremy grinned, and looked even more handsome than Cami had thought before. It would be fun. She’d wanted to try out the Ferris wheel ever since she had moved to Seattle, and he was easy to be with. It was a good idea. Maybe she’d have a good time, and she did need more friends. There was certainly no commitment between Bradan and her. That man had as many woman as he wanted, leaving no reason for her to impose restrictions on her own dating habits.
Once she got back to her apartment, Cami pondered going out with Jeremy—but her mind kept drifting back to Bradan. That had to stop. It was one friendly date. That was all. She didn’t need to make any more out of it. But the image of him, the way pants kind of massaged his well-formed thighs, and the way shirts draped over his chiseled muscles, got her hot.
It was going to be rough, being that close to him without touching. Another issue was what to wear. Cami dug through her closet trying on clothes. Nothing was right. Her sweaters were too bulky and her body was lost in them. The few dresses she had wouldn’t do for winter in Seattle. Finally, she just went to bed, exasperated.
Refusing to pleasure herself at first, Cami stared at the ceiling in the semi-darkness. Then she tossed and turned for what seemed like hours, but failed to drift off. She tried reading. Often that would help her fall asleep. An hour later, she was thinking more of Bradan than the plot of the novel. After turning off the light, she slipped off her nightgown and, naked against the cotton sheets, Cami gave in to imagining his touch.
She knew just how he’d smell, and how he’d taste. Even what he would say to her, or what she dreamed he’d say to her. The real thing would have been much better, but that wasn’t going to happen, so she let her fantasy wrap around her until she could satisfy her pressing need. Sighing, relaxed, she fell asleep at last.


 
Chapter 6
Convinced her wardrobe was hopeless, Cami texted Brittany for emergency shopping. It didn’t take much arm-twisting, as loving to shop was her friend’s favorite pastime, second only to rock-star encounters. Shopping in downtown Seattle was an experience in itself.
Between the national retailers and independent boutiques, there had to be a thousand shops. There were an overwhelming number of choices spread throughout the twelve downtown neighborhoods. Being a native of the city, Brittany was not the least bit overwhelmed.
Rising to the challenge, she led the way, and was certain that within the couple of hours they had that morning the perfect outfit could be scouted. Perfect in Brittany’s estimation and perfect in Cami’s were two different things. A rock star liked his dates in low-cut, tightly fitted tops and skirts that barely covered the butt. But Cami reminded her that she wasn’t trying to give Bradan the wrong impression.
Since they had limited time, they stuck to the few malls in the core area. An hour into it, still nothing satisfied Cami. Everything was too outdoorsy, too formal, or too risqué for what she had in mind. That was the trouble. She wasn’t sure what she had in mind.
Finally, they spotted Banana Republic and the motto painted on the window that said: Offers covetable, uncomplicated style. Cami looked at Brittany, who was already heading inside. “Come on. I have an idea.”
Several outfits later, she squinted at Cami, who modeled a pair of safari pants and a linen shirt. “So what are you looking for?”
Cami’s shoulders sagged and she let out a sigh. “I don’t know. I just don’t want him to think I’m coming on to him.”
“Yeah, well, you are going to a lot of trouble to dress to get his attention for someone who’s not coming on to him. Just wear one of your sweaters.”
“I can’t. I’m lost in those things.”
“Isn’t that what you want? To have dinner and send him on his way? There’s nothing better than a sweater big enough to swim in. He won’t have any idea what’s under it.”
“It’s out of the question. I’m going to dress so he will want me.”
Brittany raised her arms in the air. “But you don’t plan to let him have you.”
“Exactly. It’s just the idea. It’s one date, and the last thing I want is for him to get the upper hand.”
“Why do you care?”
“Because.”
Brittany looked at her, expecting more.
Cami looked in the mirror, hoping that suddenly the outfit she wore would look right. “Okay, because I want him to want me, that’s all. As long as we aren’t going to see each other again, I want to end it off with Bradan thinking I’m desirable.”
Waving her hand toward the dressing room, Brittany took charge. “Okay. Take that off. Let me see what else they’ve got here.”
After another thirty minutes, Cami settled on some slim pants with a knit top that revealed the roundness of her breasts without flaunting them. Brittany paired it with a trim copper-colored blazer that accented Cami’s green eyes, and some soft leather walking shoes that managed to look feminine.
“You look…very…cute.”
Cami laughed. “Cute, huh?”
“Good cute. There’s good cute and bad cute. This is good cute. Trust me.”
They were scheduled to cater a business meeting downtown, and had just enough time to grab some food. Tasty soup was an easy find in downtown. After slipping into the first café they spotted, they placed their orders. Brittany had the roasted corn and crab chowder, and Cami the seasonal vegetable. Her stomach was a little jumpy; it was only hours until she saw Bradan.
Brittany took a sip of her Coke. “So where’s he taking you?”
“Don’t know.” Cami sipped her espresso. “How’s it going with Tyler?”
“He didn’t call. I mean, not since that night.”
Cami didn’t know what to say. It seemed it was all too frequent that the guys her friend liked didn’t call. “You think he will?”
Brittany shrugged as though she didn’t care, but her expression said she did. “Probably not. They never do.”
The few minutes they had left were spent eating, and then they jogged to the office building in time set up for the event. Malena was already there. Thankfully, it was just a short business affair, so afterwards Cami would have time to shower and get ready for her date. Nervous and excited, she struggled through catering, taking off the instant it was over.
“Okay, call me,” Brittany said. “I want to know all, full disclosure.”
Cami laughed. “Sure, I’ll call you. But there won’t be anything to disclose. It’s a friendly dinner, remember?”
“Yeah, well, he better say something nice about your outfit.”
At the apartment, Cami showered and took time to dry her hair properly. She was too keyed up to soak in the tub. After an hour of prep, she scrutinized her makeup. With just enough to add color, but not enough to look seductive, Cami approved. It took longer to look natural, like she didn’t care, than it would have been to just go for a dramatic effect.
Her long hair hung past her shoulders, and she put one clip in it for added interest. Looking critically in the mirror, Cami decided the impression was passable. The outfit came off slightly sophisticated, but not too sexy. Yet with the blazer open, the ivory-colored sweater captured attention, subtly highlighting her curves.
Before she had time to worry herself to a frazzle, there was a knock at the door. Bradan was early. As she walked through the room, Cami made a last-minute effort to tidy up, kicking some shoes and a forgotten jacket behind a chair in the corner. She took a deep breath and opened the door.
She didn’t start breathing again for several seconds. Wearing jeans that made his thighs look carved from stone and a knit shirt stretched over his buff chest, Bradan was too sexy for words. His blue eyes sparkled and the half-smile she saw on his lips told her that he was fully aware of the effect he was creating.
“You look pretty,” he said in that deep male voice that made her heart pound.
Pretty. She wasn’t sure if that was good or not. He didn’t say beautiful, but then at least he’d said something. Nothing would have been worse. “Thank you. You look amazing.”
Bradan smiled, this time a full smile that made little crinkles next to his eyes. Everything about him was perfect, from his thick, touchable brown hair in a casually messy style, to his firm jaw and inviting lips. Forcing herself to breathe, Cami said, “I’m ready.”
She thought of inviting him in, but that would be too intimate. Deciding it was better to be in a more public place, she closed the door behind her and locked it.
“So, no trouble finding the place?”
Bradan shook his head. “No, I live in Belltown too, so I recognized this street name. I’m actually not far away.”
It was chilly out, but not raining. Even the drizzle from earlier had stopped.
He took her arm in a gentlemanly fashion. “Okay if we walk? It’s only a few blocks.”
“Sure, I walk everywhere.”
The place was on the waterfront, and their table was by the window with a view of the bay. On the opposite shore the forest looked dark, and the mountains beyond were black mounds barely visible under a pale moon. Bradan had chosen French cuisine, but the restaurant was casual, without the usual white linen. It was noisy and brimming with diners.
Cami unfolded her napkin. “You’ve been here before?”
“Just once. I thought you’d like it because it’s French.”
“That’s considerate. You mean because of my name.”
“That and the fact that you do catering. I figured you’d be into gourmet food.”
“More than you think.”
The server appeared and took their drink orders: water with lemon for Cami and the same for Bradan. He left a basket with a sliced baguette on their table and headed for the kitchen.
“No whiskey?”
“Not tonight. I’m having dinner with a friend.”
Cami raised a brow.
“I don’t have to drink.”
She smiled. “You don’t?”
“No, I don’t.” Bradan smiled. “So, you like food, huh?”
The waters arrived and Cami took a sip. “I cook a lot. I guess you could say I’m a foodie.”
“Interesting. What do you cook?”
“Oh, all kinds of things. French sometimes, also American, Italian. A bit of everything.” He seemed interested, so she added, “Maybe I can make something for you…sometime.”
Bradan smiled. “Deal.” Then he frowned at the menu. “What do you suggest? Too much of this is in French.”
“Lots of good choices. Let’s see…” Cami could feel his eyes on her as she studied the menu. “It’s kind of a waste to start with salad when there are so many choices. Confit de canard caught my eye. That’s crispy duck, and in a place like this it’s likely to be good.”
“I’ve never had duck.”
“It’s excellent if done right.”
The waiter arrived and they ordered the onion soup to start, with the duck for a main course.
Cami smoothed her napkin and reached for a slice of the cheese that was served with the bread. “I think you’ll like it.”
“So, what brought you to Seattle?”
“Like I said, I’m a foodie. And what better place than here?”
Bradan leaned back with one leg sticking out from under the table. “What makes you say that?”
“The regional cuisine made from local produce, all the fresh seafood, and there are lots of small restaurants. I like that it’s not all huge brands, but more personal with so much diversity. And great wines.”
Since he seemed curious, Cami went on. “There are so many influences, from Asia, Latin America, France, Italy, and more. That’s what attracts me. I can learn so much. There are so many talented chefs, which is why I signed up for that food tour.”
He shifted in his seat. “The tour…sorry about that.”
“It’s forgotten.” Cami slathered some butter on her baguette. “Are you still with the woman of the day?” As soon as she said it, inside she cringed. It was snippy, and she hadn’t intended to show inner feelings.
“And who is that?”
Cami made a funny face. “Forgotten again?”
“Oh, Tanya.” He leaned up on the table. “I think she’s mad at me.”
“I probably shouldn’t ask.”
“Probably not.”
They were silent for a couple of minutes, munching on bread and sipping water.
Breaking the ice, Bradan said, “Water with lemon, I’ll have to remember that. Potent stuff.”
Laughing, Cami swatted his forearm. “What a tease. So, how did you end up here? Are you from Seattle?”
“From Boston. I went to a community college here. Got my two-year degree early, earned extra credits over the summer.”
“What field?”
“Computers, mostly web programming.”
“So you work for that company, the one that had that party?”
Bradan’s eyes gleamed. “The glazed scallops party? Yep, I work for Cube X.”
“Can’t you forget about me dumping food on you? I thought we were even.”
“We are.”
“Did your parents pay for college? I only took one year. Ran out of money.” Cami bit into the crusty bread.
Bradan shook his head. “I worked my way through. My brother, Sean, is in social media, has some contacts. He connected me up with Mitchell Kinlan, my boss. I got hired part time while I was in school. Full time now.”
“Nice. I’m not sure if I’ll go back to school. I did one year at a culinary institute back home. My dream would be to attend a Le Cordon Bleu college, but I don’t see that happening. It’s just too much money.”
The meals were served and the duck smelled like a blend of garlic, pepper, and the cooking wine it had been soaked in. Cami suspected they knew the technique, and was pleased to see the skin was thin and crispy. “I can tell this is good before even sampling it. I pick up a light peanut-oil aroma. Nice.”
“Looks good. I’m hungry.” Bradan began cutting into his.
The duck, roasted potatoes, and julienne vegetables lived up to her expectations. Savoring each bite, Cami kept looking over to see if Bradan was enjoying his. He certainly seemed to be, and ate every morsel. Between mouthfuls they chatted about the city, about music, and other neutral topics.
As the food disappeared from the plates, Cami wished the dinner wouldn’t end. She liked talking with him and getting to know him. It was so different from her other encounters. Not drinking, he seemed like a different person, even nice. 
That was stretching it. At least not annoying.
When Bradan suggested they go someplace for coffee and dessert, she was relieved. It would extend their time together, something she shouldn’t want as much as she did. He took her to a café called Small Bites. It was a corner building with windows facing both streets, and it was fairly large inside.
“I like their Baileys Irish Cream cheesecake.”
“Because you are Irish?”
“Even if I wasn’t.”
His smile made her happy, just pleased to be having a good time with him, and relieved that they could be together under better circumstances. They split the cheesecake and ordered espressos, staying to talk for nearly two more hours. Cami felt like she could have talked with him all night, which surprised her.
“So you grew up in Washington?” Bradan took a sip of his hot drink.
Cami nodded. “But not here. In the wine country. Walla Walla is at the very south end of the state. It’s beautiful. Very quiet. Much more of a small town.”
“Your parents are still there?”
“My mom is. My dad passed away a year ago.” Mentioning it, Cami felt an ache inside. “I miss him.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Yes, I am too. He was a good dad, and we were very close. Sometimes I still cannot believe he’s gone, and I think if I go home that he will just be there.”
Bradan looked at her with concern.
“But he won’t. He died of cancer. It was unexpected. My dad was always healthy, good diet, ran for exercise. The cancer got to his lungs. It was sudden.” Tears formed in her eyes, and Cami looked down.
Bradan thankfully changed the subject. “My parents are in Boston. My dad teaches the third grade. You’d like my mom. Everyone likes her.”
Cami didn’t have the feeling she’d ever meet her, but it was good to know Bradan had loving parents. The conversation turned toward their life’s passions, goals, even music. It turned out Bradan was at Cube X for the experience but hoped to have his own company someday. He seemed honestly excited for her when she told him about the cooking contest.
“It’s about making gourmet simple, which is my talent. There’s a limit of twelve ingredients per dish.”
“Did you cook back home?”
“Yes, all the time. In fact, my family owned a small vineyard, and provided wine for my aunt’s café. I used to create menus and cook some of the gourmet items. I got lots of experience that way.”
“Does your mother still have the vineyard?”
“No, we had to sell when Dad died. Couldn’t afford to keep it going. And he was the winemaker. It wouldn’t have been the same.” Cami studied her empty espresso cup.
“I keep making you sad.”
“No, it’s not you. It’s just, well…it’s only been a year.”
“Yeah.” Bradan was quiet for a moment. “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to my parents, either one of them.”
Cami smiled at him, willing her mind away from the pain in her heart. “I had a good time tonight with you.”
“Me too. Maybe since you are new in Seattle I can show around.”
Grinning more than she should have, Cami said, “Maybe.”


 
Chapter 7
The friendly dinner with Cami had been nothing more. When it could have been much more. In her soft, casual clothes, the woman exuded sensuality. Bradan couldn’t figure it out. She wasn’t his type. Of all the women he’d been with, none were petite, not that he could recall.
He’d never gravitated that way. Some guys were breast men, some leg men, and so on. Bradan was all of the above. Liking everything about a woman, he couldn’t single out one feature that drew him more than another. So he went for them all.
He’d taken a variety of women to bed. Whether they were blond, brunette, or redhead didn’t matter. But as a rule, they had ample cleavage and legs that enticed him to follow their length up to the sweet spot between them.
But no, he’d never dated a small-boned French woman. There was something about Cami that lured him in, but he didn’t have the words to describe it. She was pretty in an attractive combination of innocent and seductive. Her skin was pale and absolutely flawless, the canvas for her lovely green eyes and sexy mouth.
Cami’s lower lip was plump, though her lips were thinner, more linear. And that made them insanely desirable. When he looked at her, it seemed her lips were slightly parted, just waiting to be kissed. And when she smiled, it was a fragile, endearing smile.
It was too much. Bradan couldn’t handle the effect she had on him. Throughout the evening they’d talked about everything. He’d never felt more comfortable with any woman. But he certainly didn’t feel like she was his kid sister or anything. The whole time they talked, he only felt more pulled into her sweet beauty, and into a remote darkness he found there.
When they’d talked about her father, Cami’s sadness had been clear. But there was something more than that. Something he’d read in her eyes. But he didn’t know what it was and didn’t want to ask. Unsure and not used to feeling close to a woman, Bradan had held back.
Even when he’d taken her home, he’d resisted. It just wasn’t like him at all. Standing at her door, both had been silent. He had looked into the depths of her eyes, not certain of what he saw there. He read it as a mixture of desire and gloom, but he was sure that he’d made too much out of it.
If only he could have given in to his urge to wrap his arms around her and to feel her close. In any other circumstance, he would have. After talking about their feelings, their goals, their passions, Bradan didn’t feel like just doing the fuck-and-run. He couldn’t.
In fact, he couldn’t even kiss her. If he had, if he’d let his lips touch hers, there was no way he could have left. What strength he had he used to say good night and get the hell out of there. So instead he ran his fingertips along her jaw, then turned and jogged back to the street, calling behind, “I’ll call you.”
But did he mean it? Wasn’t that something every guy said at the end of a date? And that wasn’t even a date. It was a dinner, just to be friends. That was what he had said, anyway. But he knew it had been a lie. He wanted much more from Cami, and that rattled him.
Life had been good. He had as many women as he wanted, and the freedom he wanted. He didn’t need heartache. If he never got close, there was no chance of that. So far, it had worked. Getting to know Cami was treacherous water he was unaccustomed to navigating.
He’d have to back off. That was the only solution. And a hard workout would be a good start. Ian would meet him at the gym. They’d been spotting for each other on the heavier stuff. Bradan saw him saunter into the weight room, biceps bulging under the white shirt. He was an ideal workout partner, used to heavy lifting and fit, so able to take the pace.
For an hour, they lifted, sweating and grunting. Bradan went harder than his norm. He wanted to burn off pent-up energy. Visions of Cami nagged at him. But the more intense the lifting, the greater the pain, the more remote were thoughts of anything else. He’d be sore the next morning. But he didn’t mind. He welcomed it.
Heading to the showers, Ian said, “Let’s grab coffee on the way in. The stuff they have in the break room is for shit.”
“Agreed.”
Physically tired but invigorated from the workout, and fueled by strong coffee with an egg burrito, Bradan strode to the entrance of the building. He opened the door for his buddy, and Ian nodded as he stepped past him.
“Hey, a bunch of us are going out for drinks after work. You wanna come with us?”
“Sure.” Bradan could use a drink. Even after dropping Cami off the night before, he’d gone to bed cold sober. That didn’t happen often.
The elevators opened to the office lobby. The ceiling and walls were blond wood, and the reception desk was wood, painted pale gray. It was the startup company’s idea of trendy décor. The central work area was a mass of desks without cubicle partitions, so nothing blocked the view out the windows.
Bradan was glad of that, because he didn’t think he could take being cooped up in a cage of walls. At least the view of Seattle gave him a sense of space, and though it didn’t add to his creative process, it didn’t stifle it either. Coordination was a big part of the projects he was assigned to. The lack of private offices or dividers made it easy to talk back and forth.
Bradan worked harder than most. Moving up the pay scale at the company wasn’t his plan. The idea was to gain experience, make some connections, and obtain funding for a startup of his own. Knowing that tech companies were springing up all over the city, faster than they were elsewhere in the market, he knew that he wasn’t alone in wanting to tap into the business community of Seattle.
Many of the big corporations either already had offices there or were planning to open them. One of the biggies had just announced securing nearly three million square feet of office space. It was Bradan’s dream to compete with such entities one day. But it was going to take a lot of hard work, skill, and genius. He didn’t know about the genius part, but the hard work he could manage. And the skill was developing.
His older brother had his own social media company, and had started in that field when he was a kid. Not as a business, just a hobby. It was one of those talents that just paid off. Once Sean Reid had been old enough for the business world, he had never thought of working for someone else. He hadn’t had to. And when you are young, taking risks isn’t such a big deal. Not for Bradan either. His brother had always been a role model for him. And if Sean could do it, so could Bradan. Maybe a little slower, but he’d get there.
By the time five rolled around and everyone started taking off, Bradan had put his friendly date of the night before out of his mind. The challenges of web designing were programming puzzles that absorbed his attention. He’d been working with Ian on a new project, and after racking their brains for days over a particular issue, they’d had a breakthrough.
When happy hour called, though, Bradan shoved back from his desk and took off with a group of co-workers. The bar at the downtown restaurant was packed when they got there. It didn’t seem to make a difference that it was a weeknight. Likely the place was always full with the after-work crowd.
The interior was dark with polished wood counters and chairs. They found a larger table near the wall and settled in. So far, Ian had remained unattached, as Bradan had. Enjoying the attention of two female co-workers, one seated on either side of him, Ian was telling them a story. Both women laughed.
Drinks were ordered, and Bradan sipped his. The bar menu sported a list of offerings with clever names. The ladies each ordered one that was pear brandy, rum, and a squeeze of lime. Ian decided on one of the ales on draft from a local brewer. Bradan stuck with whiskey on the rocks. It went down well.
He bantered about programming with a couple of co-workers, and then the talk drifted to sports. Bradan wasn’t very interested in talking, but he did feel better nearing the end of his second drink. The pretzels and nuts didn’t do much to slow down the alcohol, and he felt a mild buzz. A few of the group made their way to the dining room to eat.
Perfume wafted up, and a well-built brunette slid onto the stool beside him. She had huge, dark eyes, finely sculpted features, and full lips. The top of her dress was just low enough to allow a view of some cleavage, which Bradan didn’t mind. She was a looker; he thought maybe Greek from her coloring and features.
“Mind if I sit here?” She looked over at him with a coy smile.
“Not at all. What are you drinking?”
“White wine, please.”
Bradan ordered her wine and another whiskey for himself. “I don’t think we’ve met.”
With a winning smile, showing straight white teeth, she said, “Carla Ward.”
The glass of wine was set in front of her.
“I’m Bradan Reid. I would have guessed a different last name. You have a Greek look.”
She giggled. “My mother’s side. But I grew up in New York. Moved here recently.”
“Looking for something or getting away from something?”
Carla shrugged. “A little of both. For now I’m working in fashion.”
“Of course.” Bradan was feeling comfortable. The whiskey had worked its magic, relaxing him, and he was in his element. If all went well, he would have Carla in his bed later, and that sounded much better than being alone.
The women he met filled a void, one he didn’t want to think about. And he liked beautiful women. Was anything wrong with that? Eventually, they ordered some food, but never left the bar. His other friends gradually migrated to the dining room or left to go home, either alone or with whoever they’d connected up with.
While drinking and talking to Carla, the only friend Bradan noticed was Ian. And that was only because he popped into the bar to wave goodbye before he took off with one of the co-workers he’d been sitting next to earlier. Alone with a beautiful woman, Bradan was feeling better. But it was temporary.
They left the bar together and Carla snuggled next to him against the wind. Even with coats on, it was bitterly cold. There was no question that she was willing to go home with him, actually wanted to. Bradan even stopped at a corner and, pressing her against the brick wall, kissed her hard, desperately. But what was he desperate for? He didn’t want to take Carla home, and that surprised him. It had never happened before: a woman in his arms and Bradan rejecting her. Not understanding his own feelings, he leaned back and ran his hand through his hair.
“Do you live far?” Carla looked at him, her lips still parted from the kiss.
Bradan shook his head. “I have something I have to take care of, Carla. Maybe next time.”
And he walked away. Just like that. It made no sense. Something I have to take care of. What did that mean? Increasing his pace against the chill of the night, Bradan negotiated the short distance home. He was unsettled and unhappy. And alone.


 
Chapter 8
On a weeknight, Cami would normally stay in. It hadn’t been easy to cultivate new habits, and going out to clubs would only make it harder. But when Brittany pleaded for her to go to dinner, she couldn’t refuse. Her friend had it hard, going from one guy to the next. She always seemed crazy about them, but they never seemed to call.
One advantage to the restaurant Brittany chose was that it was known for the brick-oven gulf shrimp. Cami wanted to try them. She’d look at it as research—though she didn’t own a brick oven, so no matter how good it was the dish wouldn’t be one to include in the upcoming competition.
But good food was a draw anyway. The shrimp were served over stone-ground grits flavored with bacon and citrus. The dish was mouthwatering, and lived up to its reputation.
“I wonder if I can have a brick oven installed in my apartment. I have to make this dish. Here, taste it.” Cami forked a plump shrimp into her friend’s mouth.
“Yum,” she said with her mouth still full.
Over dinner they caught up on anything worthy of discussion. Cami got the full details of the sexual interlude with Tyler, whether she wanted them or not. But the telling of the tale only made Brittany more depressed that he hadn’t called her again.
“Maybe he’s just traveling. You know, busy.”
“How long does it take to text? He just doesn’t want to see me.”
“You just haven’t found the right guy yet.”
“Have you?”
“No, but I haven’t been looking.”
“What about Bradan?”
“What about him?”
“You guys went to dinner. How did that go?”
Cami shrugged, trying to appear more casual than she felt. “Okay. We’re just friends, I suppose. We talked. It’s the first time I’ve gotten to know him. He’s different in person than from a distance.”
Brittany laughed. “Most people are.”
“No, I mean when he’s not drinking. He was like a normal guy.”
“A normal hot guy, you mean.”
Cami hadn’t been able to get him out of her mind since the night before. She wasn’t sure how to handle it. Friends, he’d said. She’d have to settle for that. Not that she wanted more anyway. She didn’t know what she wanted.
They ate every bite on their plates and ordered dessert. It was partly because Cami wanted to extend their time together so Brittany wouldn’t feel so alone, and partly because she wanted to try banana-pecan bread pudding. Another new dish for her.
“Let’s split it,” Brittany said. “I’m stuffed.”
Rubbing her stomach, Cami agreed. The dessert came on two plates, already split for them, and they dug in. The pudding was rich and flavorful, but after two bites neither could handle any more. Sipping coffee, they talked another half-hour or so, and finally it was time to go. Dinner had taken hours and Brittany felt better.
With her coat buttoned tight, a scarf around her neck, and gloves on, Cami pushed through the door to the street. With her head down against the cold, she edged along the sidewalk. When she glanced up to get her bearings, Cami froze.
Down the block was Bradan. She’d recognize that body anywhere. And he was with yet another woman. Did it never end? The worst part was that he was kissing her, and the sight of it made Cami’s heart fall. What did she expect?
Brittany stopped behind her, nearly running into her. “What? Why are you stopping? It’s freezing out here.”
Cami turned around with her back to the intimate scene she’d just witnessed. Whispering, though at that distance there was no way Bradan could hear, she said, “Oh my God, it’s Bradan.”
Brittany gazed up the street.
“Don’t look. I don’t want him to see me. Let’s get out of here.”
Jogging a little to keep up with Cami, her friend said, “I thought you were just friends.”
“We are,” Cami said, not stopping. Once she rounded the corner, she leaned against the building. “I can’t believe it. He’s with a different woman every time I see him. And he seemed so…I don’t know…sincere or something last night. I’m such a fool.”
“You like him, don’t you?”
“Is it that obvious?”
Brittany nodded. “Let’s get off this street. I’m freezing my ass off.”
A block up, Cami split with her friend and headed off in the direction of her apartment. She just wanted to get home, safe behind a locked door, away from the likes of Bradan. The biting cold didn’t affect her. She hardly felt it. If anything, the prickles of pain from the icy wind felt good. The more the better. Anything to distract her from the worse pain in her heart.
Inside, she cranked up the heat and fell into a fetal position on the sofa. Lecturing herself on how she had no hold on Bradan didn’t make her feel better. It made her feel worse. She hated that they were just friends, because they weren’t even that. They were nothing. Had nothing. And the warm conversation she’d had with him was a tease and nothing else.
Bad habits don’t die easily, though Cami had done a decent job of curbing them since her arrival in the city. But this was too much. She opened the cupboard and yanked out the first bottle of wine she found. There were several she’d brought with her from the winery before they sold it. There was no better occasion to drink some of it.
She sat staring into space, not even bothering to turn on music. By her second glass, Cami felt a little numb but no better. The opposite. The alcohol had opened the floodgates of her emotions, and tears welled in her eyes. She remembered why she’d stopped drinking. But it was too late.
Gulping the wine, she hoped she choked on it. Ending it all. Life wasn’t fair. It seemed just when things took a turn for the better, all hope was dashed. The same had happened over and over. After working so hard to regain her footing, Cami felt she couldn’t take much more. If only she were strong. But she wasn’t.
There were many things she could have thought of—reasons to feel better and excuses for the situation. The truth was she didn’t care. Bradan was all she wanted. If that hadn’t been clear to her before, it was then. Unable to muster any rationality about the incident, all she could do was see him kissing the woman. The image wouldn’t go from her mind.
Finally, she staggered to her bed, letting the empty wine bottle roll across the floor. With her face buried in her pillow, Cami sobbed uncontrollably. There was no inclination to stop crying and every reason to collapse. Every reason. It was more than just Bradan, but he could have made the difference.
Didn’t she know better than to count on him? And she couldn’t even blame him. He’d said friends, and he hadn’t even kissed her good night. Cami should have taken the hint and moved on. But she couldn’t. She never could. That was her problem.
*****
The next day sucked. And Bradan didn’t call. Not that Cami expected him to. His suggestion to show her places in Seattle had been lame, as was his offer to be friends. It was all bogus.
Then it started. The following day Bradan texted that he wanted to meet. Cami had decided to steer clear of him. She couldn’t trust herself, and she certainly couldn’t trust him. Ignoring his messages, since she didn’t have work with Blue Skirt that day, she focused on developing dishes for the contest. But she ached inside, an ache she had never wanted to feel again. But it seemed she had no choice.
Late the next afternoon, she left the kitchen in a mess and grabbed her coat to go out for coffee. Bouncing down the stairs, she ran smack into Bradan, who was coming up. The impact with his rock-hard body stunned her, and the warm sensation that went through her the instant she recognized him swept away all reason.
“Bradan, what are you doing here?”
He looked so impossibly handsome. Cami reminded herself that she was mad at him, that he was bad for her, and everything else she could think of.
“I came to see you. You aren’t answering my texts. Why not?”
Exasperated, Cami let out a big breath. “You have to ask?”
“Yeah. Are you mad at me?”
“Yes, I’m mad at you.” Even as she said it, Cami knew he had no clue why.
“I guess that’s one thing I do without trying.”
Cami raised a brow.
Bradan shrugged. “Make women mad at me.”
“How can you not? Jesus, Bradan.” She glared at him.
“I thought we got along the other night.” He looked so innocent, but she knew he was anything but. Cami tried to shove images of him naked with the woman he’d been kissing from her mind.
“We talked, okay? I know, just friends. I got it.”
“Then why are you mad?”
Cami exploded. “Mad? Why am I mad? I’ll tell you why I’m mad. Every time I see you it’s with a different woman. I can’t even go to dinner with my friend without running into you. And there you were, leaning on some gorgeous woman outside, kissing her for all you’re worth. It’s disgusting.”
Bradan smiled.
“It’s not funny.”
He shook his head. “No, it’s not. You saw me?”
“Yes, I saw you. You were in public, you know.”
“I’m sorry, Cami.”
“Don’t be sorry. I have no hold on you. We’re just friends, remember? So, is woman number three the one?”
“She was nothing, Cami, really.”
“Are any of them?”
Bradan’s eyes darkened. “Not so far.”
“Well, at least that’s honest.”
“I’ve been honest with you, Cami. I have. Come on, let’s talk. I need some coffee. It looks like it’s going to snow out here.”
Cami shook her head. The last thing she should do is have coffee with Bradan, but she couldn’t refuse him. She wanted to be with him more than anything. And she wasn’t as mad anymore. “Okay. Just coffee.”
The cozy shop was warm and welcoming. Cami ordered a hot latte, and Bradan a double espresso. They sat at the back, the most privacy they were going to get. No one was listening anyway. Everyone was engaged in conversation already, and the noise level was high.
Bradan sipped his drink. “Can I tell you something?”
“What?”
“I’m not trying to lead you on. I’m just trying to get to know you.”
“I don’t see why. Don’t you have enough women already?”
Bradan laughed, but there was no humor in it. “It’s just…how I live, I guess. I was doing that long before I met you. But that doesn’t mean I don’t like you.”
Cami glared at her latte, floundering for answers.
Bradan stretched a leg out into the aisle. “I do, you know.”
“What?” Cami refused to look up.
“Like you.”
Unable to resist him, Cami looked into his blue eyes. “That doesn’t make it easier.”
“You mean seeing me with women all the time?”
Cami nodded.
“I was with someone once.” Darkness came over Bradan’s features. “It didn’t work out.”
“Who was she?” If she had him talking, Cami intended to keep him talking. Maybe she’d be able to understand him.
“Amber Hawkins. We went to high school together. I’d known her most of my life, our families even got together, and I saw her at church. I really fell for her.”
“What happened?”
“We dated a lot in our junior and senior years. I thought she felt like I did. She’d dated a few others before we hooked up, but we were really a thing, you know.”
Cami waited, seeing the hurt in his eyes.
“Since I moved to Seattle, I haven’t talked about this. I don’t know why I’m telling you. But anyway, we broke up. I was just about to ask her to move in with me. I’d even thought of marriage, if you can believe that.”
Bradan paused, glancing at Cami then looking off into the distance. “I found out she was fucking her chemistry lab partner. Extra-curricular activities, I guess. Can you believe that? I trusted her. I thought we had something. And all the while, behind my back, she was betraying me.”
“What did you do?”
“What could I? That was over. I felt like an idiot. I was furious. I should have beat the crap out of him, but I knew she wanted him. Amber told me that she and Robert were in love. She was sorry.” He shook his head. “Sorry. What a joke.”
“That sucks, Bradan. It really does.” Seeing him that way for the first time, Cami felt like he wasn’t just out to screw women. In fact, he’d been screwed. Maybe that was part of the problem.
“Anyway, that was years ago. It’s over. I moved to Seattle right after.”
“Have you seen her since?”
Bradan shook his head. “But that’s enough of my sob story. I did try the one-girl thing once. It just didn’t work out.”
But Cami couldn’t let it get to her. Whether he had good reason or not, that didn’t change the fact that Bradan went through women like Cami went through recipes. Always looking for a new one, something better, something different.
A thought pressed into view, one she’d successfully repressed until that moment. All the men I love die. She tried to push it aside, but it was tenacious in its hold on her.
“So, why are you afraid of being with me, Cami? It’s not just that woman you saw me with, is it?”
Cami shook her head. In a small voice, she said, “I’m just trying not to do stuff that’s bad for me.” But her words held no conviction. And she doubted her ability to turn away, to focus on things that were good for her, because the bad things had more control over her. Plus, the bad things often felt the best.
Bradan opened his mouth, and she knew he was about to say something. A knot twisted in her gut; she didn’t know what she’d tell him or how to explain. Didn’t think she could. On the verge of asking more, he stopped. “Yeah. Me too,” he said, and left it at that.


 
Chapter 9
She had to question her reasons for going to the penthouse with Bradan, but Cami was sure of one thing. She didn’t want to be alone. When he’d invited her to come over, she’d quickly accepted. Coffee was over, and the thought of going back to her apartment to agonize was downright revolting.
The Belltown penthouse wasn’t far from her place but it might as well have been in a different universe. There was no need to go up to a community patio to see the view, because the floor-to-ceiling windows looked out to a private terrace with the bay and mountains beyond.
The open, loft-style floor plan with the breathtaking view of Puget Sound had wood flooring, quartz countertops, stainless-steel appliances, and a designer’s touch that said a guy had not furnished it. Bradan gave an inside tour, then she followed him out to the rooftop sitting area.
“This is yours?” she said incredulously.
Bradan shook his head. “I wish. No, I lucked out. I was living in a room near campus, but when I graduated I wanted to be closer to work. Mitchell is one of my brother’s business connections, and when he hired me, he also offered me this place. Only temporarily. He had to go to New York on company business, and after that to Australia for a family visit. While he’s gone, I’m staying here. I’ll have to find my own place in a few weeks.”
Cami looked across the bay, admiring the colorful sunset. That was one thing about living close to the water—the sunsets were stunning. This one was crimson and orange with a burst of golden yellow near the horizon. The stuff of which photographs were made.
“Do you drink?” Bradan’s gaze burned into her, and Cami wondered what she was getting herself into.
“Sometimes. I’ve been trying not to, but let’s just say that’s failed miserably.”
“What do you like?”
“Wine, mostly. I was raised near a vineyard. Guess I got spoiled. We had so much good stuff.”
Bradan went inside and rummaged around. “How about a Pinot? I have a couple of bottles here that I got when I graduated, sort of a congratulations.”
Cami looked at him and reminded herself that she shouldn’t drink, especially not in the company of a hot guy. But she knew she’d ignore it. The lure of pleasure, release from the torment she tried so hard to suppress, was too close.
“Pinot is good. I read that certain wines can spark arousal.”
Bradan rustled in the drawer for an opener. “Good that I have several bottles, then.”
Cami laughed softly. “It seems in some wine the aromas can replicate the scents of human pheromones that signal attraction in the brain.”
Pouring wine, Bradan glanced over at her. “This is sounding better and better.”
Holding two glasses of wine, Bradan nodded toward the other room, and Cami followed. Positioned in front of one of the wall-sized windows were a black leather sofa and two padded chairs. Cami settled into one of the chairs. Taking her wine, she watched Bradan sink into the chair across from her and put his feet up on the table.
Cami enjoyed the sun finishing its descent, the sky turning dark. A low light burned in a lamp by the sofa and quiet music played. She wasn’t sure when Bradan had turned it on. It was romantic, she had to admit. Feeling awkward, she looked around the room and sipped the Pinot. It was a good one.
All the while, she felt Bradan’s eyes on her. Knowing she couldn’t be the first woman invited up to the penthouse, Cami was a little nervous. The setting was ripe for some real action with the hunk only a few feet from her. But she’d already decided it wasn’t a smart move. They couldn’t even get being friends right, so taking it further was out of the question.
The whole thing was probably more of her self-destructive behavior, considering that Bradan was so wrong for her on so many levels. The guy was messed up, not what Cami needed. The attraction was strong; there was no way to deny that. It didn’t mean she had any right to go with it. For once, she needed to use her head and not cave to her emotions.
“I didn’t know you liked jazz,” she said, and took a gulp of wine.
Bradan refilled her glass. “Music is like air to me. I like it all.” He sat across from her again, his blue eyes piercing into her. “But is that what you really want to talk about?”
Cami took another gulp of wine, missing the smooth taste but feeling the alcoholic effect. “What do you mean?”
Electricity radiated through the room, the short distance between them seeming like none at all. It felt as though he was touching her, when he was only talking. This was going to be difficult.
Without thinking it through, she blurted out her feelings. “You’re not the type of guy for me.”
With a smile that lit his eyes, Bradan responded, seeming unflustered by her rash statement. “What type am I?”
“You sleep with a different woman every night.”
“Why shouldn’t I? Are you looking for a commitment?”
“No. Definitely not. Are you?”
Bradan laughed, but it was a sexual sound, a mating call of sorts. “Am I looking for commitment? No. I’m not.”
Shifting in her seat, Cami looked around the room, anywhere but at him. When she looked back, he was pushing up from his chair. Slowly, he took the two steps to close the gap between them. Looking up, Cami took in his lean thighs, flat abs, and broad shoulders. She tried to avoid looking at the bulge under his pants but felt her cheeks heat anyway.
He held out a hand, and Cami took a big gulp of her wine before setting it on the table. She took his hand and rose, realizing it was the first time they’d touched hands. The feel of her small hand in his strong one made her nipples hard; she was in trouble.
With his face close enough to kiss, Cami looked into the depths of his eyes.
In a low voice, he said, “I want you, and I know you want me.”
Her heart pounded so hard it was embarrassing. “Still conceited, I see.” But her voice was soft, not harsh.
“Afraid you’ll fall for me?” The little smirk annoyed her.
“Just because every woman who looks at you swoons and swears eternal love doesn’t mean I will. In fact, I’m sure I won’t.” Cami put as much force into the statement as she could muster, though her knees were weak. “You can’t get to me, like you do with every other woman. I won’t fall for you.”
“You won’t, huh?” The gleam of lust in his eyes made her skin tingle. “Care to prove it?”
She was caught off guard. “What do you mean?”
Bradan put his arm around her, pulling her a little closer. The feel of being in his grasp was too much. Any resistance Cami had tried to build was rapidly melting. When he stroked the tips of his fingers along her jaw, she closed her eyes. Saying no wasn’t going to be so easy.
“If you’re sure you won’t fall for me,” he whispered in her ear, “then prove it. Fuck me, and show me you don’t care.”
Cami should have been insulted at his crass statement. Instead, she was more turned on than ever. “I should say no.” But there was little conviction in her refusal.
Rubbing his thumb across her lower lip, Bradan said, “Why?”
He was seducing her, and Cami knew it. She knew a lot of things, but right then, she just didn’t care. “Because you are the last thing I need right now,” she said under her breath. “But…”
With his palm on her cheek, Bradan lifted her face so she had to look at him. “But?”
In that second, Cami fell into him, all hesitation gone, and all reserve melted away in the heat of his embrace. “I want you.” That was the last thing she remembered saying, and it was all she felt. Bradan was what she wanted. Very badly. More than anything else, and she didn’t care what happened after that.
His male scent consumed her senses, putting her under his spell. If the wine had any pheromone-type effect, it paled in comparison to the real thing. Up close, Bradan smelled of a musky cologne and sexual arousal. Cami could barely breathe.
The way he touched her was like being given water in the desert. Cami couldn’t get enough. It was so gentle, not at all what she expected. He traced his fingers over the bone structure of her face like he was a blind man trying to absorb her beauty by touch.
The heat of his fingertips seared along her neck as he slid his hands down to her breasts, but he didn’t touch them yet. Instead, with one hand behind her head and the other on her back, Bradan kissed her. It was a deep kiss of desire, like the one in the hall that day they’d first kissed.
He rubbed his tongue next to hers and around the inside of her mouth; it sought her very essence. Cami kissed back, loving the softness of his lips with a hint of dryness, so masculine. His strong hands caressed her, over her back and shoulders, and down her waist, resting at her hips. The more he touched, the more she wanted him to touch.
The kiss deepened, and Cami felt like she could merge into him, get lost in his sexuality. He showed no signs of holding back, but kissed with open desire, making her sex throb with need. There had never been anyone who’d kissed her that way.
It was like he knew her better than she knew herself, and wanted her completely. His tender yet ravenous mouth pressed to hers sent sensation deep into her core. Cami felt a strength of need that was foreign to her. It was like she needed this man, and this man only. Nothing else would ever satisfy.
Bradan kissed her lips lightly then raked his tongue over her bottom lip. He kissed her cheeks and her temples, the sweetness rivaling the passion. A quiet moan escaped from her throat and she pressed her body against his, feeling his hardness.
“Cami,” he whispered breathlessly, as turned on as she was.
He guided her to a white padded chaise in front of a marble fireplace, and in the flickering light he began to undress them. Every touch, every motion, was nearly more than she could stand. The fire between them was simmering hot, ready to explode.
First his shoes and slacks came off, then her sweater. All Cami wanted was to bare herself to him, and see him at his most vulnerable. With her warm sweater off, she stood before him in a cream-colored bra, warmth from the gas fire seeping into the skin of her back.
When he raked his fingers over her bare skin, Cami shuddered with pleasure. Wetness seeped into her panties and she craved his body, every inch of it. “Bradan…Bradan.”
He cupped her breasts, each one fitting into a palm of his hand, and looked at her with longing. “I’ve wanted to see your bare breasts for so long,” he said in a deep voice. Undoing the back, he removed her bra and let it slip off.
He drank in the sight of her, and Cami felt her distended nipples stiffen. His gaze touched her, arousing her. For a moment, he didn’t move, just looked, heightening her pleasure. “I want to kiss them,” he said. “Your breasts are so beautiful.”
Leaning down, Bradan suckled, first at one nipple then the other. Cami whimpered, unable to contain the ecstasy he elicited. “Ah…ah,” she panted.
He nibbled and licked, savoring her like a long-sought-after treat. Cami had never felt so special, so cared for. Arching her back, she offered her breasts for him to do as he would. As he massaged them with his hands and bit at her nipples, she thought she might come right then.
Leaning back, he said, “I want to see you naked.” Without rushing, enjoying each step of the process, Bradan removed the rest of her clothes, then his own. In the warmth of the room, she stood with him, their desire never more evident. “God, Cami. You look amazing.”
She reached out to touch his lips, wondering at his admiration. Never had she felt more beautiful or more desired. His erection was hard, standing high in front of his lean abdomen, and her clit tensed. The knowledge that she could touch him, that she could have him as intimately as any woman ever had, propelled her to a higher level of excitement.
He stood still, letting her fist his hot cock. The velvet skin over the steel of his desire felt so sensual. Rounding her palm over the thick head, she heard his heavy moan. Knowing his need made it all the more insanely sexy. Cupping his balls, she rolled them in one hand, stroking him with her other. Moisture seeped out the opening at the top, and Bradan grabbed her wrists.
Lifting her arms, he kissed the palm of her hand and then ran his tongue along the tender skin of her forearm. She thought she’d die. It felt better than she could have imagined, and she wondered how he knew her body so well. He did the same to her other hand, going slowly, enjoying his task.
Cami shuddered with pleasure and felt the moisture inside her seep out, wetting her sex. All the way to her toes, she felt light and flushed. Bradan wrapped his arms around her, pressing her to him. Reaching behind to cup her ass in his hands, he squeezed possessively. She pressed against his shaft, wanting to be closer.
With her in his arms, Bradan sat on the chaise and leaned back. It was slanted, allowing for a reclining position. Resting on top of him, Cami felt good. Her breasts pressed against his chest and she could feel his light hair graze her.
“Turn around,” he whispered. And Cami turned so her back rested against his chest with both their legs stretched out on the lounge.
Bradan caressed her breasts and kissed the top of her head. “I want to make you feel good,” he whispered. He pressed her legs apart until her feet hung over the edge of the long chair.
There in the intimate room in front of the purple-orange fire, Cami spread her legs for him. Her feet touched the thick carpet under the chair, and the heat of his cock burned against her spine. The ambient air wafted against her wet pussy, and she whimpered, knowing even before he touched her that she was very close.
With the back of her head against his chest and his arm around her waist, Cami draped her legs open with her feet dangled. Spread wide, she was all his, and willingly so. Gently, Bradan stroked her wet slit, arousing her even more.
Cami licked her lips and half closed her eyes. It felt so good, beyond description. Bradan flicked over her needy clit, and she panted faster to keep up. With his fingers, he pulled back the thin layer of skin protecting her most sensitive spot. She gasped.
Holding her open with one hand, Bradan fingered her with his other. With expert motions, he swirled around her clit, teasing but very close. Cami moaned and panted louder. Relentlessly, he ministered to her, touching just right. He flicked and teased until her clit burned.
“Please. Please, Bradan,” she gasped.
“Yes, baby. Give it to me. I want your pleasure. I want all of it.” The sound of his voice, the compelling meaning of his words, pushed her into climax. With his finger tapping on her clit, her legs spread wide, and her head pressed against his rock-hard chest, Cami spiraled into an explosive orgasm.
It started inside her. Her breasts felt heavy and her loins flooded with warmth. Deep in her core, her muscles clenched and then a wave of pleasure washed through her. Her sex tightened over and over, and she screamed long and hard, giving in to the force.
Bradan held her tight, backing off from her most sensitive area but using his hand to cup her sex. He rubbed, guiding her through her orgasm and moving until she relaxed. Even then he moved his hand back and forth over her sex, allowing her every second of sensation.
When she could move, Cami pulled her knees up with her feet on the chaise beside Bradan’s legs. He felt so hot under her, and his cock felt so hard. Whatever release she’d had, it had been no blight on her desire for him. If anything, she wanted him more than ever. Turning to straddle him, she lowered her mouth over his, tasting him.
His breathing was ragged, his eyes glassy with desire. Cami kissed his mouth again then tugged at his bottom lip with her teeth. “I want you,” she said. “I still want you.”
Bradan reached to the floor for his pants and pulled out a tiny packet. Deftly, he ripped it open and rolled on a condom. Cami grasped his rigid cock and lifting, up on her knees, dipped the tip inside her.
She groaned, drowned out by Bradan’s louder moan. His panting came in faster gasps, and she lowered herself over him slowly, feeling the stretch. As his thickness filled her up, Cami began to whimper. All she wanted was to have him buried in her.
Letting her body go down over him, Cami whimpered non-stop. Bradan rocked his hips, plunging into her over and over. And Cami matched his motion with her own. A sheen covered their skin, the warmth engulfing their bodies.
He was so big, and she pushed, ramming him into her as deep as he would go. Then he moaned loud and long, a painful anguish, before he pulsed. The feeling was so erotic it sent Cami into a powerful orgasm, clashing into him as he released.
They fucked hard and continued to stroke, even after the orgasms had subsided. Neither wanted it to end. Both wanted more. Neither could get enough. Cami’s skin glowed and her body tingled. She could smell Bradan’s post-sex scent, and she closed her eyes with pleasure.
It was the best night of her life; the best night ever. There was no thought of what came before or what came after. Only then. And right then, Cami felt insanely good, like she was a part of Bradan. It was as if their souls had risen together into a state of intimacy that could not be described.
But it was all consuming and fueled a need that could not be satisfied. Cami could not get enough of Bradan, and knew she would never be able to. Her hunger for him had no boundary and could not be controlled or contained. If he was bad for her, she’d go up in flames. Because she couldn’t turn away from him.


 
Chapter 10
Consciousness crept in slowly, and Cami remembered she’d spent the night with Bradan. Happiness flooded her. It had been good. Reaching across the bed, she felt only smooth sheets. He must have gotten up earlier.
Bunching the covers up and nestling into the warmth of the bed they’d shared, Cami stole a few quiet moments. After making love, they’d been hungry but Bradan hadn’t had anything in the fridge. He took her out for Chinese food and they’d talked about his career.
He was going to find his own apartment in Belltown. He liked the neighborhood and it was close to businesses. Cami got him talking about work, interested in what he did, and Bradan filled her in on his plans. He had big goals, and she admired that. Though she knew little about the type of programming he did, Cami was sure he was good at it.
They managed to avoid any sensitive subjects, and Bradan hadn’t talked any more about his first love, Amber. She imagined he felt more than he let on. He must. Finding out that his girlfriend was sleeping with another guy must have been a bitch.
The conversation went back to her family, and she explained that her mother, Carolyn, lived with her older sister now. Cami had been relieved her mother wasn’t forced by circumstances to live alone. Her aunt, Anna Iverson, had been like a second mother.
Anna was married and had a daughter, Nina, who was the same age as Cami. Growing up, the girls were like sisters. But as adults, things had changed. Now Nina was in college in California, and though they stayed in touch, it wasn’t the same. Cami missed her.
All the time she talked about home and her family, Cami felt the void. She was homesick much of the time, but everything was so different. With her father gone, Nina away, and the winery in the hands of new owners, home wasn’t what it used to be.
Still she had fond memories, some sad or even traumatic, but Bradan had seemed interested in it all. Interested in her. Cami really felt like she was getting to know him. He’d been like a regular, if sexy, guy. The person she’d thought he was when they’d had dinner and talked that first time.
He had two sides to him, she decided. There was the messed-up part and the good-person part. She couldn’t see him as a nice guy, but he exhibited sincerity sometimes. Cami hoped more of that side of him would come forth.
There had been no noise coming from the other rooms and, opening her eyes, Cami saw no sign of Bradan. The blinds were lowered and the room was dark. She slid out of bed and went to the bathroom to get presentable, if that were possible.
She really should have stopped at her apartment for some things, but the evening hadn’t been conducive to that. Even in the coffee shop, they’d been pressed close, anxious to go to the penthouse. The first interlude had barely taken the edge off their desire. Judging by what followed later that evening, it had only whetted their appetite.
Just the thought of seeing Bradan’s chiseled body completely unclothed made Cami’s clit hard. His muscles had rippled and flexed in the dim light. When he touched her, Cami melted, loving his strength, his hugeness. When he’d turned away, she’d admired the vee of his back and the strong cords of muscle. Between his shoulder blades, just below the base of his neck, she had seen a tattoo. It was a knot wrapped around the word dangerous.
Later, when they snuggled under the sheets, she’d asked about it. Bradan had explained he’d gotten the tattoo in high school along with his brother and two buddies. It signified their unity, and had been a warning to any that threatened them. He said they had fought, using street-fighting techniques they’d learned and perfected. But only when there had been no other way.
Cami replayed the passion they’d experienced with each other just hours before. She had to wonder if it was like that with all his women. Bradan was an experienced lover; that was one thing she could tell. But was the craving for her special or just evidence of his abundant sex drive?
Her heart wanted to believe the former, but it would have been easy to convince her that it was his lust for women that she’d basked in the night before. Her own issues were possibly clouding her judgment, not allowing her to accept his attention with open arms.
Having tended to her grooming as best she could, Cami opened the bathroom door. Still no noise. After finding her way back to the main room, she looked around. It was eerily quiet. The wall of windows drew her, and she went over to take in the view. A rare stream of sun pierced the cloudbank, illuminating the bay with its brilliance.
She wanted to go out to the terrace, but the sun didn’t fool her. She’d lived in the city long enough to know how cold it really was outside. Spotting her clothes draped over the chaise, she went over. The fireplace was still, no cozy flame or heat.
Cami dressed and put on her shoes, thinking Bradan might have gone out for food. There was nothing in the kitchen; she already knew that. The kitchen was spotless except for their two wine glasses and the empty bottle. Next to the bottle was a piece of paper, and she saw it was a note.
The scrawl was masculine with a big, bold sweep to the letters. She read it then read it again. There wasn’t much to it, yet she resisted taking it at face value. Then her heart fell. It must be what he meant. It was all he could have meant.
I had a good time last night. Sorry I don’t have any breakfast for you. I had to get to the gym before work. No commitment, right? See you, Bradan
No commitment. That was what they’d agreed. Cami had taunted him with her certainty that he couldn’t get to her. There was no way she would fall for him. And despite the amazing sex, neither had said anything different. There were no vows of love or mentions of the future.
It had been a memorable night, one of the best nights of Cami’s life. The note was like a slap in the face. The message handed her flippancy right back to her. “You can’t get to me, like you do with every other woman. I won’t fall for you.” She’d said it. Then expected something more.
He’d only done what she claimed to want. But it didn’t mute the heartache. She’d lied. Even before he’d touched her, Cami had fallen for him hard. Sure, she wished that weren’t true, and knew it wasn’t the best thing.
But who was she kidding? Bradan was the hottest guy she’d ever been with, and what made it worse was that he wasn’t such a bad person. He had problems. At least, she thought bedding one woman after the other was a problem. He possibly didn’t.
And from the tone of the note, he planned to continue doing just that. Though she didn’t think she had a right to be, Cami was hurt. As a woman, it was easy to make things more romantic than they really were. To Bradan, it was just sex.
She’d have to get used to that idea, but wasn’t sure she could. The man was impossible to resist. Yet Cami didn’t think she could be with him again. Not under those conditions. Her heart was too fragile, even if his wasn’t.
*****
After his workout, Bradan took a hot shower. That morning he’d toughed it out alone. Ian hadn’t shown up. Under the hard spray, he thought of Cami. She’s all he’d thought about, and he felt like an ass.
The night they’d spent together was unforgettable. Cami was light as a feather and not over five three, but she packed a punch in the sex department. The woman was all passion, so unlike what he was used to. Her pale, flawless skin was utterly feminine.
Her green eyes held love and torment, though he didn’t know what that was all about. And her lips—Bradan couldn’t get enough of her soft lips. Kissing her was as hot as fucking her.
At first, he’d been concerned that he was too big for her. But something about that was hot too. Cami looked fragile, but in the heat of it, she was anything but. When he’d slid deep into her, Bradan had been unable to hold back.
He’d lost control, not his norm. He took his pleasure with women, and they seemed to get theirs from him. With Cami, it wasn’t that simple. When he had looked at her lovely face, and had felt her silky skin, Bradan had come unhinged.
All his normal reserve had disintegrated. He’d reached for her with his heart and soul. Not because he wanted to, but because he couldn’t help it. That was the effect she had created on him.
And it was terrifying. Not that he would tell Cami that. He had no plans to reveal his weakness. Though they’d talked about many things, and he’d even told her about Amber, there was much he held back.
It surprised him that he’d confided in Cami about the heartbreak with his high school sweetheart. He’d found himself telling her what had happened. It had just seemed natural. But there was one thing he didn’t tell her.
Amber hadn’t just gone out on him. She hadn’t just betrayed him. She had taken his heart, taken the pure love he’d given her, and she’d ripped him apart. So unsuspecting had he been, the discovery of her affair had been a devastating blow.
The shock had plunged him into depression for weeks. His initial reaction of anger had no place to diffuse. Though the urge to beat the shit out of Robert had been there, Bradan had not followed through.
She’d already made a fool out of him. To challenge Robert would have made him look like more of an idiot. It would have shown how much he cared. So Bradan had done the opposite. He’d shined it on.
But only on the outside. Below the surface, Bradan had been shredded, and had stayed so for months. Even now, he couldn’t think about it without feeling the pain all over. With time, he’d stopped dreaming about Amber or having nightmares.
There were plenty of other women, and they soothed his soul. Or seemed to. Going from one to the other had filled the gaping hole in his gut. But he could never get enough. No matter how many he took to his bed, he felt empty.
Though it didn’t look that way to others, Bradan felt alone much of the time. Heavy workouts, intense projects at the office, and the woman of the night distracted him from reality. A reality he’d rather not face.
Amber would never be his. After so long, he wondered if he still wanted her. It was hard to say. First love is potent, and once the elixir is drunk, nothing else ever seems to compare. Or it hadn’t—until he met Cami.
That was why she scared the shit out of him. Bradan actually felt something when he was around her, and it wasn’t just his dick getting hard. Cami was different; there was a connection that he wasn’t sure how to deal with.
Fortunately, she didn’t want a commitment from him as so many did. It was just the opposite. Cami had prided herself in the fact that she could fuck him without caring. And she did a damn good job of it.
The woman was tireless, and hotter than hell. Bradan was rattled to his core. Even the hard workout hadn’t put a damper on his desire for her. Before dawn, he’d watched Cami sleep. With her brunette hair and porcelain skin, she had looked like Sleeping Beauty.
Visions of her, naked in front of the marble fireplace with the soft, flickering light illuminating her slender form, drove him crazy. It had been a turn-on to see that she was fully waxed; not all women were. And with her thin build, the completely bare, smooth skin had turned his cock to a rod of steel. The sight of her naked transformed him, and he’d been crazed with having her.
That morning, the curve of Cami’s lips had pulled him to kiss her, which he did softly without waking her. A powerful urge had come over him, and he wanted to pull back the sheet and stare at her small white breasts, even finger her pink nipples. But he had known if he did that, nothing could have held him back.
His cock was swollen when he got out of bed and dressed quietly. There was a pain stabbing his heart he couldn’t define. After the night they had spent together, Bradan should have felt good. The morose mood that settled over him was unwelcome, but undeniable.
Luckily, he’d gotten away before Cami woke up. Reflecting on the note he’d left her made him feel like the cold-hearted bastard he was. No commitment. Did he have to throw it in her face? Doing that after he’d held her in his arms most of the night was cruel.
It had to be done, though. Bradan couldn’t deal with a relationship. He wasn’t ready for that. And with Cami, sex with no strings was impossible. Not even because of her. He couldn’t do it. And he was unable to fathom that.


 
Chapter 11
The Ferris wheel at the oceanfront overlooking the city was worth standing in line for. A spectacular time to ride the Seattle Great Wheel was at night. From a distance it looked like an enormous bike wheel with the twisted metal spokes extending out to the gondolas.
Since she had been a young girl, Cami had adored Ferris wheels and was excited to try Seattle’s version. She’d nearly forgotten about her date with Jeremy until he called to confirm the time to pick her up. There was a moment’s hesitation while she decided if it was the right thing to do.
She was hurt about Bradan’s attitude and saw no reason to feel loyalty to him. He would certainly date, or sleep with, any woman he wanted to. Staying home alone was only going to make Cami feel worse.
Her natural inclination was to seek solace from the emotional pain, and any one of her crutches would do. It would have been so easy to say no to Jeremy, make up some excuse, and just fold. From where the strength came, Cami wasn’t sure. But she decided to go out that night instead of wallowing in her misery.
She dressed warm though the cars were heated. It was a group affair, with three people on either side of each gondola. Cami slid in next to Jeremy, already awed with the ride. The wheel was right on the pier, and as they ascended, there was a view of the city, bay, and shipping yards.
The ride was stated to be non-rocking, which was good, as the evening was cold and windy. The moonlight bounced off the choppy bay water, making Cami shiver just to look at it. Extended out over the water, the wheel gave an exhilarating ride even though it didn’t go fast.
It was the tallest Ferris wheel on the west coast, and Cami had a wide view from up high. The full moon rose over downtown, casting its light over the tall buildings. It was a smooth ride, and since it would make three full rounds, there was no rush and plenty of time to talk.
Glowing in pink and purple lights, the wheel moved at a calm pace, the scene slowly shifting.
“I’ll have to do this in the daytime too. I bet we could see Mt. Ranier, but it’s too dark now.” Cami squinted, trying to make out the mountains in the distance.
“We could almost see it now. See the snow, if you look.” Jeremy pointed.
“Yes, I think you’re right. Because of the moon it’s visible.” Cami loved the view from the top. Heights never frightened her.
“I’m glad you could make it,” Jeremy said. “I wasn’t sure when I called.”
“Yeah, well, it’s been a rough week.” Cami laughed but didn’t feel lighthearted. The incident with Bradan weighed heavy, and she missed him. It felt odd being out with another man.
“Catering work?”
She shook her head. “No, not that. Work is more like a hobby for me. I love cooking. It’s more…I guess my personal life.”
Jeremy nodded. “I wasn’t sure about asking you out. Are you dating someone?”
It was awkward, and Cami wondered if it had been wise to come after all. “It’s complicated.”
They enjoyed the rest of the ride and listened to the others in their car marvel at the sights. It didn’t last long enough to suit Cami, and she could have gone another three rounds easily. But it was over. Jeremy took her hand to help her out.
It occurred to her that she didn’t feel anything when she touched him. So unlike Bradan. Though Jeremy was nice, even handsome, he didn’t do anything for her in that way. But she liked him—as a friend.
It was just what Bradan had wanted to create between the two of them, but it wasn’t possible. There was too much emotion involved, and serious attraction. She wanted to be Bradan’s friend but didn’t see that working.
“I know you like food,” Jeremy said. “Are you hungry?”
Cami nodded. Her stomach growled, and outside the toasty car, she felt chilly. “Food sounds great.”
Not far was a café on the waterfront. It was a romantic place with high ceilings, blond-wood floors, and walls washed in pale gold. And it was warm inside. Jeremy found a table for them and pulled out her chair. Such a gentleman.
Cami could find no fault with him. Dressed casually in a gray pullover sweater with a white cotton shirt underneath, he looked friendly. His brown hair was messed up from the wind. Mostly, she noticed his eyes, with green in the center and brown further out.
“You have nice eyes,” she said.
Jeremy gave an appreciative smile. “Thanks. You too.”
They ordered hot coffee to warm up while they studied the menu.
“They even have grilled octopus.” Cami had never seen that offered.
“I thought you’d like it here, being a gourmet and all.” Jeremy scanned his own menu.
He was nice. Then why wasn’t Cami attracted to him? She wondered if anybody would have looked good to her right then, considering the night she’d just spent with Bradan.
They shared oysters on the half shell, then ordered dinner. Cami couldn’t resist the blackmouth salmon, fished out of the inland waterway of Puget Sound, served with potatoes and leeks. Jeremy chose the roasted pork chop with black kale.
Scallops were a favorite for Cami, but she skipped over them as they reminded her of Bradan. As they ate, Jeremy talked about Seattle, telling her of other restaurants worthy of trying and other sights to see.
“Sounds as though you like food too.” She scooped a bit of the rosemary-herbed potatoes into her mouth.
“Sure do. In fact, I cook. It sort of started out of necessity, living alone. But I got into it. Wait until you try my vegetarian lasagna.”
“Vegetarian?”
“Yep. I eat meat, as you can see. But I went to college for a couple of years and the budget was tight. Meatless dishes are economical, and I discovered they can be just as tasty.”
Cami smiled. “We should cook together. I’m in this contest that’s coming up, and I need unique takes on stuff. I’d like to see what you do.”
Jeremy leaned back in his chair. “Love to. Just let me know when.”
Pushing her plate aside, Cami sipped some of her coffee, recently warmed by the waitress. She noticed he was looking at her, not saying anything.
“What?”
“Tell me about your complicated love life.”
Cami looked away, a little embarrassed. “That’s pretty bold of you. It’s our first date.”
He ran his hand through his thick hair. “You’re easy to talk with, Cami. Can I just be honest with you?”
Unsure what she was getting in to, Cami gave a casual shrug. “Sure.”
“I’m really interested in Brittany.”
For a moment there was nothing to say. Cami hadn’t expected that, but she held back from showing how pleased she was. “Then why ask me out?”
“It’s complicated.” Jeremy smiled.
“I know the feeling.”
“Well, I wanted to ask her out, but I don’t think she’d be interested in me. I’m always tending bar when you guys cater, and she seems to be keen on the lead singers in the bands. Must be her type.”
“I don’t know if she knows her type. I probably shouldn’t say anything, but that’s not working out too well for her.” Cami wanted Brittany to hook up with someone good for her, and Jeremy wasn’t a bad choice.
“She just seems so taken with the tattooed guys in the tight pants. I’m more of a…regular guy, I guess.”
“Brittany could use some regular, really.”
“You think?”
Cami nodded. “So I was your second pick?”
Jeremy laughed. “And I was yours?”
Cami shrugged. “I like spending time with you, Jeremy. We could really get to be friends, I think. You got me with the cooking.”
Beaming, he nodded. “So you think I stand a chance with Brittany?”
“More than a chance. I’ll shake some sense into her. She doesn’t know what’s good for her.” It was a funny thing for Cami to be critical of, considering her own dating choices.
It had been a pleasant evening, and Cami had made a friend. Plus, she had someone to cook with. They made plans to get together soon, and Jeremy walked her back to her place. She was glad he’d been so upfront about everything. There would be no anxious moments wondering about a kiss good night that neither wanted. Or the dreaded “I’ll call you” that wasn’t sincere.
Jeremy put his arm around her to keep her warm from the biting cold. Cami turned up her collar, wishing she had brought her woolen neck scarf. They were walking at a brisk pace, no more than half a block from her apartment, when she nearly ran into Bradan.
“Oh, God. Bradan.” Cami didn’t know how to react. Politeness kicked in to save her. “Ah, this is Jeremy.” She nodded toward her date, but took the liberty of ogling the gorgeous man in front of her. He’d worn a suede jacket with faded jeans and looked delectable.
Bradan nodded. He scrutinized Cami and then her date. “Hello, nice to meet you.” But she could tell he didn’t mean it at all. There was a strange look in his eyes—verging on anger, unless she misjudged.
“What are you doing here?” Cami had a feeling she knew, but wasn’t sure.
“Just came to see you. But you weren’t home,” he said derisively. And if Cami didn’t know better, she’d swear he was jealous. Though she couldn’t imagine why. It was his idea to avoid seeing her exclusively. Now he had to live with it.
Despite herself, Cami gave a little smile. Seeing Bradan uncomfortable was retribution enough. Then she admonished herself for being vindictive. “No, I wasn’t home.” There was no way she was going to let him off easy by saying they were just friends, knowing he wouldn’t believe her anyway.
“Well then.” Bradan nodded and, with a cursory glance at Jeremy, dodged around them and went on his way. He said nothing about what he had wanted, or if he’d call. It infuriated Cami.
“Oooh,” she said. “He makes me so mad.”
Jeremy still had his arm around her, and they started walking again. “He’s the complication?”
“Yes, he definitely is.”
Cami invited Jeremy in, and they sipped some wine for a while and discussed menus. She showed him her well-equipped though small kitchen. And was tickled that he was interested in various rare ingredients she’d found at specialty stores in the city.
He was an easy man to be with, but not one likely to steal her heart. Nor did she have any interest, especially now that she knew Brittany was on his radar. As she walked him to the door at the end of a relaxed evening, Cami said, “So, is it okay if I talk to Brittany?”
“You probably should. Otherwise I don’t think I’ll have the nerve to ask her out. She’s really cute, and I’d hate to be shut down.”
“You won’t be. Trust me.” Cami hugged him and sent him on his way. She felt good except for the nagging mystery of Bradan.
He’d clearly come by to see her, but could have called first. Then she realized she’d left her phone at home, turned off. Retrieving it, she discovered there were three messages from Bradan. It looked like he’d tried to reach her, and with no success, had just come over.
It made her feel good that he wanted to see her, but uneasy at the same time. Cami dared not think he wanted something more, knowing her hopes would be dashed. He wasn’t that kind of guy. He liked the sex, and he wanted more of it. That was all.
Yet it wasn’t all for her. Cami felt more. Her heart was involved, and sex, no matter how hot, wouldn’t be enough. That much was clear. If there had ever been a time when she could jump into Bradan’s bed for the physical pleasure only, that time had passed. He’d ruined it when he made love to her like he really cared, dammit.


 
Chapter 12
The next morning while Cami was getting dressed for Pilates, her phone rang. It was Bradan.
“So, who was your date last night?”
He was infuriating. “Why is it your business? You don’t check with me before you go out.”
There was no quick reply, and Cami thought she’d won that round.
“I kept trying to call you. Don’t you answer your phone?” He sounded really annoyed. 
“I didn’t take it on my date. You didn’t mention you planned to call.” Her words sounded as irascible as she felt.
“So what’s his name?”
“I told you, it’s Jeremy…Jeremy Adler. What’s this inquisition all about?”
“Is it serious?”
“Is what serious?”
“You and Jeremy.”
Cami was flabbergasted. “Serious? Come on, Bradan. I was with you the night before. How serious could it be?”
“You tell me.”
She let out a long gasp of sheer frustration. “You are impossible. How serious is it with the women you sleep with?”
“You slept with him?”
“You really piss me off, Bradan. Just because you fall into bed with a woman you hardly know doesn’t mean everyone is made that way. I resent the fact that you think that of me.”
Silence.
“Sorry.” He did sound less aggressive, but she wasn’t sure he was sorry.
Cami tapped her foot, waiting.
“I came by last night because I wanted to see you.”
“Okay, well, I was busy.” There was less annoyance in her voice.
“I’d like to see you tonight. This guy at work, Ian, is having a party at his house. I’d like you to come with me.”
Cami paced. “Can’t you take one of your other women?”
“I could. But I want to take you.”
“Why?”
“You’re the only one I can talk to.”
“Fight with, you mean.” But she was smiling.
“Yes.” Seconds ticked by. “So, you’ll come with me?”
“I guess so.”
“Don’t sound so excited.” Bradan laughed. “I’ll pick you up at five.”
“Fine.”
Pilates was going to be Cami’s chance to talk to Brittany. Though her friend didn’t think she could do nice in men, Jeremy was going to be the exception—Cami just knew it. Class was uneventful, and afterwards they stopped for a late breakfast.
The coffee roasters not only had excellent coffee but hung art work from locals on the walls. Cami felt like she was getting some culture while she enjoyed her drink. “This cappuccino is the best I’ve had.”
Brittany sipped from her steaming cup. “My mocha latte is good too.”
The shop was buzzing with customers, though it was large enough to accommodate them. It was designed with marble and granite counters. The walls were dark polished wood, and the basic design of the place was Italian, another reason Cami liked it. They munched on their pastries, looking around at all the customers.
“It’s packed in here. We were lucky to get a table.” Brittany took a big bite of lemon filling.
“Hey, I wanted to talk to you about something.” Cami tried to sound casual, because if she made too big of a deal about it, that might cause an instant rejection.
“What’s up?” Brittany held her mug in both hands.
“I went out with Jeremy last night. He took me to the Ferris wheel.”
“Isn’t that thing awesome? I have to go back.”
“Yeah, well, it was. Here’s the thing.”
Brittany looked over and raised a brow.
“He likes you.” There was no better tactic with her friend than directness. Brittany was blunt if anything and never tactful.
“So he asked you out?”
Cami laughed. “I know it sounds funny. We kinda hit it off, but just as friends. He cooks too, and he’s going to help me with the contest. But he’s hot for you, Brittany.”
Her friend shook her head and started to say something. Cami cut her off.
“No, wait. Before you say what I know you are going to say, just listen. We’re friends, right? And friends have to tell each other how it is. You keep falling all over these music guys, and they are all punks. They don’t know how to treat a woman. And no matter how much they turn you on, they just aren’t right for you.”
Brittany grinned.
“What?” Cami thought the joke was on her.
“I was going to say—before you cut me off—that I need to make a change. Besides, I think Jeremy is cute.”
“You do?”
“Yeah, sure. Wasn’t I the one that asked you the other night if he was cute?”
“So, asking me is your way of saying you like him?”
“Could be.”
Cami grinned. “Okay, then expect him to ask you out. He really is…” She caught herself before she said the dreaded word.
“Nice?” Brittany smirked.
Cami nodded.
“I’ll try nice. Clearly I’ve had enough pricks to last me for a few months.”
They both laughed. Cami was relieved. She really liked both of them, and hoped they’d hit it off.
“Now you have to help me.”
Brittany looked at her. “Oh, no. Not shopping again. You’re too hard. You don’t like anything.”
“No, not that. But I’m going to a party with Bradan tonight. I’ll be able to wear something dressier. I just need your help deciding.”
“Okay, I’ll come over. If you promise to feed me again.”
“I have leftover pizza rustica,” Cami said to entice her.
“Yum, pizza, my favorite. And a dish I understand. Well, except for the rustica.”
“It’s more like a pie than just a round, flat pizza. The crust is more like pastry than bread, and it is filled with salami and a blend of cheeses. So much better than just dough, sauce, and cheese. It’s buttery, salty, and fluffy.” Cami’s mouth was watering just from talking about it.
“Okay, you sold me. I’m hungry already. Let’s go.”
It didn’t take long to settle on the right outfit. Brittany quickly tossed aside most of Cami’s wardrobe, stating it was dated. “You need to shop more. How long have you had this stuff?”
Admittedly, Cami hadn’t needed to dress up often. It had been a while. There was an outfit she’d purchased after arriving in Seattle. She’d needed something for a party Malena had invited her to. Just a get-to-know-people event at a local restaurant.
Fortunately, Brittany considered the clothes a good choice, because they didn’t have time to shop. The party wasn’t formal, so the soft wool skirt and satin top would work. With her beige leather shoes, she was set.
They hadn’t been scheduled at Blue Skirt for a couple of days, and Cami hoped it wasn’t the start of a pattern. She needed the income. With the pressing issue of what to wear out of the way, they migrated to the kitchen and split the pizza rustica.
Brittany had never had that type of pizza before. Cami watched her gnaw through the top layers to get to the delicious pastry crust. It was common to do, because that part was so delicious. It was going for the best part first, kind of like eating the filling out of cookies.
“Good?”
“Mmm, delicious.”
After making short work of the pizza, they washed it down with soda. Both leaned back, stuffed. Brittany’s phone rang. Right after they’d arrived at the apartment, Cami had texted Jeremy with news that it was a go for the date. She hoped it was him.
Brittany stood. “Jeremy, hi.”
Cami smiled and began clearing away the dishes.
“Gotta run,” Brittany whispered to her with the phone away from her mouth. She waved as she started toward the door. Cami could hear her talking. “Yeah, yeah. Tonight is good. No, I don’t have plans.”
The door shut and Cami was alone. She had plenty of time before she had to get ready for her date. Homesickness struck and she gave in to it. She dialed her mother’s number. They’d always been close, and without her father, they only had each other.
“Hey, Mom. How are you?”
It felt so good to hear her mother’s voice and know that she was okay. The last few days had been unsettling, and more than once Cami had felt vulnerable to old patterns. She needed to hear her mother and feel the closeness and comfort of the relationship.
“So, you’re doing well there? Getting ready for the cooking contest?”
“Yeah, Mom. There’s so much good food here in the city. It’s going to be hard to narrow it down to one recipe worthy of submitting. Wait until you taste my pizza rustica. I’ve been testing different blends of cheeses and brands of salami. It makes a difference.”
“Yes, dear. I’m sure it’s delicious. You’ll have to make it for me. I’ll try to come up and wait for the contest results with you.”
Cami knew it was quite a distance. “That will be great if you can. But it’s a long way. There will be plenty of contests. This is my first. So don’t stress over it.”
“Have you met anyone? Are you seeing anyone?”
Cami had always shared everything with her mother, and she knew all her daughter’s secrets. There was nothing to hide from her.
“I have met a guy. I’m not sure he’s right for me, though. I’m nervous about it.”
“Sure, dear. Well, all new relationships can be scary, until you get to know the person.”
Or even if you did know the person. “We’ll see. To be honest, he has a reputation for sleeping around, and I’m not sure I’m up to the challenge. Men like that don’t necessarily change their ways. And, Mom, I just…I’m still a bit fragile. You know?”
“Yes, dear. I do. You take care of yourself. Call me if you need anything. Or if you need to come home for a while, I’d love to have you. But don’t judge too soon. If you like him, the man must have something going for him.”
Cami caught up on all the news in Walla Walla. It was a small town, and nothing earthshaking happened there. But it was good to hear about home. She checked on how her aunt was doing, and learned that her cousin, Nina, was doing well in college. She loved California.
“It’s not that far away,” her mother said. “You could go visit her sometime.”
Maybe she would, but right then it seemed like another world. Things never stayed the same. As children, she and Nina had been close. They’d confided everything to each other, and when they had started dating had shared every last detail.
That was until everything fell apart for Cami. Talking to her mother was bittersweet. It was a good feeling to have that connection, to feel her mother’s love. But it also brought back memories, potent ones that Cami had never really been at peace with.
When she hung up, she felt better, while at the same time sad. Life wasn’t easy. Growing up wasn’t easy. Nothing was easy. Cami had to stay tough. That was what she told herself, but she had trouble believing it, knowing how little it would take to make her fall apart.
She took her time getting ready, opting for classical music instead of heavy metal. Like Bradan, music of all types was enjoyable to her. With butterflies in her stomach, and a slight headache encroaching, she chose something relaxing.
Stress was something she’d never handled well. Dating was supposed to be fun. She was still young, and it was the time when she could live to the fullest. That was what everyone always said. It wasn’t that way in the real world.
Cami knew things happened that changed people, things nothing could be done about. Because it was too late. It was just too late, and that was the worst feeling. She blocked it out of her mind; it wasn’t something she wanted to ponder right then.
She had a date with Bradan, and though he could really get under her skin, Cami knew being with him was what she wanted. Would they end up in bed together? She wasn’t sure. Not wanting to be one among many, she thought of holding out.
Holding out for what? Commitment? She wasn’t ready for that. Though she resented Bradan for wanting to keep things casual, there was also comfort in the knowledge that there was no pressure. Cami couldn’t give her heart fully to a man. Maybe someday she would be able to do that. But not yet.


 
Chapter 13
Belltown had some good rentals, especially if the unit was on a top floor. Ian’s apartment looked out on the bay and the city. It had a terrace for taking advantage of the view, though that wasn’t needed. The beauty below was visible from every window. Cami could see Lake Union and even the Space Needle.
It wasn’t a college party, so wasn’t likely to get out of control. But techies had been known to blow off steam, Bradan had told her, so be prepared. The techno beat of Beyoncé’s “Run The World” reverberated against the walls and shook the windows.
It was so loud it made introductions difficult. In a way that made it easier, because Cami didn’t need to remember all the names. No one could hear anyway. They wove through people to get to the kitchen where the drinks were.
Cami wore her hair long and straight. With more makeup than usual and leather pumps, she might have been overdressed for the crowd. But it was a company party, after all. And she felt more attractive in her dressy wear. Being with a hunk of a guy demanded she looked like she fit the role as his date.
Not easy. Bradan filled out the black jeans he wore quite nicely. With just a beige cotton tee covered with a darker long-sleeved shirt, he looked ready to relax. He certainly wasn’t trying to impress anyone. Leaving the shirt unbuttoned, and with the low neck of the shirt beneath, he looked confidently sexy.
Which he was. From the moment they entered, female eyes turned his way, and Cami knew she needed to keep a tight grip on him. His cologne was a touch more potent for his party mode. He wrapped one arm around her possessively, and briefly she felt protected.
It was not to last. Bradan was popular and knew everyone at the party. She tagged along with him, trying to gain some level of comfort. It was a night to drink, no question. The beer he’d snagged out of the cooler was going down fast, and Cami drank her white wine, trying to keep up.
The music never lagged. If anything the volume increased, and she dragged Bradan out to the terrace for a short reprieve from the sound. Her eardrums were starting to hurt.
“I haven’t seen the host yet,” she said.
“He’s around. It’s crowded. Not all of these people are from our company. Some are clients, other people he knows.” Bradan swigged the last of his beer.
Looking out at the night view, Cami took a deep breath. It was cold but she didn’t mind.
“I’m glad you came with me,” he said, and ran his fingers down her arm. “Did I tell you how beautiful you look?”
Cami cocked her head. “You say that to all the women.”
“Always the pessimist.”
“Somebody has to be.”
There were trays of food on the outside tables—some stuffed mushrooms and other one-bite appetizers. “Want some?”
Cami nodded and watched Bradan load a few of the items onto plates for each of them. He handed one to her, and she sampled one of the mushrooms. “Mmm, not bad.”
Bradan devoured half the food on his plate then looked up. “So, what’s the deal with Jeremy?”
“Nosy, aren’t you?”
“I just want to know.”
Cami put down her plate and took a sip of wine. “I know you want to know. But it’s my personal life, isn’t it? I don’t ask you about the women you see.”
His eyes gleamed. “No. You just get mad about me seeing them.”
“That’s not fair. I went along with the idea of a casual relationship with us. That doesn’t mean I don’t see your habits as excessive.”
“Who is to say? What’s excessive to one may be just enough for another.”
Cami kicked his ankle. “You’re teasing me.”
He put his arm around her and pulled her closer. “So you’re going not going to tell me about all your boyfriends?”
She batted her eyelashes. “I have to have some mystique.”
Bradan looked at her, and her body tingled. His lips were close, and Cami was easing into dangerous territory. “You have plenty of mystique, baby,” he said. “I can’t figure you out.”
Another group of partiers converged on the terrace, leaning out to see the view better. They might as well have not been there for all the effect it had on Bradan. He didn’t take his eyes off Cami.
He leaned in, and she put her arms around his neck, still holding her mostly empty glass of wine. Waiting, Bradan breathed close to her. “I love how you smell,” he whispered. “You make me insane.”
Cami’s heart pounded, but she could neither flee nor move the fraction of an inch to kiss him. Like prey in the sight of a predator, she froze, wholly under his spell. The man was impossible to resist.
It mattered little what decisions she made about the relationship. When Bradan was so close she could feel his body heat, there was nothing she wouldn’t do for him, and she knew it. Need took hold of her, running deep, to her core.
His lips touched hers, and the closeness she felt with him came to life. Pressed into a deep kiss, Cami melted into him, wanting all he would give. She took his tongue against hers.
Bradan leaned back, leaving her breathless, but his eyes gave nothing away. Did he feel as she did, or was he just so good with women that Cami couldn’t tell the difference? Before she could think about it, a voice interrupted them.
“Hey, man. I heard you were here.” A man with steel-gray eyes, short-cropped brown hair, and a muscular build that could rival Bradan’s walked over to them.
“Ian.” Turning, Bradan put his arm around Cami. “This is Camille Joubert.”
“Good to meet you. I’m glad you could make the party. Bradan is a hard worker, needs to cut loose sometimes.” Ian shook her hand quickly then nodded toward the door. “Looks like you need more to drink.”
Cami looked at her glass. “Yes, I could use that. And good to meet you too. Just call me Cami.”
Ian flashed a charming smile. “Cami.” With a flourish of his arm, he allowed her to walk inside first.
In the short time they’d been outside, the party had picked up steam. More friends had arrived. The talking and laughing had reached a dull roar, but was still drowned out by the pounding music. “Turn Me On” by David Guetta played, another techno beat.
In the kitchen, Ian rustled around for white wine and refilled Cami’s glass. He looked over at Bradan.
“Got any whiskey?”
“For you? Sure.” Ian opened a high cupboard and put the bottle on the counter. “Keep it close.” He winked and left the room.
The kitchen was a popular hangout, and Bradan had to work his way through several couples to finally find the cupboard with a whiskey glass. “I would drink from the bottle, but it wouldn’t be too classy.”
He poured the whiskey, and alarm bells went off in Cami’s head. It was a party, no reason not to drink. But she hadn’t been with him when he’d been downing the whiskey. Not as his date, anyway. She’d only witnessed him in the aftermath of it, and it hadn’t been pretty.
The kiss on the terrace had shaken Cami. If she’d known she wanted Bradan before, that fact was clearer than ever now. The upset over the note he’d left her had faded into oblivion under his burning kiss. She could get furious with him, but hadn’t stayed that way. If there was a chance to be with him, Cami would take it.
However, the kiss was the high point of the evening, and it went downhill from there. The bite-sized food did little to slow the effects of alcohol, either his or hers. On her third glass of wine, or maybe it was her fourth, the room looked a bit hazy.
The conversation buzzed, though Cami had no idea what people were talking about. The music beat into her, and she started moving with the sound. Bradan talked and shouted, even made jokes that various people found hilarious. Though she somehow missed the punch line.
As her level of sobriety diminished, her annoyance with Bradan’s flirting increased. If flirting it was. It sure seemed like it. Every time she turned around, some woman beamed at Bradan about something he’d said, or was eyeing his sculpted body. And with all the alcohol in everyone’s system, nobody was being discreet.
Even relaxed, a thought nagged her that she shouldn’t be drinking. It tended to stir up emotions better left dormant. But it was too late to listen. The more she drank, the more she didn’t care, and the more annoyed she got with Bradan.
Who did he think he was to bring her to a party as his date and then ignore her? The kiss early in the proceedings seemed long before, and did nothing to placate her rising temper. For a while, Cami kept things under control.
She had some sense about her, even when buzzed. But Bradan continued to drink, and she’d lost sight of the bottle. For all she knew, he’d emptied it. As she turned a corner, a handsome man in a blazer stopped her.
“Hi,” he said with a dreamy look on his face. “Looking for me?”
The guy was handsome enough, and drunk like everyone else at the party. But Cami needed to find Bradan. “Not you. Someone else.”
The frown he gave her was clearly fake, and she moved on. There were so many people, and it was slow moving through them. One minute she’d been next to Bradan, the next he was nowhere to be seen.
She couldn’t find Ian either, and at a loss, she grabbed a woman she’d seen talking to him. “Seen Ian?” She said it right in her ear, so even in the noise she could be heard.
The woman shrugged. “Maybe in the theater room.” 
Theater room. Where would that be? Cami edged around the walls, spotting couples kissing on the sofa, and others dancing in front of the speakers. But no one she knew. Down the hall were some open doors, and she heard voices.
But glancing inside, no luck. Then she saw some stairs. She took the short flight that led to a door. It was dark inside except for a huge screen with a movie playing. She stepped inside and closed the door behind her, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness.
Dim light from the screen illuminated the room from time to time. The room had two levels. One was low in front, and viewers lounged around on pillows. Cami recognized Interview With the Vampire and admired Ian’s taste in movies. 
Ian. She spotted him on a cushy sofa nestled on the upper level with his arm around a woman she’d seen earlier. They looked absorbed in the film, and Cami didn’t want to interrupt them. Bradan clearly wasn’t with them.
Whenever the light flickered, Cami scanned the room. Certain Bradan wasn’t among the viewers, she exited. It was annoying that she had to search for him. The party had lost all interest for her. She just wanted to get her date and leave.
Back down the stairs she went, stopping to consider her next move. Then she heard Bradan’s deep laugh. He sounded pretty soused. She followed the sound around a corner and spotted a closed door.
She heard it again. Cami turned the knob slowly and opened the door. The room was lit with some recessed overhead lighting, but it was enough to recognize who was there. The woman he’d called Tanya, the one he’d brought to the food tour, was in his arms.
The dark-haired woman giggled; neither of them had spotted Cami yet. Staring, angry and hurt, Cami witnessed Tanya lean up to kiss Bradan, but her eyes flashed to the door. Seeing that her attention was drawn there, Bradan looked over.
And he looked right into Cami’s eyes. She was royally pissed, and though she wanted to yell, couldn’t speak. Bradan started to walk toward her with Tanya clinging to his arm. And Cami ran. She plowed into anyone in her way, tears streaming down her face.
Once she hit the front door, she flew down the stairs, not bothering to wait for the elevator. At ground level, she burst out the front door and took off down the street. She had to get away. Bradan had used her.
He’d invited her to a party, God knows why, and then abandoned her. It was a slap in the face. It was rude. No, it was mean. Cami was furious, and the anger that welled inside made her heave sobs as she ran toward home.
Blocks back, she heard Bradan’s voice. He was calling her name. Bastard. Like she would stop for him, or even talk to him. He’d pushed it over the limit. No commitment was one thing, but making out with another woman right under her nose was over the line.
Cami got to the bottom of her stairs and flew up them. Inside, she locked the door and fell onto the sofa. With her head buried in her hands, she sobbed uncontrollably.
Pounding at the door, Bradan called her name. 
She yelled back, “Go away. Leave me alone.”
“Please, let me talk to you.”
Cami stood, rigid with anger. She walked up to the door and yelled at it: “Fuck off.”
And that was the last she heard. She didn’t know if he went away, but at least he had shut up. There was no way she could talk to him, and she wasn’t sure she ever could again. The hurt went deep, and her heart was ripped apart. It wasn’t something talking could fix.


 
Chapter 14
Bradan had blown it big time, and he knew it. He stood outside Cami’s door, listening to her sobs. But she wouldn’t open up or talk to him. And he wasn’t sure she ever would.
The cold wind hit him and he braced against it, trying to come up with a way to get her to open the door. It wasn’t going to happen. He’d had plenty of whiskey, but not so much that he couldn’t see reality when it hit him in the face.
She was mad, and was probably going to stay mad for a long time. Maybe forever. Cami had looked so sexy, and the kiss on the terrace gave him hope that they’d be together again. Not that they’d ever broken up exactly.
It was just the agreement that things were still loose. Either could date. There was nothing binding them together. That was how Bradan wanted it. And she did too, or so she’d said. But it left him confused. He was confused about the ache in his heart.
It had been a long time since there had been a woman he couldn’t take or leave. This time, that was the case. He couldn’t tell Cami he wanted to see her exclusively. But he didn’t want to leave her either.
He wanted her in his bed. But more than that, he wanted her in his life. It was unsettling, even in his drunken state. 
Bradan made it home and collapsed on the sofa. He stared at the ceiling for hours, thinking of Cami.
He wasn’t the heartless bastard she thought he was, and was sorry he’d upset her. If only she would talk to him, be with him. Just not shut him out. It wasn’t going to be an easy fix. He’d really made her mad this time.
Well after midnight, Bradan finally fell asleep. He didn’t wake until late. He rose to a pounding head and a dry mouth. What a fucked night. He looked in the bathroom mirror; a layer of stubble showed on his jaw, and his hair stuck up in all directions.
The recent events had taken their toll. Too much whiskey. He shook his head, knowing he needed to knock that off. But he just didn’t do it. A hot shower helped a little, but he still felt like hell. There was no food in the kitchen, so he went out.
After hitting the local coffee shop, he went for a jog, needing to burn off some frustration. Problems with women were something he tried to avoid. Another reason to sleep with them once and never call again. Then nothing was expected.
That tactic had failed miserably with Cami. There was no way he could be with her, and not call again. Or there hadn’t been. As he pounded the sidewalk, increasing his speed, Bradan tried to put her out of his mind.
It was different with her, better. But he’d shown only that he could hurt her. It was how he was. Women got mad at him all the time. It never bothered him. Now it did. As he turned a corner, a blast of cold air hit him in the face.
And light dawned dimly in his mind. If he cared about Cami, he’d leave her alone. He certainly wasn’t doing her any good. With her it was more than hot sex. And the sex was hot; he wasn’t likely to forget that.
He felt more when he was with her, something deeper, and he didn’t know how to deal with it. His life was a mess; he knew that. Appearances said he had it all, but it was a lie. Women were a balm to his aching soul, and little consolation they’d been.
It was what he knew, and what he was good at. Relationships he sucked at. Just because his life was in a sad state didn’t mean he had any right to fuck hers up. God knew he’d been doing a pretty good job of that.
And it had to stop. Cami was a good person, a special woman. She didn’t need the likes of him. He would do exactly what she’d asked him to. Fuck off.
Resolved though not content, Bradan crossed the street and headed toward the gym. What he needed was a heavy workout, one that would numb him to all but the pain of muscle against weight. Killing his body would deaden his mind.
Still, thoughts of Cami refused to leave. It was going to be rough, but it was for the best. She’d have a chance if he just left her alone. Who was he kidding? She’d probably be over him within a week, as long as he backed off. And he would.
*****
Cami cried herself to sleep, and her tortured heart handed up nightmares of heartbreak and losing the one you love. She woke up sweating, all alone, and hurting. The thing she feared most had happened.
She’d let Bradan close to her heart, and he’d broken through the flimsy barrier she’d erected around it. Even he didn’t know what he’d done. But she should have. Cami shouldn’t have agreed to go to the party.
Worse, she never should have gone to the penthouse with him that first time. But she couldn’t regret that. No matter the pain she was in now, she’d always have the memory of that special night. It clearly meant more to her than it did to Bradan.
He’d taken her desire for him and used it to boost his already inflated ego. But it was over. She’d let it go too far already. Now it had to stop. Cami wasn’t going to see him, not that he’d want to.
With time, possibly she’d recover. Maybe. Cami just never knew. For so long, she’d thought she knew herself. Being young had its advantages. You don’t see it coming. When she was young, she believed in pure-hearted love, unmarred by life’s vagaries.
She’d long since abandoned that idealism. She’d survived pain, worse than Bradan could dish out. And she’d survive again. What choice did she have? After crawling out of bed when it was still dark, she slipped off her nightshirt and got into the shower.
The next few days and weeks were going to be hard. The key was to stay away from Bradan. The same thing she’d told herself, over and over. But she hadn’t listened. And now she was paying the price.
She could only partially blame him. Bradan had been open about his lifestyle, his carousing with women. Even his requirement of no strings attached. Really, she shouldn’t have been surprised to find him in the arms of another woman.
Cami should have expected it. Letting the hot water pound on her shoulders, she tried to let go of the inner torment. But it wouldn’t go. It clung like the kiss of death. Which it was, she supposed. Finally, the water cooled and she had to get out.
Dressed but not sure where to go, Cami opened her front door. Staying inside, alone, was only going to make it worse. It would be better to get out, see other people whose lives were unaffected by anything from her past. It would give her perspective, and be so much better than other alternatives she might resort to.
As she walked toward the coffee shop, Cami thought of calling her mother. It would help to hear her voice and know that she understood. But it was too soon. It was better to get it together first. Otherwise, Cami might fall apart over the phone and her mother would worry.
After entering the coffee shop, Cami went up to the counter. For once, there was no line. She ordered a double espresso, needing caffeine to boost her into some realm of consciousness. At home, she hadn’t bothered to brew her own.
Staring out the window, Cami saw people walking down the street while not really seeing them at all. She fought an internal battle, a familiar one. One she’d hoped to avoid. Though fate had other ideas.
Rummaging in her purse, Cami felt the bottle with her fingertips and pulled it out. Empty. Since she’d been in Seattle, there hadn’t been a need. It seemed as though there wouldn’t be a need. That she was out of danger. But life never stayed the same.
That was a lesson Cami learned repeatedly. Stability was forever out of reach. Especially in matters of the heart. She rolled the plastic bottle in her hand. There were no available refills, and she hadn’t taken the time to find a new doctor.
Yet she didn’t really want to. It had taken her doctor a while to find a prescription that worked for her. The ones they tried didn’t react well with her system, and the side effects were almost worse than having nothing at all.
Cami had been off everything for over a year. She’d nearly gone back on when her father died, but somehow she’d made it through. Being with her mother and family had given her strength. That was the thing. She just felt so alone.
She always felt alone. Hopes had been high when she’d arrived in Seattle. But it hadn’t taken long to run smack into Bradan. Even though she hurt in every part of her body, Cami still wanted him. That was what was going to make it hard.
Knowing someone was bad for her and walking away were two different things. The bad seemed to gravitate to her like a magnet. So much bad; too many habits that were hard to break. But she’d done it. Or so she’d thought.
Now she was back where she started. Almost. Clinging to a reservoir of inner fortitude she didn’t know she possessed, Cami took a deep breath and dropped the bottle back into her purse. For now, she didn’t intend to refill it.
Later, maybe she’d have to. But maybe not. She’d give her wine to Jeremy. Remove all temptation. It was the only way. The thing was that there were too many vices, too many ways to destroy herself. Cami would just have to try harder.
Fortunately, Malena had texted that there was a party to cater at a private home. Work was what Cami needed, something to take her mind off the issue at hand, and a setting where she’d be with other people. Plus she’d cook, one of the best ways to soothe her anxiety.
*****
The home was a two-story Tudor style, a Seattle dream home. It was an intimate birthday party in the enclosed patio facing the bay. The menu included crab hush puppies, braised turnip greens, smoked jambalaya sausage, and bourbon pumpkin pie for dessert, due to the Cajun heritage of the birthday girl. She was turning thirty and had invited some close friends to share her special day.
Brittany showed up, bubbling over with excitement. She leaned into Cami, nearly knocking her over. “We went out.”
Despite herself, Cami smiled. “Good, huh?”
“I think I like him. We’re going out again tonight.”
The sight of her friend’s face, bright from a man’s adoration, went far in mitigating her own agony. Cami knew her life might never be the stuff dreams are made of, but that didn’t mean someone else’s couldn’t be.
Spotting Jeremy across the patio, she could see contentment in his expression. No, it was more than that. It was the look a man has when he’s fallen for a woman who returns the feeling. It made Cami feel better just to know someone who was on top of the world instead of buried by it.
She waved at him and made her way to the bar. “Serving anything good?”
He grinned. “The usual.”
“Hey, come by my place after. I have some bottles of wine I think you might like. You and Brittany can enjoy them. They are from my father’s winery.”
Jeremy looked puzzled. “Why don’t you drink them?”
Cami managed a thin smile. “Complications.”
He nodded. “Yeah. Him again. Okay, the least I can do is take fine wine off your hands.” Jeremy looked right at her. “Thanks for putting in a good word for me with Brittany. I owe you.”
Cami actually smiled. “You do. Big time.”


 
Chapter 15
Days without Bradan became weeks, and Cami did her best to move on. Catering picked up: there were several weddings, another birthday, and numerous business events. The work took her mind off her sick heart, but only while she cooked and served.
Nights were another matter, but there was no way to escape being alone. Her solace was cooking and music, supplemented with movie marathons. Nothing seemed to soothe the relentless ache in her heart, but she did her best to hide it.
Brittany knew what had happened at the party, but didn’t comment much. Cami knew her friend had experienced ill treatment plenty of times, and that she felt bad for her. When she wasn’t out with Jeremy, she’d come over just to chat or watch the ongoing cooking fest, always willing to sample.
A few days before Cami submitted her recipe, both Jeremy and Brittany came over for a late-afternoon feast. The menu was an assortment of dishes that vied for top position to be submitted to the Bayside Simple Gourmet.
Jeremy had come by many times to give pointers, and even to join in the preparation of a new version of a dish. He proved to be a better cook than he’d let on, and his help was valuable. If nothing else, Cami could bounce ideas off him, to see if they were worth pursuing.
With only days to go, decisions had to be made. The contest was sponsored by a Washington wine producer. The idea was to pair the food with wines, and show the public that simple gourmet could be easy to prepare, and delicious with a favorite wine.
Pairing wasn’t the hard part, since Cami was used to doing it in her family’s café. For years, she’d learned what wine to offer with what food. Making the gourmet items was the challenge. They had to be tasty, healthy, and original, using whole-food ingredients, incorporating fruits or vegetables with herbs and spices.
“So, how are they going to judge you?” Brittany sat on a stool at the counter, nibbling on a green olive. She and Jeremy had come over to assist with the final submission.
Cami wiped her hands on a towel and dug a sheet of paper out of a drawer. “Here’s what they say.”
Jeremy stood behind Brittany and leaned over to read. “The recipes will be judged on the following: creativity, taste appeal, visual presentation, and wine-pairing choice.”
Cami took a big bowl from the cupboard and set it on the counter. “There’s a panel of judges. Once they get my recipe with a photo, they will include it with the others, and the winner will be chosen. Maybe they make their top choices in their professional kitchen to test them out.”
“Well, whatever you put in your pizza rustica is tasty. And it’s different, you said, so that should be good on creativity.” Brittany flipped her hair behind her shoulders, looking confident in her suggestion.
“That is good,” Jeremy said. “But I think you’ll get more points for your garlic, leek, and potato soup. I know you won’t tell me your special ingredient, but that dish is mouth-watering.”
“How about Washington halibut, stinging nettles, and dates? I tested it last week and think it might be a winner. I just need to tweak a couple of things.” Cami started chopping dates.
Jeremy walked around to the kitchen. “I’ll help. The nettles?”
Cami nodded at a basket to her left. “Brittany, you are in charge of the music. All That Remains, please. I want to hear ‘The Last Time.’ And turn it up.”
Brittany slid off the stool and headed toward the music system. Shortly, Phil Labonte’s throaty voice boomed through the speakers, backed by deep bass music.
Cami looked at Jeremy. “Okay. Now we can cook.”
The secret was in making sure the nettles were tender, and in balancing their distinctive taste with the herbs and spices on the halibut. When done, Cami piled the nettles, a green she’d substituted for spinach, on a rectangular plate. The halibut balanced on top and the sauce, with dates blended in, was ladled over it.
“Perfect,” Brittany pronounced, and Jeremy nodded.
With a final flourish, Cami added the garnish and carefully carried the plate to a place of honor at the dining table, where it would be photographed.
“You win money for this, right?” Brittany eyed the presentation critically.
“That’s the idea. The grand prize is $1000 and it goes down from there. Even third prize is $100.” Cami set the bottle of wine on the table with a glass, next to the plate.
“Okay, move aside, ladies.” Jeremy moved in for the best vantage point. A lot could depend on how the dish looked in the photograph.
After a bunch of tries, Cami was finally happy with the photo. “Upload those to my computer before you leave, and I’ll choose the best one.”
With the submission out of the way, nobody was going to let gourmet food go to waste. The group shared the dish, along with a side of olives and crispy bread. Jeremy confirmed that the Sauvignon Blanc with its herbal and citrus flavors was a good choice with the fish. Cami agreed.
*****
Since it was a local contest, the winners were notified within a week. Striding into Pilates, Cami waved a sheet of paper in the air with a grin, and Brittany jogged over to see what was up.
Grabbing the paper, Brittany spoke before she read it. “You won?”
Cami shook her head. “No. I didn’t think I would. That was my first try.”
Her friend’s expression showed excitement. “It says honorable mention.”
“Yep, and I’m stoked. It means that The Intimate Gourmet is going to offer my dish Friday night at their restaurant. They prepare straight from my recipe, and serve the wine I chose. The wine label is sponsoring the event.”
“That’s kinda cool.” Brittany frowned. “But no money?”
“Naw, but that’s fine. I like this better. I didn’t even know they would do something like an honorable mention. I guess I didn’t make the first three places, but they liked my recipe too much to pass me by entirely. The restaurant will be serving my dish. And…I get to be there and meet the chef. It will be a real experience.”
Brittany grinned. “You’re a celebrity. I’ll tell Jeremy. I’m sure he will want to come by. We already know we love the halibut, as long as the restaurant makes it as good as you do.”
Cami laughed. “Probably better.”
Cami was counting the days to the event. She wasn’t even nervous or concerned about what to wear. After all, professionals would be making and serving. All she had to do was enjoy. Plus, Jeremy and Brittany would be there. Upon hearing the news, even Malena said she’d come.
*****
The kitchen was industrial size, with rows of pots hanging overhead and long counters. There was an extension to the chopping block that became a long seating area where the chef prepared special menus for guests at his weekly chef’s table.
Cami dressed casually in a beaded sweater and long skirt. She felt honored to be meeting and talking with the chef and his staff. Someday she might have her own restaurant, though she thought catering might be more to her liking.
If she did well, maybe Malena would take her on as a partner. Or, if that didn’t happen, Cami could start her own company. For now, getting experience and learning the subtleties of gourmet food was enough.
The restaurant was quiet until the dinner crowd began to filter in. After watching the preparations in the kitchen for a while, Cami went back to the main room to find every table full. Pairing the meal with a specific wine was a promotion. The label would sell wine and win over new customers.
Jeremy and Brittany had arrived early. They were halfway through their meal when Cami went over to check on them. Their rave comments made her feel good, but then, they were friends. They’d say they liked it whether they did or not.
What made Cami feel even better was hearing other diners compliment the chef on the halibut. She took some time to roam with the manager. It was part of his job to stop at tables and see if everything was okay. They were delighted with the meal, and to meet the creator of the recipe as well.
Malena came in later with a date, and enjoyed the meal. She beamed like a proud mother, saying how good it was. The whole evening was a success, though Cami didn’t plan to stay much longer. Now that she’d spent time in the kitchen, and all her friends had eaten and left, there was no reason to stay.
The restaurant was trendy, with high ceilings and polished floors. A white painted-brick wall lined the back of the bar, and windows looked out to the street. It had a spacious feel, though it wasn’t large. It was well past dark, and March temperatures weren’t noticeably warmer than the month before.
She said goodbye to the chef and slipped into her wool coat before leaving. Outside, the sidewalk was illuminated by a dim glow from many other restaurants and shops along the street. With her morale boosted, Cami felt better than she had for weeks. It didn’t make her forget, just distracted her. 
She saw Bradan walking toward her. It was as though they’d never been apart, just like nothing had happened. Cami had long since stopped being mad and hurt.
She just missed him. Bradan looked as handsome as ever with his broad shoulders, square jaw, and brilliant eyes. Even in the semi-darkness, his eyes gleamed—or maybe it was just the way he had of looking at her.
Cami hadn’t moved; she still stood in front of the restaurant. For once, the wind wasn’t blowing and the chill air was almost tolerable.
Stopping just inches away, Bradan looked at her. Cami tried to read his expression, but just wasn’t sure. Was he glad to see her, or had he run into her unexpectedly? She didn’t have to wonder for long.
“Hi, Cami.” His eyes looked soft. “I’ve missed you.”
Her heart pounded and hope surged. All her convictions that he was wrong for her seemed like distant memories. “It’s good to see you, Bradan.” She struggled for the right thing to say, or something clever, but nothing came to mind.
“I came to see you.” He looked so touchable, so sincere.
“You knew I was here?”
Bradan smiled. “Social media. I heard about the event, and when I saw that it featured recipes by Cami Joubert, I figured you won the contest.”
She shook her head. “Not really. I got an honorable mention. But I’m not complaining.” 
“You did great.” 
The simple statement warmed her heart. She could tell he meant it.
“Can we talk?” His look was earnest, and it would have been impossible to refuse him.
Cami nodded, and they started walking down the street together.
“So will you enter another contest? It looks like you have real talent.”
“I plan to. This one was local, small prizes and all. I didn’t expect much, so I’m pleased that I got the mention.”
“Are there bigger ones?”
“Plenty. Even a national one, and the grand prize is a trip to Italy.”
“You want to go to Italy?”
“Someday.”
They walked and talked without need to bring up what had torn them apart. That could wait. Both were where they wanted to be. Together. It was enough for now. More than enough. The pain they’d experienced being apart had taught them that despite the fact that they could get angry as hell at each other—or at least Cami could get that mad at Bradan—the attraction was too strong for them to stay apart.
Without asking, Bradan guided her to a restaurant by the water and got a table for them. By then, Cami had no desire for halibut, either making it or eating it, because it had consumed her life for too many hours. She was pleased to see the menu had some popular choices, and halibut wasn’t on the list.
And she was even more pleased to see Bradan, sitting across from her, leaning back in his chair. His presence filled a void that no one else could. It might be rocky, and it was likely she’d get angry plenty of times in their relationship. But she knew one thing: Bradan was the man for her.


 
Chapter 16
The candlelight on the table flickered, and Cami rubbed her hand over her linen napkin. A rose leaned to the side of a tiny vase, and the warmth of the room settled around her like a glove. She realized Bradan must have planned to bring her there.
He took a swig of the water with lemon that he’d ordered for them without even asking her, remembering it was her usual choice. “I didn’t know if you’d want me to be there. So I didn’t come earlier.”
She fingered the edge of the tablecloth. “You were nearly too late. You almost missed me.”
He nodded. “Can I tell you something?”
They’d ordered king salmon tartar as an appetizer. Cami had yet to take a bite. She wasn’t sure if she had much appetite, despite the extensive menu choices.
“What?”
“I didn’t kiss her.”
“But you would have. If I hadn’t walked in.”
Bradan shook his head. “No. She was about to kiss me, and you don’t know how I would have reacted.”
“That’s true. Do you?”
His blue eyes were soft. “I think so.”
“So, you’re claiming innocence?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“What, then?”
Bradan looked right at her. “The day of the food tour, when you first saw Tanya…I did go home with her. That was before we were together,” he said. “But I don’t know if we did anything or not. Or I didn’t know before I talked to her at the party.”
“But you were there, with her that night.”
A hint of a smile showed on his face. “You would think. Actually, I was drunk out of my mind by the time we got to her place. And the next morning I woke up with my underwear still on. It bugged me, you know. I couldn’t remember.”
“I get it. So, you had to find out.”
He nodded. “I saw her at the party, and she wanted to talk to me for a minute. I saw you talking with some other guy.”
Cami frowned. “I didn’t even know him. He just blocked my path.”
“Whatever.” Bradan twirled his fork in his fingers. “So I asked her.”
She raised her brows.
Bradan shook his head. “No, we didn’t do anything. I had passed out that night, which pissed her off. But it hadn’t cooled her down any. She had hoped to get a replay.”
“And she leaned up to kiss you just as I looked into the room.”
He nodded.
“Well, you should know that Jeremy is not my boyfriend. He’s dating Brittany. We never had a thing at all. He took me to the Ferris wheel but we are just friends.” Cami hesitated. “Unlike you and me…that’s all we are.”
Bradan grinned.
“But I have another bone to pick with you.”
She had his attention. 
“Go on. What is it?”
She smiled. “You didn’t tell me how awesome it would be.”
“What would be?”
Cami leaned forward as if needing privacy. In a low voice, she said, “Sex with you.” She watched his eyes flare with lust. “You should have told me.”
“What? You mean like a warning label or something?”
“Yeah. It’s only fair.”
“Fair?”
“Yes, a woman should know what she’s getting into.”
Bradan stroked the back of her hand with his fingertips. “I thought you said I wouldn’t get to you.”
Looking into his eyes, she replied, “I lied.”
The salmon remained untouched, as well as Cami’s water. Sitting up, Bradan said, “You want to get out of here?”
She nodded. Being with Bradan made life livable—no, better than that, it made life wonderful. There were so many reasons to walk away, but Cami had no intention of doing that. Sex with Bradan may not come with a warning label, but once she’d experienced it, nothing else could compare.
It was more than just physical. Cami knew she was feeling more for him than she’d expected to. But there was nothing she could do about it, nor did she want to. Even if it didn’t last forever, and even if it tore her apart, she couldn’t turn away.
*****
Cami had come back to the penthouse with him, and Bradan didn’t take that lightly. She’d given him another chance, and he didn’t intend to blow it this time. For weeks, he had tried to hold back from calling her.
It was better for her. He tried to convince himself of that, but it was useless. If he just didn’t screw up, they could be together. Whatever that meant. Right then, it meant he could talk to her, be close to her, and hold her.
That would nearly have been enough, but his cock was pressing against his pants with an ache only she could satisfy. City light sifted through the windows, casting a pale glow in the room. He put on some music, starting with Lulu because there was nothing sexier than Lou Reed singing “Iced Honey.”
The sound system would play the loop of music he’d set up, which would continue long into the night. Bradan planned on needing it that long, as once he got Cami in his arms he didn’t think he could let go.
They stripped off their coats, their shoes, and anything else that was easy to remove. She followed him to the bedroom, and Bradan threw off the top cover and pulled back the sheet. He was going to do it right this time, slow and hard. Cami’s subdued sexuality spurred his need to please her.
Turning, he saw her standing a foot away, the muted light putting her in a soft shadow. Her pale skin and big eyes wooed him, pulling him closer. He took a step and stopped. Her lips parted and his cock throbbed.
“I was going to stay away from you,” he whispered.
Without blinking, Cami whispered back, “You should have.”
But her eyes betrayed her real feelings. She didn’t want that at all. Cami wanted him, and he witnessed her passion blossoming, evidenced by the flush of her cheeks. Her green eyes glistened with need. Taking another step, Bradan pulled her into his arms.
She felt weightless against his body, yet the tiniest brush of her breasts against him sent heat coursing through every vein. His heart pounded and Bradan feared he might take it too fast in his urgent need for her.
Without effort, she seduced him completely. Just the sweet scent of her body mingled with the delicate aroma of flowers. He touched her cheek, and it was so soft. Cami looked vulnerable standing there, waiting and wanting him.
But knowing she was potent, that her desire would explode under his touch, excited him. He held back just a moment, to tease and arouse her with delay. But he couldn’t resist her. Like a man dying of thirst, Bradan covered her mouth with his.
The touch of her lips was erotic, delicate yet deadly. He held her close and deepened the kiss, raking his tongue next to hers. The taste of her spiraled his arousal higher. Cami kissed, her deep feeling conveyed in the pressure she gave back.
Bradan ran his hands through her long hair, wanting to touch her everywhere, to devour her. With purpose, he undressed her and looked at her naked body with admiration. Cami was luscious. Her firm white breasts with their rose-colored nipples begged for his touch.
And he acquiesced, cupping them in his palms, turned on by how good they felt. Bradan moaned, and Cami’s breathing became ragged. She reached out to undo his pants so he could let them fall, exposing his bulging member barely held in by his briefs.
Her hand covered his hardness and he groaned. Slipping off his shirt, Bradan bared his chest. Cami’s gaze felt like rays of sun, and he basked in her admiration. She leaned in and kissed his nipples lightly. Then she flicked her tongue over them, making his cock harder.
Gripping the waistband of his shorts, she pulled them down, and when his erection sprang free, Cami kissed it. So softly. Barely brushing his skin. Bradan grabbed a fistful of her hair and pressed her against him.
She gripped the base of his cock and gave it a light squeeze. Bradan panted under the attention, and, encouraged, she stroked lightly with her fingertips. The soft touch along the bulging veins of his length drove him crazy.
Then she put her mouth over the hard knob and ran her tongue over the rim. Bradan didn’t know how much more he could take. He touched her cheeks with his fingers, wanting to give back the pleasure she gave him.
Cami moaned with pleasure as she lowered her head over him and sucked a little harder. Then she raked her teeth along his tender skin, just enough to let him feel it. God. It was too much. Bradan pulled her up into his arms.
Kissing her wildly, Bradan tasted his own saltiness on her tongue. He delved into her hot mouth, wanting her. Cami pressed against him, and her nipples grazed his skin. He lifted her off her feet, holding her in his embrace, still kissing hard.
Then he turned and sat her on the bed. He leaned over her, kissing and kissing. Cami leaned back on the bed. Holding her wrists, Bradan lifted her arms over her head and kissed her neck. His lips sought the crests of her small breasts.
Her nipples were red and swollen, making her seem more naked than before. Bradan bit and kissed them, loving the sound of her feminine panting. He wanted to torture her, make her feel so good that she couldn’t take it.
Bradan bent her knees so they folded back to her chest, opening her to full view. He saw that her pussy was swollen too. The lips were red, her desire never more evident. Holding her knees bent, he kissed her sex. Slowly, he pressed against her, kissing her vulva and then over her outer lips.
Cami’s arousal fueled his. He licked her reddened pussy, caressing it with the tip of his tongue, knowing the agony he caused.
She gasped. “It feels so good.”
His cock pulsed. Knowing that she was close—and that he was the cause—excited him. Holding her legs apart, he gazed at her sex and then up at her face. “You are beautiful.”
Cami’s eyes were glazed, her breathing coming in heavy gasps. Wanting nothing more than to pleasure her, Bradan sucked her nipples, turning them to tiny pebbles of pain. Her moan told him so.
Kissing along her ribs and then her inner thighs, Bradan drank in her sweet taste. Her skin was so soft, so irresistible. He nibbled across her sex then licked over her slit, tasting the cream seeping out.
He placed his palms on the backs of her thighs, holding her legs up, and he sucked her pussy gently. Cami whimpered and wiggled on the bed. Dipping his tongue into her wetness, Bradan stroked deeply.
Cami’s body stiffened as she breathed faster. With his mouth over her sex, Bradan sucked in a tantalizing rhythm, propelling her closer to release. Then he swirled the tip of his tongue around her rock-hard clit and flicked it.
He repeated the action over and over until Cami screamed out. Her legs were draped over his shoulders, and at her peak they went stiff as a board. Her abdomen turned to steel, and he felt her pulse against his lips.
She came hard, letting him see her pleasure and feel the pulse of her ecstasy against his lips. The smell of sex wafted to his nostrils like a drug, and he breathed deeply. Bradan held her, kissing her tender area until she fell limp.
He pulled her higher on the bed and slid next to her, holding her close. Cami’s breathing gradually slowed. He kissed her temple, then her cheek. And she turned and pressed her lips to his. The kiss was tender, reflecting the intensity of the moment she had just shared with him.
Cami ran her palm over the muscles of his chest and then over his flat abdomen. His cock ached and he wanted her touch it. She fisted his length in an easy, loving motion, and he swelled under her hand.
Leaning down, she ran her tongue along the bulging veins and then cupped his balls in her mouth. Bradan’s panting grew faster. He’d waited, but he could delay no longer. All he wanted was Cami, to be inside her.
After rolling her onto her back, Bradan straddled her. He kissed her roughly, and she raged against his mouth, wanting as much as he could give. He reached into the bedside table and found a condom. After rolling on the protection, he looked into her eyes.
Cami’s desire hadn’t abated after her orgasm. If anything, it was on fire. She spread her legs and pulled him to her. Bradan dipped inside her hot pussy and groaned. As he edged inside, she panted and clawed at his shoulders.
Slowly, he went deeper, stretching her. Cami wrapped around him like a warm glove, squeezing his swollen cock, and making him groan again. Buried in her, Bradan stopped for a moment for fear he’d lose control.
She felt too good, and his need was powerful. He stroked in a measured rhythm and Cami rocked her hips along with him. What started as a slow, intense motion became violent passion. Bradan fucked her harder and harder.
Cami matched his efforts, grinding around him, pressing up to take him fully. He couldn’t get enough, couldn’t fuck hard enough or deep enough. Wanting to get lost inside her, and merge into her if he could, Bradan pounded against her with ferocity.
Their panting was louder and faster; their lovemaking more desperate. All at once, he felt Cami’s strong inner muscles clench around him like a fist, and she cried out. Swept into the overpowering feeling, Bradan let go.
She came in his arms, crying out in a deep, agonizing moan. His cum streamed out and his cock pulsed repeatedly, giving him release at last. Being with her and giving everything to her was unlike anything he’d experienced before.
There was closeness he wasn’t used to, and Cami didn’t hide her feelings. Not just her sexual pleasure, but her need for him. And that was new. It was the biggest turn-on, but also something that he would need to get comfortable with.
Her passion for him cut through barriers of indifference that he’d forgotten existed. The carefree days of one woman after the other were gone. Bradan had no desire for that. Only desire for Cami existed. No matter how much he had her, his greediness wouldn’t abate.
He wanted more. And through the night, Cami showed that she needed him just as much. Bradan would not cast that aside. He’d never found it before. Hadn’t even known he was looking for it. But now that he had it, he swore to treasure it.


 
Chapter 17
His kisses had felt so sincere, and Cami hadn’t had the strength or inclination to resist him. So she hadn’t. And it had been an amazing night. There had been no commitment. That had not been discussed.
Though she felt close to Bradan in a new way, something held her back. He was hot and wanted to be with her, but hadn’t said anything about not dating others. It was probably too soon, anyway. Still protecting her fragile heart, Cami decided to enjoy their time together without baring her soul.
Her past was just that, at least for that brief time, and Cami wanted to be with Bradan in the present without worrying about the future. Their friendship blossomed, on more solid ground than it had been before, and she craved sex with him.
Bradan had a way of looking at her, and touching her, that was so sensual, so just him. Cami couldn’t get enough, and didn’t think she ever would. He was equally passionate toward her, which magnified the pleasure.
When he suggested they spend the weekend together, Cami readily agreed. There was only one catering job scheduled, and it was a small one so could be handled without her. The prospect of two days with Bradan was a lure that would have made her forgo work, anyway.
Dinner the night before had been nonexistent. And the cupboards at Bradan’s penthouse accommodations were bare.
Cami put her arms around him. “Don’t you ever go to the grocery store?”
He kissed her. “Why would I do that when there are restaurants on every block?”
“Um, ever heard of cooking?”
Bradan laughed. “On that note, let’s go get some breakfast. I’ve worked up quite an appetite.” The look in his eyes left no doubt as to why he was so hungry. He swatted her playfully on the butt and she squealed in response.
“Better watch it,” she said, “or you may not get to eat.”
He lifted her up in his arms, and Cami wrapped her legs around his waist. She kissed him, actually tempted to undress him. But when he put her down, she said, “Okay, let’s go. You don’t even have an espresso machine here, and I need my coffee.”
Belltown housed much of the residential area of downtown, and also had music venues, cafes, boutiques, and restaurants. It was a youthful neighborhood, kind of hip, and Cami was comfortable there. It was also labeled one of the most walkable neighborhoods. And that suited Cami just fine.
They chose a place aptly called Bedlam Coffee, which lived up to its name—starting with the outside, where the window frames were boldly painted red. The walls were ivory or bright red, the interior lit with Hollywood-type spotlights hung from the ceiling, and there was an assortment of vintage furnishings for seating.
Cami looked up at Bradan. “I like saying Bedlam in Belltown. It kinda flows off the tongue.”
He laughed. “Yep. Bedlam in Belltown. It sticks in your head.”
Posters were everywhere, an eclectic mix of memorabilia including cartoons, old films, and even Muppets. One area had a wooden window seat, a comfy sofa, and an old trunk serving as a table. The place had a museum feel, with a skeleton riding a bicycle up the wall, a mini Space Needle, and nine globes in suspended animation being dunked through a basketball hoop.
There was the tail end of a Godzilla movie showing on a flat screen, and a radio was turned up loud, playing good music. The menu offered cupcakes from Yellow Leaf Company, in keeping with the cupcake trend in Seattle. Cami found cupcake cafés on nearly every corner.
She leaned toward Bradan. “I’ve had the cupcakes before. It’s the frosting that is so good. It’s Italian buttercream. I asked when I went to the shop with Brittany because it’s so amazingly light and fluffy. It doesn’t even taste sweet.”
Bradan’s eyes sparkled. “So, it’s cupcakes for breakfast?”
Cami punched him. “No. I’m just saying.”
They studied the menu printed on a large chalkboard high above the counter. “I think I’ll have a lavender mocha. Sounds good,” Cami said.
“A double espresso for me,” Bradan said.
The barista just looked at them and waited.
“I’ll have the cinnamon toast,” Cami said.
“Make that two.” Bradan paid and they settled at a table next to the windows.
Cami spotted stacks of board games and grabbed one off the top. “I challenge you to a game of Chinese checkers.”
“You’ll lose, you know.”
“Says you. I used to be a champion when I was a kid.”
She set up the game and they’d only made a few moves when the coffee arrived. The lavender mocha, served in a porcelain cup, was brimming with foam and zigzags of mocha syrup. “Yum.” Cami took a sip. “This is delicious.”
Bradan sipped from his steaming cup. “This hits the spot.”
The toast arrived not long after. Cami had her knife and fork in hand. “I’m hungry. Look how thick this is. Pass me the Nutella.”
“You’re putting Nutella on cinnamon toast?”
“That’s why it’s on the table, silly.”
Bradan did as she asked, then slathered butter all over his toast. He dug in, and so did Cami. Between bites, they continued playing checkers. By the time their plates were cleaned and their drinks half empty, she’d beaten him in two games.
Bradan leaned back. “I think you cheated.”
“How can you cheat at Chinese checkers?”
He smirked. “It’s been done.”
She giggled. “Oh, right. Is that your idea of sportsmanship?”
“It’s just a board game.”
Cami began setting up for another game. “That’s the issue. You have an attitude problem.”
Bradan laughed. “Okay, double or nothing.”
“I didn’t know we were betting.” Cami eyed him critically. “What do I get if I win?”
“We’ll go anywhere you want today.” Bradan arranged the marbles in preparation for the playoff.
“And if you win?”
He laughed. “Same thing. We’ll go anywhere you want.”
“You are so losing this game.” Cami rubbed her hands together and leaned toward the board.
It didn’t take long for her to clean up. She was three for three. Leaning back, Cami took the last sip of her mocha.
Bradan looked at her, no longer interested in the game. “I was wondering something.”
She cocked an eyebrow.
“Have you ever been in love?”
That one nearly knocked her off the chair. “And why should I tell you?” she said sharply.
“Because I asked, for one. Plus, I told you about Amber, and how she broke my heart.” He said it casually, but Cami could see his eyes darken. He wasn’t as over it as he would like her to think.
“I was in love. Once.” Cami looked down at the board, not really seeing the colored pieces.
“Who was it?”
She swallowed hard, a lump forming in her throat. “A guy I knew in high school. Nat Hudson.”
A crease formed in Bradan’s brow. “What happened?”
If she cried right then, it would be embarrassing. Plus, he’d see more than she was prepared for him to. Bradan had become a friend of sorts, one she had sex with, but they weren’t to the point of sharing everything.
“I don’t want to talk about it.” A sob threatened to bubble up. Her chest tightened. She looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath. Trying to force her thoughts onto something else—the cooking contest or the night with Bradan, anything but Nat—she kept her eyes averted from Bradan’s inquiring look. She struggled to block out unwelcome memories.
When she looked back down, Bradan was staring at her. But his look was not accusatory. Maybe a little concerned, but there was no challenge in his eyes. Cami floundered, having no idea how to proceed.
He smiled, and his blue eyes were soft. “You remain the Chinese checkers champion. So…where do you want to go today?”
She glanced toward the door and spotted the replica she’d noticed on the way in. “The Space Needle,” she said.
He laughed. “I say you can go anywhere and you pick the Space Needle.”
“I’ve never been. The lines are always too long.” Cami stuck out her lower lip in a fake pout. “You’ll just have to suffer with me, because I want to see the view from up there.”
Bradan lifted his hands in surrender.
“But first I have to go home and shower and change. I can’t wear the same clothes two days in a row.”
Bradan took her to her apartment then took off for his own, saying he’d be back in an hour. He kissed her sweetly and said goodbye. He tasted like coffee and cinnamon. Cami had the urge to drag him into her apartment to shower together. But she really did want to see the Space Needle.
The hour flew by, just enough time to get clean and fresh for a day with Bradan. She dressed in layers, the only way to do it. The weather could go from mild to bitter without warning. The monorail took them right to the Space Needle. It was one place that was too far to walk.
They chatted while in line, and the time went by quickly. The structure rose 605 feet above the city, looking very spaceship-like from below with narrow legs and a huge round top. The scene from the observation deck was fantastic, and definitely worth the wait to see. They looked over downtown and out to Puget Sound dotted with cruise ships.
Cami had brought her camera, intending to capture the 360-degree view. She took numerous shots, not knowing which would be best until she uploaded them later. By the time they had observed the panorama from all directions, they were starved.
“That toast didn’t hold me very long. I’m really hungry.”
“Me too,” Bradan said, and guided her toward the Skycity Restaurant.
The tables were against the windows of the round room, and they had a view of the waterfront with snow-covered Mt. Ranier looming high in the distance. Cami could see the Ferris wheel she’d ridden not long before. The staggered buildings of the city were below.
They each had an American burger, as it was called on the menu, which came with bacon jam and seasoned fries. “Mmm,” Cami said. “There’s something to be said for a simple burger.”
Bradan’s eyes twinkled. “Not very gourmet.”
Through a mouthful of food, she said, “Doesn’t have to be.”
Crunching on a fry, Bradan looked at her. “There’s no one else I’d rather see the Space Needle with.”
Cami laughed. “I’m honored.”
Once they finished the burgers, they gulped the rest of their Cokes and left. The trip down was much quicker than the one going up. In the monorail, Cami looked over at Bradan. He held her hand like they were sweethearts. Maybe they were.
“Let’s go by the grocery store on the way home. I’m cooking for you this evening.”
He raised his eyebrows. “What’s on the menu?”
“What’s your favorite?”
“Well, if I was home, I’d say my mom’s Irish beef stew. But since I’ve been in Seattle…other than hamburgers…I’ve had some really good beef tenderloin.”
Cami grinned. “That I can do.”
Holding hands, with her thigh pressed against his, felt so right. The hours she spent with Bradan were memorable. Maybe she was really falling for him. Other than in the bedroom. He treated her so well when they were alone. It seemed the only time trouble occurred was when other women were involved.
She didn’t dare ask if he planned to date any of the women who would willingly fall into his bed. Cami didn’t think she wanted to know. Plus, everything had happened so fast. She didn’t know if she was willing to put her feelings on the line. But it was going to be a great weekend; that much she was sure of.
Saturday wasn’t nearly over. They went to Pike Place and had coffee at the first-ever Starbucks. Another place Cami had been meaning to visit. They walked along the waterfront and visited the aquarium. Bradan even bought her fresh flowers at the market.
If someone had told her a movie was being filmed, starring them, Cami would have believed it. Their time together was too good, and she felt her heart swelling with emotion that she wasn’t sure she could handle. Brushing that aside, she focused on the present as well as she could.
Dinner that evening was at her apartment. Not only was Bradan’s place foodless, he didn’t have the utensils or spices she needed to make the meal she had in mind. While she cooked, he sat on a stool at the counter and watched her, making her nervous.
His blue eyes undressed her while she moved around doing the preparation. They’d picked up a couple of bottles of wine with the groceries, and sipped Malbec, a smooth red wine. Bradan worked through her music collection, playing Rev Theory then Alter Bridge.
Most of the prep was done, and the meat was cooking, by the time Brandon Boyd began singing “Incubus.” The song’s shifting mood matched the lyrics, and Cami had always thought it matched how she often felt.
They kissed and touched while they sipped wine, waiting for dinner. It was very homey, and Cami was a little too comfortable. Life had never been predictable, and she didn’t have confidence the idyllic respite would last.
In some ways, experience had made her a pessimist. But she didn’t let it show. Whatever she felt, it was better to keep it buried. Cami wasn’t going to let bad memories ruin what she had with Bradan. Whatever it was that they had together.
The beef tenderloin was seared and roasted, then served with chunky potatoes. A bowl of creamed spinach finished it off. Cami presented it on her best plates, and lit candles at the table.
The look on Bradan’s face as he started eating was rewarding. She loved watching his satisfied expression as he devoured the food, bite by bite.
Halfway through his meal, Bradan leaned back and took a gulp of wine. “You know how they say, ‘The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach’?”
Cami nodded, knowing where he was headed, and liking it.
He rubbed his toes against her ankle. “They were right.”
Cami pinched him. “Why do you think I learned to cook?”
The rest of the evening was relaxed and intimate. After helping with the cleanup, Bradan settled on the sofa with her to watch a vampire movie. She’d told him they were her favorites, and he wanted to do something she liked.
One thing led to another, and they didn’t end up making it back to the penthouse. They made love on Cami’s small mattress, and there was something very sexy about that. It was so personal having the man she was crazy for in her own bed.
After the wine, food, and awesome sex, they fell asleep in each other’s arms. Cami’s last thought was of how romantic being with Bradan was. She would never have expected it of him in the beginning, and was relieved to know she’d misjudged.


 
Chapter 18
After spending the weekend together, Cami and Bradan were reluctant to part. But work called, and life resumed its normal flow. Neither spoke of commitment, nor did they need to. The way they felt in each other’s arms was enough.
Things were going well, and it felt like it would never end. To Cami, it didn’t seem like it would. The weeks passed, and Bradan took her out regularly. Sometimes it was just for coffee. Other times she cooked for him, finding that he liked almost anything she made.
His boss had to extend his trip for a few more weeks, so some evenings were spent making love at the penthouse, though soon Bradan would be renting his own place. And some of the nights were spent in Cami’s bed, a sort of intimate gesture in itself. Their attraction blossomed, though neither verbalized their feelings. They saw each other when they could.
One night, Bradan took her to The Crocodile to see a new group she liked called Alabama Shakes. The club had been fondly tagged as Belltown’s much-loved living room, and incredible bands had played there, including Nirvana, Pearl Jam, and Cheap Trick. Cami had wanted to attend some of the concerts long before she’d moved to Seattle.
Watching Brittany Howard belt her way through “Hold On” and “Always Alright” was an enlivening experience. When the performance was over, they went to Back Bar, the neighborhood pizza place at the back of the concert hall, for a pepperoni and cheese and to wind down.
While waiting for the pizza, Cami noticed Bradan looking at her intently.
“What?”
“Just wondering.”
Cami waited.
He leaned forward. “Will you ever tell me about being in love?”
Bradan hadn’t pressed since the one time she’d made it clear she wasn’t ready to talk about it. High from the rock music, his question brought her back to reality. Eventually she’d have to tell him.
Pulling herself together, Cami tried to voice what her mind still refused to admit, even after all the time that had passed. She looked at Bradan, trusting him but fearing she’d fall apart.
“We were in love,” she said. Tears formed in her eyes and she tried to swallow them back.
Bradan put his hand over hers.
“He died.”
Nothing else was said. Cami couldn’t speak. She looked down at the table, hoping he wouldn’t ask for details. And he didn’t. Bradan lifted her hand and kissed it silently.
*****
As time went by, Cami began to think the bottom wouldn’t fall out. After all, life’s lessons weren’t always repeated. Maybe there was a future there, though she was thankful that Bradan never pinned her down about it. He was as willing as she was to enjoy what they had without the need to discuss permanency.
Despite all that, Cami began to expect his calls and look forward to her nights with him. In between, she worked, cooked, and went to Pilates to stay in shape. One day after class, she and Brittany decided to grab some lunch. It was a weekday, so Bradan would be working. Not that she had to spend every minute with him.
Brittany took a last look in the mirror and dabbed at a smear of mascara under her eye. “Where do you want to go?”
Cami put her bag over her shoulder. She wore her coat since the weather was overcast. Though March was ending, the cold temperatures and drizzle persisted. “I have a craving for duck egg on soba noodles.”
“You’re weird sometimes.”
“Follow me. There’s this place around the corner where Bradan took me last week. They have amazing food. Desserts too. They even make their own caramel.”
Brittany followed her out to the street. “Sugar, yum. I’m in.”
*****
The recent weeks had been good to Bradan. Not that he was marking the calendar or anything, but he hadn’t fought with Cami since the party. He’d made it clear to Tanya that he wasn’t available, which she took rather well.
Work was busy, but overtime was out of the question since he spent every spare minute with Cami. The sex was amazing, and he liked her company besides. What more could a guy ask?
In fact, he liked being with her so much that he’d been seeing her exclusively, though there was no stated arrangement. And that suited him fine. As long as he could see Cami when he wanted to, life was pretty darn good.
Early mornings were still reserved for the gym, and Ian showed up most of the time. Once in a while, Bradan worked through lunch, but not often. It was more usual to duck out with co-workers to grab a bite.
Mid-morning, while pushing against a deadline on a project, Bradan got a call. He lifted his phone to see who it was. Cami called him infrequently at work, but he checked in case it was her.
He didn’t recognize the number, so out of curiosity he answered.
“Bradan here.”
There was no immediate response, and he nearly hung up.
“Hello, Bradan.”
The voice was so familiar. Too familiar. But his mind wasn’t working. Nothing clicked in.
“Who is this?”
Again, some hesitation.
“Amber.”
His heart began a rapid staccato and adrenaline pumped through his veins. It was as though the years hadn’t passed, like it was just yesterday that she’d betrayed him. All the old anger and humiliation rose instantly, clouding his thoughts.
Wanting some privacy, Bradan left the main workroom and went down the hall. “Why are you calling me?” 
“I just…I’m know I’m probably calling you at work. Can we talk?”
“What the hell for, Amber?”
“It’s been a long time, you know, Bradan.” Her voice sounded sweet, which he found all the more annoying. Visions of the woman he’d once thought so highly of flooded back into his consciousness.
“Not long enough. I’m at work. Just tell me what you want.” His clipped speech didn’t begin to unleash the rage he’d pent up for so long.
“I just want to see you.”
“Jesus, Amber. There’s no point. You made your choice.” Bradan paced, trying to keep his voice down.
“That was so long ago. Can’t you just meet with me?” Her voice was from the past, reminding him of years of his life, years he’d felt something for her. Not just something. Hell, he would have moved in with her.
“I’m not driving to Boston.”
In a softer voice, she said, “I’m in Seattle.”
Emotions shook Bradan to his core. He didn’t want her in Seattle. He’d come to the city to get away from her, to get away from everything that reminded him of her. Now she’d violated his privacy and shown up in his new life.
“What are you doing here?”
“I came on business. You know I planned to go into sales. I’m at a seminar for a couple of days.” She sounded so even, so sure of herself, which annoyed him.
“So, let me get this straight. In all the time I’ve been in Seattle, you never once called or wanted to see me. Now you happen to be here for a seminar and it’s convenient to get together. Something like that?”
Amber sighed. “I knew you’d be angry.”
“What am I supposed to feel? Huh? Answer me that?”
She spoke with a little more determination. “You have a right to be angry. But it wasn’t like that. Not like you think. I just want to talk. After all the time we were together, can’t you just give me a few minutes?”
His anger subsided, but not by much. It sounded like she’d only be in town a day or so. The sooner she left, the better. He was tempted to meet with her and see what she looked like now.
Or was it more? She’d dumped him, and maybe now he’d have the upper hand. His ego urged him to meet with her. A woman he’d wanted who had been taken from him asking to meet with him posed an opportunity that was hard to resist.
He’d meet with her. Once. To turn away completely from a woman he’d wanted so much, for so long, wasn’t in the cards. He had to see her. Even he couldn’t say why.
“I’ll take lunch at noon. Meet me at Chez Café in Belltown. It’s a popular one, easy to find.”
He hung up and went outside to cool off. Striding down the sidewalk, he wondered what he was getting into. Seeing an old girlfriend was probably not a good idea. But there was emptiness he’d felt for so long, a space he’d thought Amber could fill.
If only she’d called sooner instead of waiting. The years had changed him, yet he still felt drawn to her. Night after night, he’d dreamed of Amber coming back. It wasn’t that he thought he’d take her back. Not after what she did.
But she’d been a big part of his life, and she’d taken his heart. The damage had never been repaired. The hurt from his first love had stuck with him, still affected him, to that day. Not that he thought about it. If he’d thought about it at all, he had been convinced that part of his life was over.
But was it? Now that she was in the same city and he was going to see her, feelings that had stayed buried came to the surface. It was idealistic to think that, after all this time, Amber would step back into his life and all would be well.
He wasn’t that naïve. Or that forgiving. It wasn’t so much that Amber had chosen Robert over him. It was that she had done it behind his back. When he had thought they had a relationship that meant something, she’d ripped his heart to shreds.
It wasn’t going to happen again. Not with her. Not with anyone. Dating lots of women had been safe. There had been no possibility of falling for any woman. And no possibility of getting hurt. He didn’t need it.
Plenty of women were willing to share in carnal pleasures with him, so there was no need to put his heart on the line. Now, knowing he was going to see Amber again, all the pain of their breakup resurfaced.
He didn’t care about her, or so he’d convinced himself. Yet he wondered what it was going to be like seeing her again. No matter what, Bradan did not intend to let her get to him. She’d had her chance and blown it.
Less than two hours later, Bradan strode to the café entrance. Opening the door, he spotted her immediately. His first impression was that she hadn’t changed. Amber was familiar, a woman he knew very well.
At one time, he’d been closer to her than he’d ever been to any woman. He’d been young and innocent in the ways of love. His heart had swelled around her; he remembered how that felt. Infatuation. Now, seeing her alone in the lobby, his heart wrenched.
She’d matured; he could tell. Amber had always been a looker, but her figure had filled out, adding to her attraction. Though dressed casually, she had an air of confidence. No longer was she a girl from school. She was a woman.
“Amber?”
She turned to look at him and gave him a timid smile. “Bradan. It’s so good to see you.” Her long, dark hair fell in curls to her shoulders, and her pouty lips were accented with deep red lipstick. When she spoke, her big brown eyes showed emotion.
Bradan nodded, but had no intention of pretending like everything was okay. It definitely wasn’t. “Let’s get a table.”
They found a table along the wall about midway back. The place was fairly crowded. Amber ordered a vegan sandwich, and Bradan a pizza. It was surreal sitting across from her.
“How did you get my number?”
“A friend. You’ll be mad if I tell you who. It doesn’t matter anyway.”
“So, does Robert know you’re here?” Amber looked nice. But he still harbored so much resentment.
Amber looked down at her glass of water. “We broke up.”
Bradan sighed. “So you thought you’d look me up. I get it.”
“Bradan, stop. It’s not like that. Really.”
“Well, you tell me what it’s like, Amber. Because I’d really like to know.”
The waitress dropped off their Cokes without a word. Amber didn’t touch hers, just looked down at the table.
“Okay, Amber, you’re here. So say what you came to say.” Bradan was beginning to feel mean. He wasn’t giving her a break. Not that she deserved one.
Amber looked at him. “Can you just stop being mad for a minute? I know I hurt you. And I have never said I’m sorry. But I am sorry, Bradan. Very sorry.”
He took a gulp of his Coke and plunked the glass back onto the table.
“We were young then.”
Bradan looked away in disgust. “That’s your excuse? You were young?”
Tears filled Amber’s eyes, making him feel like as ass. “It’s not an excuse. I was in high school. I didn’t have everything figured out. Okay?”
Looking at her, Bradan didn’t want to be mad. But he was in agony, because things could have been so different. Seeing her again, it was clear why he’d fallen for her. Those big eyes and pouty lips. She’d always been a beauty.
“Okay.” Bradan bit his tongue, wanting to say more, but saw that she was hurting too.
“You were everything to me, Bradan.” She held up her hand to silence him. “I just wondered…what it would be like with someone else. I wondered if it was the right thing to be with you and never date others.”
“Why didn’t you talk to me?”
“Bradan, you weren’t the type of guy that would talk about those things. You were so sure of everything. I didn’t want to wreck it.”
“But you did anyway.”
“I didn’t set out to do that. I met Robert and he was nice to me. He was just…different from you.”
Bradan watched her talk, and for the first time, allowed her sincerity to reach him. This was Amber. He’d known her all his life, or most of it. She was the same person he’d fallen for, the same person he’d wanted to live with.
How could things have changed so much?


 
Chapter 19
Plates of food were shoved in front of them, but Bradan hardly noticed. “So, what happened with Robert?”
“We were together for a while. He’s a nice enough guy. Even though I know you hate him.”
“Yeah, well, you got that right.”
“But we weren’t right for each other. That’s all.”
Bradan tried to absorb what was happening. “So, now that you broke up with Robert, you thought I might not be so bad?”
Amber shook her head. “You’re twisting my words. I came to clear things up. I am not a horrible person, Bradan, despite what you might think. I’ve always felt so terrible about what happened, but you left. I suppose I could have called sooner. But you have to understand, it took a lot of nerve to call you. I don’t think I was ready until now.”
He leaned back in his chair. Whatever he’d been fighting against before didn’t seem to exist anymore. Amber had matured. She was trying to talk some sense into him; he could see that. “I just don’t know if the hurt will ever go away.”
She bit her lower lip. “Maybe not. It’s been hard on me too. I know you think that I just went my merry way. But I missed you, Bradan. I’ve always missed you.”
How he had wanted to hear those words? She missed him. Bradan was torn. For so long, she had been the one woman who had his heart, and he would have given anything to get her back.
Now, he wasn’t sure how he felt. It was confusing. When she’d admitted she had missed him, a stab of emotion had pierced through his veil of indifference. If she was the one for him, this might be his chance. Life had reconnected them.
In the silence, they sipped their Cokes, but neither felt like eating. The café noise buzzed around them. Servers delivered plates to tables and whisked empty ones back to the kitchen. Time seemed to stand still.
The past merged with the present. Bradan’s eyes played tricks on him. He’d see Amber clearly for a moment, as the attractive woman she’d become. Then an image of her in high school would flash in his mind. He had trouble grabbing hold of the new Amber, and kept falling into old feelings.
The door to the café opened and two women entered. Bradan’s heart flip-flopped. Shit. It was Cami with Brittany. There was no way to escape; nowhere to go. Before he could have even moved to get up and dash out of sight, her eyes caught him.
Cami smiled big. He could tell she was glad to see him, and his heart swelled. Brittany waved and swept toward the table. Cami was just behind her.
Both Amber and Bradan looked up.
“Bradan.” The mere stating of his name was a question and a shock at the same time. Cami didn’t hide her feelings well, and he could tell she was barely holding back judgment. For all she knew, Bradan was having lunch with a client or co-worker. He squirmed in his chair, wishing that were the case.
“Hi, Cami…Brittany.” He was in the hot seat and there was no easy out. “This is Amber, an old friend of mine.” He tried to stress the friend part for Cami’s benefit. “Amber, this is Cami and Brittany.”
When he said “Amber,” the blood drained from Cami’s face. She didn’t even acknowledge the introduction. Just stared at Bradan, her green eyes showing the emotion she felt.
“Good to meet you,” Brittany said. Then Cami grabbed her arm and pushed her away from the table, farther into the restaurant.
“Good seeing you, Bradan,” Brittany called back.
His heart was in his stomach, and Bradan had no clue how to fix what had just happened. Nor did he know what to do with Amber. Exactly.
“I need some air,” he said abruptly. “If you aren’t going to eat, let’s get out of here.” Bradan stood, not daring to look back, and Amber followed him out of the restaurant.
*****
Cami was devastated. It had been a pleasant surprise to run into Bradan, but that had quickly faded when she found out who he was with. Slouched in a chair at a table in the back of the restaurant, she wrapped her arms around her chest.
“Do you know who that was?”
Brittany looked blank. “You mean Amber? Is she a coworker?”
Cami looked at her, unable to even react. She saw understanding dawn in her friend’s eyes.
“Oh, God. Not the Amber. The girl from Boston he was in love with? What’s she doing here?”
Cami shook her head. “I was wondering that too.”
“Oh, Cami, how terrible. Did you know he was going out to lunch?”
“No, not at all. He goes out with co-workers sometimes, and when I first saw her, that’s what I thought.”
“Yeah. I had no idea.”
The waitress came by and Brittany barked out, “Two Cokes, please.”
Holding back tears, Cami said, “Did you see her? How gorgeous she is? Those huge eyes.”
Brittany shook her head vehemently. “You’re making too much of it. You’re exaggerating. You are just as pretty.”
“Which is evidence that you are a true friend. But get real. I don’t stand a chance against her. No wonder he fell in love.” After thinking for a moment, Cami added, “And no wonder we are just friends.”
Brittany held up a hand. “Not the way I see it. You have sex. That’s more than friends.”
“Tell him that.”
“I know you’re upset, Cami. Believe me, I’d be livid if I were you. But it’s not hopeless.”
Between tears, Cami huffed in disgust. “It’s not? He lied to me! Yes, he told me about Amber. But he said it was over, that she was with some other guy. And then, behind my back, he’s having lunch with her. I’d say that’s pretty hopeless.”
Brittany had no instant reply.
“Amber was his first love. I’m second at best.” Cami wiped away tears with her napkin. “And now she is back in his life. If she was ever really history. You don’t compete with a woman that has his heart.”
Her friend rubbed her hands over her face in exasperation. “Yeah, you’re right. That is pretty hopeless.”
Any appetite she’d had was gone. Once the shock began to wear off, Cami felt ill. She might fool others about how she felt, even Bradan, but she couldn’t hide the truth from herself. He’d meant something to her, more than she had cared to admit.
And the prospect of a life without him was too much to face. Heavy grief pressed down, a burden she wasn’t equipped to face. Grief was familiar. And she knew it would crush her.
She tried to push away thoughts of the past, shove them down, out of her consciousness. But they wouldn’t go. The immense loss of Bradan brought the past back full force. She felt like a bug about to be crushed by an army boot.
It was a dangerous state of mind for her, and, grasping for rationality, Cami reached for some solution. Something to give her strength. Anything to save her from the pit she was falling into, despite her best intentions.
“Hey, Brittany. Let’s get out of here. I have to stop by the pharmacy and see if I can get an emergency refill.” She heard the desperation in her own voice and prayed she could get what she needed before it was too late. Cami knew how bad it could get, and the thought of sliding that far again brought knots of terror to her stomach.
*****
Once outside, Bradan felt marginally better. At least he wasn’t in the same café with Cami. He didn’t have to look at the hurt in her eyes, or feel her glaring holes in his back. It was a disaster, and worse, he had no clear idea of how to fix everything.
He headed toward the bay, instinctively needing space. Bradan couldn’t breathe properly, and his chest felt like it was caving in. The fist around his heart was like a vise. He vaguely sensed Amber walking along beside him, not saying a word.
At the waterfront, he glanced at Puget Sound, seeing the Olympic Mountains rising high in the distance but getting no pleasure from the view. They walked along the water, wrapping their coats tighter against the chill.
They strolled silently along the pier, the boats rocking softly. As if waking from a dream, Bradan became acutely aware of Amber beside him. His frozen heart began to thaw. She was special to him, and no matter that he had hardened his heart, that hadn’t changed.
There was a row of metal picnic tables and Bradan stopped next to one. “Let’s sit for a bit.”
A wall next to them blocked the wind, and though it was cold out, it was tolerable. Bradan didn’t want to be inside. Didn’t want to be alone with Amber. It was a bad idea to take her to the penthouse.
He had to figure out what to do. “I know I was pissed off. I understand it was hard for you to contact me, to see me.”
Bradan looked into her soft brown eyes, and wished for an earlier time when he had held her close. It was a time when he’d been able to put his arm around her whenever he had wanted to. And she’d encouraged him, letting him know how much she had cared too.
Had they ever said love? Right then, he didn’t recall. Everything was all mixed up. All that he had thought he wanted was right in front of him. Bradan knew if he took Amber to his place that she would go without resistance.
She had claimed that she wanted to see him to make things right. But being male, he could feel the attraction. Amber wanted him. There was no doubt in his mind that she did. Had it been last year, or even six months before, he might have jumped at the chance.
Maybe. Looking at her now, Bradan reached for the emotion that used to be there. He’d wanted her to be part of his life. Amber had been important—vital, in fact. So much so that when she had turned away from him, Bradan had been crushed.
He reached out and took her hand. Amber squeezed his. She looked into his eyes, wondering if he felt the same. He knew her too well, even after all this time, not to know what she was thinking.
“Bradan, have you missed me too?”
She looked lovely there in the cold on the pier, with her long hair softly blowing around her face. But it wasn’t how it used to be. In a blinding flash, Bradan knew how he felt. He had to tell her.
“I did miss you, Amber. I missed you so much I thought my heart would rip apart.” He hesitated. He had to be honest. “For so long, all I wanted was to have you back. But I was mad. I wasn’t about to beg you. When you chose Robert, there was nothing for me to do.”
Tears welled in Amber’s eyes. “I’m so sorry. Just so sorry.”
Bradan shook his head. “Don’t be sorry, Amber. It happens. You were right. We were so young. Hell, we’re still young. I don’t claim to have it all figured out. I know I don’t have much of anything figured out. But I want you to know something.”
Amber’s eyes widened.
“You will always have a special place in my heart. We grew up together. We shared…a lot. And all this time, I thought it was love.”
“I do love you, Bradan.”
He shook his head. “Not like that, though. We were smitten. You were beautiful and desirable.” He paused. “You still are. But love…is more. Do you know what I mean?”
She hesitated as though trying to understand. “I think so.”
“I’m not mad at you, Amber. I was mad at myself. I took you for granted, didn’t pay attention to you when I should have. Then it was too late. I hold nothing against you. And I only wish the best for you. You were brave to come here. But…I’m not in love with you. That’s not going to happen. We have to move on with our lives.” He brushed away a tear that fell onto her cheek. “Can you do that, Amber?”
She nodded but was too choked up to speak.
Bradan looked into her eyes. “That’s good to hear. Because I think I finally can.”


 
Chapter 20
The pills might help, but not enough. Alcohol was a temptation, but Brittany had heard the pharmacist say it was off limits. As a result, she had walked Cami home and checked the place for wine.
“I gave it all to Jeremy. You know that.”
Brittany continued her search. “Just being sure. I don’t trust you. Needing those pills is a bad sign. I’m not taking any chances.”
Cami couldn’t argue; she didn’t have the strength. Feeling like a rag doll, she collapsed onto the sofa and hugged one of the back pillows.
“I don’t know if I should leave you alone.” Brittany stared at her.
Letting out a sigh, Cami shrugged. “I’ll live.”
“I’m supposed to meet Jeremy soon. If you need anything, promise to text.” She waited. “Promise?”
Cami nodded.
Once her friend was gone, Cami went up to the rooftop. It was cold. She didn’t want to think, and hoped it would help numb her. It didn’t. The ache wouldn’t go away. No pill could mute it, and no weather change could blunt it.
The alcohol restriction was a tough one, because Cami’s inclination was to drink herself into a stupor. Passing out might be the only way she’d sleep. Thinking back about what had happened with Bradan, she felt as though she should have seen it coming. If not Amber, it would have been another woman.
The fact that it was Amber, his first love, was torture. Having him ripped away by someone he cared deeply about was different than catching him in a kiss with a random woman. It was so final. Not something she could fight against.
There was no way to compete with a gorgeous woman who already had the advantage. Cami was heartbroken, but she wasn’t an idiot and knew Amber held the power. She’d had some good times with Bradan. It was over. She was going to have to adjust.
If only it were that easy. She should have worn a T-shirt with Fragile Heart printed on the front. In all fairness, Bradan hadn’t had any way of knowing what he was getting into. He’d asked a few times, but Cami hadn’t been able to get the words out.
It wouldn’t have mattered. She was a mess. Bradan had claimed his heart had been broken. Well, he didn’t know what having your heart ripped out of your chest was all about. Cami did. Good thing she hadn’t shared that part. It would have made it harder to move on.
What Cami hadn’t seen happening was that she’d become friends with Bradan. It wasn’t what she had planned. The guy was hot. Sex was the only thing on her mind, or so she’d thought. But he was comfortable to be with. They laughed together and enjoyed things together.
Like friends. They had done what she hadn’t thought possible and developed a friendship. And that made it so much worse. She wasn’t losing a sex partner, Cami was losing a friend. And Bradan meant a lot to her.
She felt lost and empty. And afraid. Depression weighed on her, pulling her to give up. It seemed stronger than she was. Words she’d once overheard the doctor say to her mother came back vividly: “It’s important to respond to warning signs in a serious manner. They don’t always mean suicide will be attempted. But it’s a chance you can’t take.”
That was why Cami couldn’t call her mother, despite the fact that she really wanted to talk to her. It would alarm her if she knew what her daughter was going through. On top of everything else, Cami didn’t want her mother to get worked up about it all.
There was a period in the past when suicide had been a consideration. When the grief had been overpowering, and the future so hopeless, it had almost seemed natural. Cami wasn’t sure how she’d held on, but somehow she had.
Now the dark memories loomed, and the present offered its own oppression. Cami looked up at the endless sky, wishing to be far away. Somewhere else. Anywhere else. Except that no matter where she went, she’d carry the pain with her. It would always be with her.
*****
The next few days went by in a blur. Brittany decided it was bad for Cami to be alone. It was likely that seeing her friend’s red swollen eyes spurred her to action. She came by and ordered Cami to get dressed.
“You can’t stay in here and cry all day. Malena doesn’t have any work for us today, so you are going out with Jeremy and me.”
Cami looked up, desperately needing the support but not wanting to intrude on Brittany’s life.
“And don’t look at me that way. Jeremy’s your friend too. He wants you to come with us. It was his idea.” She pointed toward the bathroom. “Go. You don’t have much time.”
If left alone, Cami would have vegged on the couch for an undetermined amount of time. But as soon as she was dressed, Brittany shoved a steaming cup of espresso in front of her and said, “Drink.”
Jeremy arrived to pick them up, and Cami learned the day’s itinerary, included biking the Alki Beach Trail. They rented cruiser bikes and followed the trail along the shoreline of Elliott Bay. It wasn’t the best weather for the activity, considering the wind-chill factor. But the biting cold actually felt good.
It made Cami feel alive, at least a little bit. The windy day had attracted many sailboats to the harbor, and rays of sun intermittently broke through the thick bank of clouds overhead. They managed the three-and-a-half-mile cruise, and on the way back detoured to the Alki Point Lighthouse.
The century-old landmark was easily accessible by bike, though it was too early in the year for tours. They parked their bikes and walked past the lighthouse, out to the rocky shoreline. The water was choppy, and the wind was stronger out on the point, but the scene was postcard worthy.
“I wish I had my camera,” Cami said.
Brittany stared at the view. “Next time.”
“I’m glad you came with us,” Jeremy said. “A day like this, you want to share.”
There was an example of how nice he was. But Cami hadn’t heard any complaint about that from Brittany. Recently, her friend had seemed more than content to avoid the rock stars and see quite a bit of Jeremy. That made Cami feel good.
“Yeah, well, even if you guys wanted to be alone, you’d have invited me. Because you are worried about me,” Cami said.
Jeremy put his arm around her. “Shouldn’t we be?”
Tears threatened, and Cami looked out at the bay. In the distance, she spotted the Space Needle, which reminded her of Bradan. The sharp edge of heartache cut into her. “Yeah. You should be. I trusted him, and I just didn’t think he’d pick up where he left off with his ex-girlfriend.”
“And”—Brittany looked right at Jeremy—“he takes Amber to the same restaurant where he’d just taken Cami. That’s just so much worse.”
As if anything could make it worse. But just because she was in a sour mood didn’t mean she wanted to ruin her friends’ day too. “I just didn’t see it coming. But it’s done. Being outdoors is great. It helps give me perspective.” It didn’t really, but it sounded good.
They spent the day together, and after returning the bikes, they grabbed some food at a local café. They ordered white mochas and then decided to be brave and try the Vietnamese pork baguettes, which turned out to be delicious.
Before boredom set in, they decided to see a Harry Potter movie. It had been easy to pick what to see after Cami said, “No romance, no aliens, no blood or psychological thrillers, and nothing depressing.”
“Okay. I got it. That leaves Harry Potter,” Jeremy said.
Cami raised her hands. “It’s good. You’ve seen it before, right?”
Jeremy laughed. “Yep, seen it before. It’s good.”
“I like it,” Brittany chimed in. “I’ve seen all those movies. And read the books.”
The film was the ideal antidote for a bad mood. Even Cami was carried away to another, more fanciful world, and in the dark recess of the theater, she forgot about her own problems. If only for a while, the pain abated, and she could breathe.
But back in the light of day, Cami thought of Bradan. She wished he’d been there with her to share the utter frivolity of watching the movie for the fourth time. She hadn’t told Jeremy she’d seen it three times before.
That was the thing. Bradan had worked his way into her life, and she sorely missed him. Cami remembered how he had laughed, how his voice had sounded when he teased her, and how good it had felt to have his arm around her. The loss, and the realization that he was really gone, was more than she could handle.
*****
Bradan had wanted so badly to mend his heart. Hearing from Amber had sparked hope. But it had been a dead end. Seeing her wasn’t how he’d imagined it would be. Instead, everything he had thought had been challenged.
Though he hadn’t admitted it, deep inside, having Amber back was what he had been convinced he wanted. What he needed. But it didn’t turn out that way. Bradan had changed. He had felt differently than he’d expected to.
It was over with Amber, finally. And his life was a disaster. There was no way to go back to sleeping around. Bradan didn’t want to. Because he was beginning to understand love, if that was truly what he was feeling.
Now he’d lost Cami. He had realized his error too late. So long ago, he’d taken Amber for granted. In his arrogant, self-assured way, Bradan had been so certain of everything. Certain that Amber was his, and certain she wouldn’t choose any other man over him.
And he’d been wrong. Now, unwittingly, he’d done the same with Cami. Just friends. No commitment. How much could he expect her to take? He could have sex with her whenever he liked, but give nothing more. That’s what he had done.
Bradan had taken her for granted, just like he had with Amber. He wanted to change his ways, but it wouldn’t be so easy. Trying to explain to Cami what he’d been through may not be well received. It wouldn’t be the first time they’d fought about him hanging out with other women.
And this time was worse. Cami seeing him with Amber, the woman he’d professed he had loved, would make it difficult. Would Cami listen? Would she care? Bradan wasn’t sure, and knew he needed the right approach. If he didn’t get a grip, he was going to lose Cami forever. And if he did, it would be his own fault.
Somehow he had to make her understand, but no clear plan of action came to mind. Bradan had hurt Cami more than once. He couldn’t just blow it off. He would have explained, and he would have told Cami about meeting Amber, including how he had felt about that.
The problem was that he hadn’t known. Bradan hadn’t been sure. He’d actually considered patching it up with Amber, probably to repair his damaged ego. Then it had all made sense. Too late, everything had come together.
There was only one woman Bradan wanted. He wanted Cami. And not just for the sex. Without her, his life felt empty. He loved being with her, talking to her. She could be so funny, and other times she could be so frustrating. But she touched him deeply.
Dare he say it? He loved her. He’d never felt that way about any other woman. All that time, he’d thought Amber was the one for him. It was young infatuation. He hadn’t had any idea of what love meant.
He wasn’t sure he did now. But he knew one thing: he was going to do everything in his power to fix it with Cami. The trouble was that Bradan wasn’t sure how to go about that. He’d never been in love before. All he was used to was taking what he wanted from a woman and moving on to another when he felt like it.
And there was something else. Something Cami wouldn’t tell him, or couldn’t tell him. He could see it in her eyes. It was pain and sadness. She had shared that she had been in love, and when Bradan pressed, she’d told him it had ended in her boyfriend’s death.
But that wasn’t all of it. There had to be more. Cami confused him. She seemed so strong, yet so fragile at the same time. If he crossed her, it was nothing for her to fly into a rage. But he knew she hadn’t revealed her weakness. Not yet. That would come later.
First, she had to trust him. And that wasn’t going to happen until he could get her to talk to him again. If she would talk to him again. There had to be a way to fix everything, and Bradan wasn’t going to give up until he found it.


 
Chapter 21
The days without Cami were long and pointless. Now that Bradan knew he loved her, nothing else seemed to matter. Yet deciding on the right approach wasn’t so easy. And he didn’t want to be turned away.
Love was unfamiliar, and he wasn’t sure what was required or what would be best. He only knew what his heart told him: that he wanted to be with Cami. He hoped she’d want to be with him too. Once she got over being mad.
At work, Bradan’s mind tended to wander. He kept imagining being with her and remembering the intimate moments when he had been. If he had his way, it would be simple. Cami would fall into his arms and he’d never let her go.
But just because he’d changed, it didn’t mean she had. The encounter with Amber had been a blessing and a curse. It had been the impetus for his change, and finding closure with pain from his past had allowed him to move forward.
It had allowed him to embrace what he had with Cami, or thought he had. It did no good to admonish himself for not seeing it all along. But now that he did, the longing for her was driving him crazy.
She’d refused to take his calls, which didn’t surprise him. Cami had a temper, and he would have to let her cool down. But it had been days and still she wouldn’t respond. It took all his strength not to pound on her door to make her let him in.
In fact, he might do that. But he had a better plan. He’d show up at her catering job, a place where she couldn’t run from him. He’d take it slow, do it right. It was just that he didn’t know exactly how that would go. But he had to make it work.
On the way to the Seattle home where Malena had said they were catering an anniversary party, he reflected on what he knew of love, which wasn’t much. His own parents seemed to make it work, and Bradan recalled something his father had told him. Speaking of his own marriage, Patrick Reid had told his son it was based on love and “giving of yourself.”
That was something Bradan hadn’t been good at. Taking was more his style, but now he was ready to give. He wanted to. If only Cami would let him. After turning down a tree-lined street, he pulled along the curb and shut off the engine.
As he reached for the door handle, his cell phone rang. Glancing, he saw with disappointment that it wasn’t Cami. In the same instant, he realized it was his brother calling.
“Sean—hey, man.”
“Hey, Bradan. Just checking on you. I heard Mark was coming back soon and wondered if you found a place.”
“I’ve got a couple in mind. I’ll pick one of them and be out before he returns.”
“Everything good?”
There was no need to hide anything from his older brother. They’d always shared everything. And he could use some good advice.
“Hey, can I ask you a question?”
Sean replied without hesitation, “Shoot.”
Bradan glanced at the expensive homes along the street, not really seeing them. All he could think of was that Cami was inside one of them.
He thought of how his brother had fought for his own love. But Sean had succeeded and now they lived together. Though Bradan hadn’t felt envy before, he did now. “Are you glad you are with Adrianna?”
Sean gave a short laugh. “She’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”
“I thought you’d say so.”
“I think you’ve got it bad for someone. Or you wouldn’t have asked that.”
Bradan let out a heavy breath. “Yeah, well, a lot has happened recently.” He proceeded to fill in his brother about Amber’s unexpected visit and the result of it. Then he talked about Cami, hitting on the highlights, but feeling emotion in the depths of his soul as he spoke.
“So, I could use your opinion. I’m about to reappear in Cami’s life, but I just have to wonder if I’m the best thing for her. She’s got problems, stuff she won’t talk about. I just don’t know if I’m good for her, even though I want her. I just do. But should I leave her alone, just give it up?”
Sean spoke with confidence: “Don’t be an idiot.”
Bradan laughed, and for the first time in many days, he felt encouraged. “Thanks for the advice, man. I’ll be in touch.”
He zipped up his coat and walked a block to the location, hardly noticing his surroundings. The closer he got, the more his heart pounded. Perhaps his idea was faulty and it would have been better to meet Cami somewhere private.
It was too late. He was in front of the home and had no will to turn back. Bradan was going to see her because he couldn’t face another day without doing that. He took the stone steps two at a time and made it to the porch.
The door was ajar and the party was going strong. Laughter and music could be heard. Bradan stepped inside and immediately spotted Jeremy out on the terrace serving drinks. He headed in his direction, but then saw Brittany slip down a hall.
Likely Cami would be in the kitchen, so he followed Brittany, only to find her alone at an enormous center island. She was scooping tiny appetizers onto a platter. Distracted by his entry, Brittany looked up.
“Bradan.”
“Hey there. I stopped by. Heard you guys had a gig here.”
Brittany furrowed her brow. “Cami’s not here.”
He let out a sigh of exasperation and his shoulders slumped. “Shit.”
Setting down the spoon, Brittany stared at him. “What do you want, anyway?”
He shook his head. “You too?”
She put a hand on her hip. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Bradan stepped up to the island. “Just that I know she’d mad at me. So I guess you are too.”
“Of course she’s mad at you. She’s furious. And can you blame her?” Brittany’s eyes narrowed. “You take Amber out for lunch, and to a place where Cami is likely to run into you, and now you’re surprised she didn’t take it well?”
He shook his head. “No, it wasn’t like that.”
She rolled her eyes. “Ha. Yes, it was. How else could it be? You take Cami to this cool restaurant near Pilates, and you have to know she will go back there. If nothing else, she’s sentimental. Unlike someone else…who I happen to be looking at.”
Bradan ran his hand through his hair. “No. No. You don’t understand.”
Now she had both hands on her hips. “Oh, but I do. You need to leave Cami alone.”
He placed both hands on the wooden top of the island and leaned toward Brittany. “I can’t do that.”
Brittany stared at him.
“You have to listen. I did not plan for that to happen.”
“Oh, right. You figured that Cami would never find out.”
Bradan had the feeling he was sinking in further. If he was doing this poorly with Brittany, it would be brutal with Cami. “I’m not with Amber. She came by. I didn’t know she would ever do that. Give me a break here.”
Brittany didn’t say anything.
“I need to talk to Cami. I love her.”
Now he had her attention. “You what?”
“You heard me. I love her. And I want to fix this mess.”
Sinking onto a kitchen stool, Brittany sighed. “Jeez, Bradan.”
“Yeah. I know. Now will you help me?”
Brittany looked up at him. “You really fucked up.”
“Yeah, we got that part covered. But now I have to make Cami see that it was a mistake. I have to tell her how I feel.”
“Well, she’s not here.”
“So you said. Where is she?”
Brittany shook her head. “I probably shouldn’t tell you.”
He stepped a little closer. “I know you are her friend, and that’s why I’m asking for your help. I really need to talk to her. You wouldn’t want to be responsible for me losing the only woman I’ll ever love, would you?”
She smirked. “That’s awfully dramatic.”
“I feel dramatic.”
Brittany threw up her arms. “She left.”
A sinking feeling pulled at his gut. “What does that mean?”
“She went home.”
“To Walla Walla?”
“Yes, to visit her mother, I guess.” Brittany pointed a finger at him. “You really upset her, you know.”
“We seem to agree on that. And I want to make things better. But Brittany, I have to say she stumps me. There’s something hurting her; it’s deep inside. Cami won’t share it with me. If I knew I would know what I’m dealing with. I could do the right thing.”
A voice called, “We need more shrimp out here.”
Brittany moved to pick up the platter she’d filled. “Look, Bradan, I’m working here.”
He touched her arm before she could lift the platter. “What is it with Cami? You can tell me.”
“I can’t. She never told me either. I know she had a boyfriend that died. And it must have been awful. But Cami doesn’t talk about it. At least not to me she didn’t. Or to anyone, probably.”
Their eyes met, and understanding passed between them.
Brittany lifted the platter with both hands and turned toward the door. “I hope it works out, Bradan. I really do. I like Cami, and she could use love in her life.” She stopped. “But you better not screw up. You’ll have me to answer to.”
*****
Cami had taken an early Friday morning flight and was home in time for lunch with her mother. She did her best to act normally, whatever that was for her. Once or twice her mother looked at her, trying to see if she was doing okay.
Though her heart was breaking and her insides were ripped apart, Cami did her best to suppress it. She’d told her mother that she got a little homesick and was coming back for the weekend. It was a short visit, but long enough.
With everything that had happened, Cami needed to be at home, even if just for a day or two. Though Seattle was everything she’d hoped, it wasn’t the same as home. She did miss her mother, and her aunt.
She also missed the quiet of the town and the lovely expanse of vineyards. It was slightly warmer than Seattle, and sunny. The rays beamed down across the fields and rolling hills, sparking joy in Cami’s heart despite her beaten spirit.
They had lunch at her aunt’s café downtown. Cami ordered her favorite, the vegetable pita wrap, made with her aunt’s own homegrown tomatoes. Her aunt had owned Iverson Cafe for many years, starting it with her husband Dan Iverson shortly after they were married.
Carolyn Joubert looked younger than mid-forties, and her green eyes glowed with pleasure at seeing her daughter. They caught up on all the news and Cami learned more about how her cousin Nina was doing in California. It still seemed strange that things had changed so much.
It wouldn’t have surprised Cami to see her cousin round the corner and plop into a chair next to them as she had done so often. But they were both grown now and hadn’t stayed in touch. Not for any particular reason. Cami was as fond of Nina as she’d ever been and would have loved to see her.
Once lunch was over, Cami walked around town with her mother, reminiscing. And just for a while, she forgot about her problems. She’d always been happy at home. At least until the tragedy. That had changed everything.
Still, it was so good to see her mother. And when she’d unpacked, Cami took off for a walk on the trails she knew so well. She breathed in the fresh air and gazed at the familiar hillsides. It felt good to be there.
But her good feeling didn’t last. There was something else she needed to see. Something that didn’t hold good memories, but she was drawn to it. Even knowing as she walked in the direction of the graveyard that the grief would be nearly too much, Cami was still compelled to go.


 
Chapter 22
The warmth of the sun felt good. Walking along the road, Cami looked at the green rolling hills, the trees, and the mountains above. So many days growing up, she had hiked in the Blue Mountains or had dipped in the river. With her friends, she’d walked the trails, watched the birds, and sat by the water, soaking in the tranquility.
Now it was different. She was no longer growing up, but had passed the pinnacle of her youth. The joy of a carefree existence had been torn away in one horrifying moment. Tears welled in her eyes. Up ahead was the expanse of green lawn with tombstones in staggered heights reaching upward.
They reached to nowhere. Those people were gone. It was sad just to look at it, probably due to the loss she had never recovered from. The markers were a remembrance of a person who had lived and been loved. A special person. Like Nat.
Cami wove through the graves, finding what she looked for. Huge green trees surrounded the area, shading it and giving serenity. The leaves blocked the sun, casting shadows over the quiet lawn. She stopped, barely able to read the names through the haze of her tears.
Kneeling before the lonely grave, Cami stared. Never knowing how to behave in the presence of the dead, she was quiet. It had happened years before, but seemed so fresh, as if the wounds would never go. She couldn’t forget. Never had been able to get past it.
Nathaniel had been her love for so long. They grew up together, and all through school they shared everything. It had been natural to start dating. It hadn’t even seemed like dating at first, just going out with her friends.
But when she had been alone with Nat, there had been something special. Something they shared together. Their future seemed understood, nothing they had to talk about. They had time. There was no rush.
And then he was gone.
Just like that, the beauty that was Nathaniel, the joy they had together, was taken away. The memory was all she had, but remembering had been too painful. Purposefully, Cami shifted her thoughts away from the incident. Even after all the time that had gone by, it was too much. Too hurtful.
She reached out to touch the stone and run her hand along the sad, grass-covered mound. It was almost as if she could feel him, and a new wave of grief swelled in her chest. Sobbing, she pulled her hand away and clutched her chest.
“I’m sorry, Nat,” she said between sobs. “I’m so sorry.” She lowered her head and covered her eyes, though it did nothing to subdue the overwhelming feeling of loss. She dared not dwell on it.
Her only way out had been to push it deep, keep it away, and never discuss it. To talk about it would allow her to be swallowed up by the overpowering emotion. And she was sure that she couldn’t survive. It would break her to pieces.
Looking up at the blue sky, still clutching her chest, Cami mouthed, “I am so sorry.”
Then she stood, and on shaky legs, walked away. Nat wasn’t part of her life anymore. He couldn’t be. But she would never forget him. He would always live in her memory. Though she could never undo what had happened, Cami could keep a place for him in her heart. Always.
*****
There were no direct flights to Walla Walla that he could get on that day, so Bradan took the one available to Pasco, figuring he could rent a car to drive the last leg of the trip. Even then, he had to go standby and was lucky to get on the flight at all.
Getting a car was not a problem, nor were directions. It looked like it was about a fifty-minute drive to his hotel. The sun had already set, so he’d have to navigate in the dark, but it shouldn’t be a problem.
During the drive, he thought of Cami, and wondered how she was doing. The fact that she’d gone home was significant. Since she’d never mentioned a trip to see her mother, he guessed it was prompted by the recent fiasco.
Bradan kept thinking of things to say, or what to do. But nothing seemed right. He knew once he saw her that anything he’d planned would vanish from his mind anyway. All he wanted to do was hold her. But would she let him?
Caring about her had brought a whole new dimension to his life. It wasn’t about his career, his future, or even his family. Because if he couldn’t be with Cami, none of it meant anything. It was empty without her.
She had filled his days with joy, a feeling he now found he couldn’t do without. And only she could bring it back. Whatever it was that tormented her, Bradan knew he could help. He wanted to help. All she had to do was to let him.
It sounded so simple. Yet he knew it wouldn’t be. But he was prepared to do whatever he had to in order to make things right. To make Cami a part of his life. Though he had no clear idea of how he would do that, Bradan was determined to succeed.
Approaching the town, he could see it was well lit. He turned onto the main street and pulled over to the curb to check directions. Streetlights cast an amber glow over the sidewalks, and Bradan looked at the variety of establishments.
It had a quaint feel, warm and friendly. The multi-story buildings were historic and trees lined the streets. If he hadn’t known better, Bradan would have thought he’d entered a Dickens scene. Gazing around, he tried to get a feel for the place where Cami had grown up, hoping it would help him understand her better.
The inn where he had a reservation wasn’t far, and Bradan found a space to park out front without difficulty. Using the code he was given, he walked into a beautiful room with a fire going, Spanish music already on, and a bottle of wine.
The exposed brick, artwork, and updated décor were notable. Booking at the last minute, Bradan had been willing to take what was available. Walking around the suite, he decided he’d been very lucky. There was a flat-screen television, a Jacuzzi, and even a desk. Tall arched windows faced Main Street, and skylights brought in the moonlight.
He dumped his bag in a chair and pulled out his cell phone, staring at the blank screen. It was late, but Bradan didn’t want to wait until morning. It was probably unwise to call at an inconvenient hour, but he wanted to see Cami.
He risked a text, knowing that if she were sleeping it wouldn’t be seen until the next morning. When she replied right away, he was pleasantly surprised. Even more when she agreed to see him. It was the last thing he’d expected. Cami said she’d come to his hotel.
Bradan quickly stowed what little he’d brought with him and then opened the wine. When he heard a knock at the door, his heart pounded. So much was riding on how the encounter went. But she’d agreed to see him. That was something.
He opened the door, and before Bradan had a chance to say anything, she walked right in.
Cami turned to face him. “What are you doing here?”
She wore jeans and a T-shirt under a sand-colored sweater. Her hair was tied back, revealing her delicate features. Bradan gazed at her flawless skin, the curve of her lips, and her clear green eyes. Then he realized she’d asked him something.
Glaring, she crossed her arms. “Well?”
Bradan wanted to pull her into his arms. She was so close; he could smell her floral perfume, and his fingers twitched to touch her soft cheek.
“What?” he said.
Cami started pacing in front of the fireplace. “I asked why you are here. I’m waiting.”
Bradan resisted stepping closer to her. Watching her expression, trying to read her emotions, he said, “I wanted to see you.”
She stopped pacing and shook her head. “What for? Amber was busy tonight?”
“That’s cold.”
Cami moved closer. “I’ll tell you what’s cold, Bradan. Seeing your first love behind my back.”
“You’re mad?”
She let out a breath in exasperation. “No. I’m not mad.”
“You sound mad.”
Cami bit her lower lip. “I’m hurt. Can’t you understand that I’m hurt?”
Though he’d been with many women, their thought process often escaped him. “Cami, listen—”
“No, Bradan. You listen.” Tears welled in her beautiful eyes and choked her words. Cami took a step closer, looking into his eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks. “You are a fucking asshole.” She kept looking at him. Then she continued, but her voice softened, giving Bradan some hope. “I take that back.” She hesitated as if getting her thoughts together.
Cami moved to within an inch of him. He could feel the heat of her body and her breath against his skin. If he lifted his hand, he could touch her tears and brush them away.
She tilted her head up, and Bradan was lost in her eyes. Her words came out slowly, her tone soft and caressing. “You are a stupid fucking asshole.”
Bradan opened his arms and she fell into them. He held her as she sobbed against his chest. There was nothing he could say. Nothing he should say. So he just held her, relieved to have Cami in his arms, and wanting nothing more than to hold her like he was.
When she stopped crying, Cami wiped her tears on her sleeve. With one arm still around her, Bradan put a finger under her chin, tipping her face up so he could kiss her. The kiss was sweet, and the longing between them was palpable.
He had missed her so much. The touch of her lips was everything to him at that moment. Cami kissed him back, her emotion radiating into him. He put his palm on the back of her head, holding her to him, never wanting her to go.
Bradan didn’t question. He was just happy to be with her. Understanding could come later. Right then, being together solved everything. Whether it would last, he didn’t know. But he planned to savor every last second with the woman he loved.
He led her to the sofa in front of the fire, and they sat together. She leaned into him and Bradan held her close. Cami put her hand on his thigh, and deeper emotions stirred within him. For some minutes they just sat, not saying anything.
She leaned forward, looking deeper into the fire. “Are you going to offer a girl anything to drink?”
Bradan smiled. “I assume you’ll accept some wine, seeing that this is wine country.”
Cami looked over at him. “I grew up on wine.”
He got two glasses from the kitchen and poured some Syrah from the bottle. Cami reached for one and took two healthy sips.
“Are you staying with your mother?”
She shook her head. “She lives with my aunt, and their home isn’t big enough. I’m at a place up the hill, a small bed and breakfast. The owner is a friend of ours.”
Bradan sipped his wine. “I just want to explain. What happened there with Amber wasn’t what you think.”
Cami reached for his arm and pulled him down next to her. Her green eyes were glistening, but no longer from tears. She whispered, sending electricity through every cell of Bradan’s body. “Not now. Tell me later.”
Desire radiated between them, and Bradan could barely restrain himself from sweeping her into his arms. But he didn’t have to. Cami put her glass on the table and then took Bradan’s to do the same. When she looked back, there was no mistaking her intent.


 
Chapter 23
A need so strong couldn’t be denied. Cami had felt alone. Now, all she wanted was to be with Bradan, to have him for that one night. Looking into his crystal-blue eyes and seeing the lust there melted her.
There was no way to turn away, and it was impossible to ignore the fire between them. No upset or hurt held strength against its heat. Bradan’s gaze made her body tingle and flooded her with a delightful weakness.
“Bradan.”
It was all the encouragement he needed. Placing his palms on her cheeks, Bradan pulled her close. She could feel his breath on her skin, sense the heat coursing through his body, and smell his scent of arousal. Cami closed her eyes, and he covered her mouth with his.
The kiss was long, deep, and conveyed a need they both felt. The connection was everything Cami had missed, and all that she had to have. Nothing else mattered. Only this. Just him, the man she insanely desired despite all reasons not to.
His tongue raked against hers, making her sex pulse heavily. Cami would have ripped their clothes off and buried him deep inside her without delay. But she enjoyed every second leading up to it, and cherished every breath they took together.
Bradan tasted so male and felt so sexy. He had a way of kissing that commanded her and loved her at the same time. The strength of his need came through in the simple act of kissing, as only he could. Without touching him, Cami was acutely aware of his muscled body.
The presence of his chiseled form excited her, and she wanted to touch him all over. Merely the thought of it tensed her clit. She wanted him, and bordered on out of control. Cami didn’t want control, and she had no intention of showing reserve.
To have Bradan, and be as close to him as humanly possible, was her only focus. He was so hot and so sexy. And more than that, he was different. Something had changed with him, making his charm impossible to resist. As if she ever had before.
Stroking her tongue against his, Cami poured out her feeling for him, better than words ever could have. He leaned back, still holding her and looking into her eyes. He knew. It was there. Bradan understood how she felt, and accepted it with passion.
He showed no sign of holding back or of cooling off. Bradan’s blue eyes flamed with the same craving she felt deep in her soul. That intimate connection magnified every sensation roiling through her body. Cami would have done anything for him at that moment. Not only would have, she wanted to.
Without a word, Bradan undid the pearl buttons of her sweater, slowly, as if each tiny motion were part of foreplay that was integral and he dare not skip over it. He wouldn’t risk losing a fraction of the experience.
It seemed as though that time, that moment, would be embedded in their minds forever. It meant something, and the significance was not lost on the man Cami desired with all her being. That alone touched her.
It moved her that he knew, and that he cared. As each button came open, a tingle of electricity went through her. Easing forward into the sensual interlude, knowing it was unlike any other, Bradan carefully slipped the sweater off her shoulders.
Cami shrugged out of it, and he tossed it aside. Sitting before him in a shirt only, she felt more naked than she ever had. No bra covered her breasts, and she didn’t need to look to know that her nipples poked into the cotton, exposing her.
Just Bradan’s look caressed her bare skin through her clothing. So intense was his focus, and so powerful his desire, that Cami felt like the most beautiful women that ever existed. He didn’t need to say it; his eyes voiced it.
The urge to throw herself into his arms was balanced by the need to treasure the experience. Bradan was so handsome. His brown hair had grown out, and the sun-streaked locks dusted against his collar. His strong jaw begged for her touch.
The man was solid, sculpted muscle, and beautifully so. The outline of his chest and broad shoulders was obvious even under his shirt, and his well-developed thighs gave shape to the jeans he wore. It was the bulge she saw pressing against the denim that was her undoing.
Cami’s breathing was ragged, and she couldn’t keep her passion in check. Reaching out, she removed Bradan’s shirt in one harsh motion. Placing both hands on his pecs, she whimpered, and then leaned in to kiss his bare skin.
A moan escaped Bradan’s lips, and she licked his stiff nipples, loving his flavor. To be so close, and to have her hands on him, drove her crazy. More was needed, and more she would have. Biting his nipples, Cami raked her nails over his skin.
“Jesus, baby.” Bradan was falling apart with her. He reached out and lifted her shirt off, taking only a moment to look at her firm breasts. Covering them with his hands, he squeezed softly, and Cami panted louder.
“I need you,” she choked out.
His hot kiss to her neck incited her. Cami thrust her hands in his hair, wanted to be closer than was even possible. His tongue flicked her nipples, making her clit turn to a tight pebble. Groaning and whimpering, she held his head in her hands, encouraging him.
Bradan sucked at her breasts, licking the soft curves and nipping at the distended peaks. Pushed near the point of begging, Cami couldn’t speak, could only gasp for breath. Mounting arousal spiraled to new heights when Bradan undid her pants.
Quickly she kicked off her shoes, as did he. Both, as if following some unspoken message, yanked their pants down and off. Not satisfied, Bradan reached out and pulled down the silk panties she’d worn then, without hesitation, removed his briefs.
Naked at last, they fell into each other. Bradan kissed her hard and deep, bruising her lips. Her response begged for more. Cami swirled her tongue inside his hot mouth, wanting to taste him fully and take all from the intimate gesture.
Bradan stretched her out on the sofa on her back. He held both her wrists in one hand and lifted her arms over her head. Air flowed over her nude body, making her aware of her vulnerability. Firmly holding her arms in place, he took the liberty of kissing and tasting her.
Hot kisses scorched her skin as his mouth traveled down her belly and over her thighs. Avoiding her sex, Bradan had her squirming. She writhed against the sofa and spread her legs.
“What do you want, baby?” Bradan groaned out the words, not really a question at all.
“You. I need you,” Cami said in a gasp.
“Not yet, my beauty. I want to look at you. I want to see your pleasure and know that you are unable to control it.”
Just his words—and their clear meaning—made her sex pulse. If his lips touched her, Cami was sure she’d explode. And that was what he wanted. Excitement escalated when his breath teased her skin. Then his tongue slid over her vulva, which was so bare and sensitive.
Cupping her sex in his palm, Bradan said, “You are so goddamn wet.”
Cami pressed higher, welcoming his ministrations. “Don’t stop. Please.”
He leaned over her and sucked at her nipples until Cami began to scream in a soft, low voice. The agony of her aching nipples and the denial of pressure to her clit took her to a delicious point of suffering. When she thought she couldn’t stand it another second, Bradan moved back to her sex.
His fingers stroked her wet slit and his tongue raked over the tender skin just over her clit. Cami’s panting sped and her body stiffened. Bradan slid two fingers inside her and she clenched her muscles around them, wanting more.
Slipping his thumb deeper, he touched her clit, sending sensation through her core. More, she needed more pressure. Arching her back, Cami pleaded for what she needed. And he responded, wanting to give it to her.
Expertly, Bradan swirled around her clit in just the right rhythm with his fingers still inside her. Just before she peaked, he sucked her nipples, harder this time. Cami came apart, letting the pleasure explode inside her.
She was aware of Bradan watching her, but there was nothing she could do to hide the intensity. Just the opposite. Cami cried out and her muscles turned to steel. The heavy waves of her orgasm pounded through her without mercy.
The release came hard and went long. In fact, it never seemed to end. Though her body sagged as she was freed of the grip of intensity, the euphoric feeling didn’t abate. Cami floated on a cloud. Her body was warm all over, and her skin tingled.
Bradan sat on the sofa and lifted her onto his lap, cradling her there. “You look so beautiful when you come. It’s so sweet, the way your cheeks flush. And the way you cry out.”
Leaned against his chest, Cami could feel the hardness of his erection against her hip, heating her desire again. “I want you inside me, Bradan. I need you.”
Lifting her chin, Bradan kissed her, the heat of his passion burning her lips. He lifted her so she straddled him, and Cami gripped the base of his cock. It felt too good. She stroked lightly along the stalk; it was soft velvet over steel.
Pre-cum seeped out the top, and she dipped her finger in it. Bradan groaned. “I can’t wait. I need to be inside you.”
He reached for his pants, but Cami gripped his wrist. “We don’t need it. I’m on birth control. I have been.”
“You’re sure?”
She nodded. “I haven’t been with anyone else. Should I be concerned with you?”
He shook his head. “I’m clean.”
Cami ran her fingers along the tattoo on his upper back then held on to his strong shoulders. “Because I want to feel you completely. Your skin against mine. I want to feel everything.”
Bradan put his hands on her waist and lifted her up. He gripped the base of his cock and angled it toward her. Cami moved over him, letting the tip touch her wetness.
“Ah, you feel so good,” he groaned.
Lowering over him, Cami felt his thickness stretch her, making her a little delirious. As her pussy wrapped over him, Bradan’s eyes half closed. His breathing was fast and heavy. Holding her ass in his palms, he controlled her motions.
Leaning in, Bradan licked her nipples, making her whimper. He moved her up, then back down, letting his cock stroke her. The more she felt, the more she wanted. Cami lowered all the way, taking him deep.
Cami bit her lower lip. “I like you filling me up this way.”
Holding her firmly, Bradan said, “Be still. I want this to last. Don’t move for a minute.”
Her eyes locked on to his, and Cami fell into his warmth. With his eyes glazed and his skin flushed, Bradan didn’t move a muscle. But he breathed deeply in a steady rhythm, and she panted softly in harmony.
The feeling of him filling her up—his heat inside her, and his desire consuming her—was beyond ecstasy. For a fleeting moment, they were one. The world was blocked out and nothing existed but each other.
Cami had never felt so close to any man, and it was nearly more than she could take in. Her sex pulsed involuntarily, and Bradan’s cock felt impossibly good. To be still was torture. But to move was to pass the amazing moment of being his.
And of Bradan being hers. Because he clearly was. The look on his face revealed what was in his heart. He wasn’t hiding it. Right then, he was giving everything to her, and Cami knew it.
The thought sent her over the edge, and through no will of her own, her sex pulsed again. Harder this time. Bradan groaned, and she felt his cock swell. All at once, they exploded. Cami’s cries nearly drowned out his deep groans.
The feel of him unloading in her made Cami’s orgasm all the sweeter. To take from him all that he would give was a heady power. Together they came hard, and she clutched his shoulders so hard her nails raked into his skin, drawing blood.
The utter virility of him, how all his cum poured into her while his muscles flexed and tightened, was sexier than anything she’d experienced. A sheen of sweat glowed on his skin, and the light from the fireplace cast a flickering illumination over his masculine form.
Strength drained from her body, and Cami rested her head on his shoulder. Bradan wrapped his arms around her, seeming unable to move. There they stayed until they could breathe again.
Bradan stood and carried her to the bath, where he cleaned them up with a soft towel. The urge to let him know what it meant to her, how much she’d been affected by his loving of her, was strong. But she was unable to speak as yet.
The master bed was huge. He pulled back the covers and placed her against a stack of pillows, then slid in beside her. Cami rolled toward him with her head on his chest. The skylight above ushered brilliant moonlight into the room.
She sighed. “That was incredible.”
Bradan’s soft laugh made her smile. “More than incredible.” His fingertips stroked over her sex. “I like that you are bare. Have you always waxed everywhere?”
Cami laughed softly. “No, never. It’s just that when I came to Seattle, Brittany told me everybody does it. Don’t they?”
He hugged her. “No, they don’t. Some women do, some don’t. But on you, it’s perfect. I like seeing every curve and fold. I love feeling your naked skin.”
She snuggled closer. “I’m glad.”
The night had been more than Cami could have hoped for. Her body hummed with satisfaction, and the relaxed look on Bradan’s face gave her pleasure. But she still felt like her heart was on hold.
So far they hadn’t talked about their relationship. She wasn’t certain she wanted to. The time they had together was special. And that night, it was enough. Cami wasn’t sure that she could handle more.
Sex with Bradan was exhilarating. He’d swept her off her feet and elicited a desire that she hadn’t known she possessed. It was an odd time to think of Nat, but it occurred to her that it had been different with her first love. In school, she’d been sweet on him, and their natural affection had led to more. It had always been good, and Cami had liked making love. But she’d never felt the passion she felt with Bradan.
It wasn’t Nat’s fault. No one was to blame. Every relationship is different. It must be. She loved Nat, but in a different way. More like the friends Bradan had proclaimed they should be. But with Bradan that wasn’t an option.
Because being near him brought her sexuality to life. He was insanely sexy and impossibly loving. He was everything she wanted. But she didn’t know if it would endure. Or, more exactly, Cami wasn’t sure if she could open her heart.
That was it. That was what bothered her. She’d found love so young, or it had felt like love then. Now she’d found passion. Dare she open her heart to both? Or would that be too big a risk, one she wasn’t capable of handling?
Bradan stroked her cheek. “You okay?”
She nodded. “I’m just…well, I get emotional sometimes.”
“I’ve noticed,” he said, but there was nothing derogatory in his statement. It was like he knew it and accepted it. That was a relief to Cami, more than she’d known it would be. She closed her eyes, secure in Bradan’s embrace, and drifted off to sleep in the strength of his arms.
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The next morning, Cami woke with her lover’s arms around her. It felt so right—maybe a little too right. She shifted and Bradan opened his eyes. Neither wanted to get up, so they snuggled together, unable to resist the temptation of touching.
Touching was always dangerous, and proved to be so again. In the soft light of the room, Bradan threw back the covers and made sweet love to her. It was slow, tender, and insanely sexy.
“You could get to become a habit,” she whispered against his neck, her post-orgasmic state tranquilizing her like the most potent of narcotics.
He brushed a stray hair away from her face. “You already are. In the best possible way.”
If he kept being so nice, he was really going to get to her. Cami’s heart was melting already.
“How would you like to meet my mother?”
Bradan’s eyes widened. “There’s an abrupt change of subject. Are we ready for that?”
“You’re the one who came to Walla Walla. I’m supposed to have breakfast with her.”
“Can I get dressed first?”
“You really should.”
Cami slid from the bed, not wanting to leave but having no choice. “I’ll pop up to my place and get ready. I’ll write down the name of the café, and you meet me there in thirty minutes.”
“Thirty minutes?”
She grinned. “We overslept.”
Bradan slapped her butt as she started walking away from the bed. The sharp sound and the sting was erotic, and she nearly turned around to follow her urge to have him again before breakfast. But her mother was waiting, and not showing up would cause worry. Besides, Cami wanted to see how her sexy man dealt with the meeting.
There wasn’t much time, so she quickly slipped on her clothes. “Don’t be late.”
He grabbed her arm and pulled her close. Bradan was ready for her again, and his arousal pressed against her belly. “I’d like to be late. Very late.”
Grinning, she pushed him away. “You’re wasting time.”
Bradan laughed as Cami disappeared out the door. She did her best to get to the inn to shower and change. There was no time to do her hair; it would have to be okay as is. Tying it back, she looked in the mirror. Her makeup was barely there, but her skin held a glow that she had no doubt her mother would notice.
A rumble in her stomach indicated breakfast wasn’t any too early. She spotted her mother at a corner booth, and waved. Since Bradan hadn’t arrived, she slid in across the table.
“Hey, Mom.”
“Hi, honey. How did you sleep?”
Cami’s cheeks warmed but she tried to stay cool. “Fine. I have a surprise for you. Remember the guy I told you I was seeing?”
Her mother nodded.
“Well, he’s here.”
“In Walla Walla?”
At that moment, Bradan walked up to the table and looked down at them. Cami reached out for his hand. “Right here, actually.”
He slid in next to her and nodded toward her mother. “I am sorry not to give any advance warning. It was a surprise for Cami too.”
Carolyn looked at him and smiled. Her daughter knew her well enough to know that she approved. The sight of Bradan would gain approval from any woman. “Glad you could come visit us. Bradan, isn’t it?”
He smiled, his blue eyes sparkling. “I see Cami has spoken of me.”
“Yes, she did mention you.” She smiled. “I’m Carolyn Joubert.”
Bradan took her hand when she offered. “It’s a pleasure.”
The last thing Cami thought she’d be doing was having breakfast with Bradan and her mother. It was all just too pleasant, and too normal, which she found unnerving. The thought that maybe there could be more to their relationship than irresistible sex crossed her mind. But she brushed it aside as the idea started a flurry of butterflies fighting in her stomach.
The restaurant was spacious and open, one of Cami’s favorites, and she always made a point to eat there when she visited. “Eggs benedict is a good choice, especially the northwestern salmon one with breakfast potatoes to die for. So much better than the generic frozen hash browns you get at so many places. Or the pumpkin pancakes, which is what I’m having. They aren’t overly bready or dry.”
Bradan studied the menu. “Everything looks good.”
“I warn you that you get a lot of food here. Right, Mom?”
Her mother agreed.
Bradan put aside the menu. “Not a problem.”
Cami looked over toward the waitress coming their way. “I need coffee. Bad.”
“Sounds good,” Bradan said.
“They have coffee from Walla Walla Roastery. You’ll be hooked.”
The steaming coffee arrived quickly, much to Cami’s relief, and all three of them sipped their brew. The food followed promptly, and it was every bit as good as she remembered.
“This is the best breakfast I’ve had in a long time,” Bradan said, making her smile.
It was a regular family event, with her mother telling Bradan about the winery they had owned, and Iverson Café where Cami had created so many delicious menu items. “She’s really good at it,” her mother said.
“I’ve tasted her cooking. She makes some amazing dishes.”
The conversation covered everything from the winery scene in the area to all the outdoor possibilities, such as hiking or biking. And Carolyn even told a few stories about her daughter’s school days. Much to Cami’s relief, none were too embarrassing.
“You should take him to Whitman College, and show him where you studied culinary arts.”
“I don’t know if we will have time this trip, Mom. There’s so much to see around here.”
Bradan joined in, telling them about Boston, where he grew up. He talked about his older brother and his parents. Some of the stories his father had relayed about teaching third grade had them all laughing.
The conversation didn’t wane, and Cami finally realized that time was flying by. She looked over at Bradan. “Up for some adventure?”
“Always.”
Cami kissed her mom, and Bradan gave her a friendly hug. She led him out and made her way toward a shop where they could rent bikes. The day she’d spent with her friends in Seattle had reminded her how much she enjoyed biking.
“Hey, you’re pretty good in family situations.”
Bradan laughed. “I come from a family, you know.”
She socked him in the arm, hurting her fingers. “Smart ass.”
Her hometown was beloved for the rural routes, meandering through wheat fields, offering the best of cycling. The nearby Blue Mountains offered steep climbs for those with the skill level. Cami preferred to hike the mountains. On a bicycle, she opted for the flat lands and trails through the historic neighborhoods when she just wanted to cruise.
Having no trouble maneuvering a bike, Bradan rode beside her. The rolling hills were covered with huge farms, and the local roads had so little traffic that they could easily ride anywhere on the paved surfaces. Cami guided them to Mill Creek, where they pulled off and leaned the bikes against a tree.
Sitting on the bank of the creek was peaceful. Under the shade of the trees, it was cool and pleasant. They stared at the water for a while just enjoying the tranquility. Then Bradan looked over at her, risking piercing the silence in a quiet voice.
“I’m not with Amber, you know.”
Cami looked over. “You wouldn’t be here with me if you were.” She stopped. “Would you?”
He looked at her. “I didn’t know she was coming to see me.”
Pulling at some dry grass, Cami said, “Is she still in Seattle?”
“No.”
They looked into each other’s eyes and seemed to reach an understanding.
Bradan took her hand. “I didn’t sleep with her, you know.”
“I know you didn’t.” Cami studied his puzzled expression. “I would have seen it in your eyes.”
For a moment, Bradan didn’t say anything. Then he broke out in a grin. “What else do you see in my eyes?”
He put his arm around her and leaned her down on the grass, hovering above her. Cami giggled. “You know what I see.”
His eyes flared with lust. And something else. Something that threw her off guard. It was more than lust. It was something she must have imagined. When she looked into his eyes, she swore that just for a flickering instant she could see into his soul.
And what she found there plumbed the depths of her heart. Cami looked away. She wasn’t ready. She couldn’t do this. It made no sense, and emotion swamped her. Batting her eyes, Cami hoped to hide the tears before Bradan saw.
“Hey,” he said gently, “you okay?”
“Not really.”
A bird chirped and the sound of rushing water filled the quiet. Second by second, Cami calmed down. Wisely, Bradan didn’t press for answers. She wasn’t sure she had them anyway.
When she turned back, Cami saw concern in his eyes, though he tried to hide it.
“You puzzle me,” he said.
She smiled and touched his cheek. “I haven’t solved that puzzle yet either.”
The mood by the creek had shifted, so they got back on the bikes to head downtown. The ride out had been mostly uphill, so the downhill return was rewarding. They dropped off the bikes and walked along Main Street.
Holding hands, they strolled around like tourists, and later in the afternoon stopped for lattes. Downtown was full of restaurants, so there was no lack of choice when dinnertime came. Cami wasn’t in a mood to introduce her aunt. Her mother had been enough for one visit. So she passed on going to Iverson’s.
Cami looked over. “You up for authentic Spanish cuisine?”
He grinned. “Always.”
She laughed. “You’ve never had it, have you?”
“Nope.”
They started with beef/lamb tartar, which Cami vouched was some of the best. The chef was a friend, and she had a taste of one of his signature dishes delivered to their table. Bradan wasn’t sure about the burgundy snails paired with peas and handmade pasta, though Cami proclaimed it was absolute perfection.
For the main course, they went for steak with caper berries. And Bradan’s enjoyment of the tender, intensely-flavored meat was evident. They stayed for dessert, which was creamy panna cotta covered with fresh peaches. Seattle had nothing on Walla Walla when it came to good food or good chefs.
Bradan wanted to see where Cami was staying, so they walked up to the inn, which wasn’t far. They ended up staying. It was cozier than his hotel, so they opened a bottle of wine and listened to music. It was all very romantic, and Cami hoped he would stay the night with her.
She got her wish. In the intimacy of her room, they made love, stirring passion inside them that didn’t die. Around each other, they came to life and desire blossomed with renewed vigor. It was a wonderful night, and as Cami fell asleep in Bradan’s arms again, she reflected on how natural it seemed.
She couldn’t imagine being with someone else. Nor could she imagine that any man could make her feel like Bradan did. Yet she was torn. Just because she craved him beyond all reason didn’t mean that she could open her heart to him.
Even if she wanted to. And even if he had met her mother and visited her hometown. It was frustrating. Bradan seemed to work his way into her life despite all reasons that it shouldn’t be happening. But Cami had let it happen. She wanted him there. Didn’t she?
Early the following morning, Bradan left for the airport, but Cami planned to stay another day to spend time with her mother. They parted reluctantly, and when she watched him drive away, an ache started in her heart. She had it bad for him. It wasn’t going to be easy.
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The more Cami thought about it, the more anxious she became. She’d wanted to talk to her mother about her concerns, but didn’t want to ruin the visit. Somehow she had managed to skirt around revealing too much, even though the questions about Bradan had unnerved her.
Clearly, her mother could tell there was something between them. Seeing Cami with Bradan, her feelings must have been obvious. But so far, it was sexual. She’d given in to her desire, and so had he. But a relationship based on more was something else entirely.
If only Cami’s heart didn’t feel like it had a steel barrier around it. Only it wasn’t steel; it was way more fragile than that. There was nothing she could do about it. It couldn’t be changed. She felt what she did and couldn’t allow more depth of caring.
Despite knowing that, she had continued to want Bradan and given in to his charms. Still she wanted him. Now more than ever. The hours in the quiet countryside of home had done nothing to put out the flames of her desire.
But it would never work. It couldn’t work. She couldn’t be the woman for him. Not in the real world. Oh sure, they could be together physically. But sooner or later, the heart would be involved. The thought touched the surface of grief that threatened to rise up and drown her.
But even so, Cami was back in Seattle. Back to catering. And she’d agreed to have dinner with Bradan that night. They’d moved past the subject of his former girlfriend. He hadn’t filled her in on the details of what happened between them, and that was best.
Hearing about Amber wouldn’t do any good. As long as Cami knew he wasn’t seeing her, she didn’t want to know more. She preferred not to hear about it because the thought of him being in love with another woman, even in the past, made her feel possessive.
And she didn’t want to be. Cami intended to limit her vulnerability. Knowing she could crack with the right provocation, it was better to hold back. The sexual relationship had shaken her. Needing Bradan more than she should was distressing.
At the moment, they were together. But it was a day-by-day thing. Women gravitated to Bradan, and he clearly enjoyed their company. Cami had no intention of deluding herself on that point. If she trusted, and let go, the chance of getting hurt again was high. And one of those times, she might not recover.
The fact that she wanted Bradan more than life itself highlighted the danger. The longer she let the relationship continue, and the closer they became, the worse it would be. Cami knew herself, even if he didn’t, and there was no question in her mind where they were headed.
Cami hadn’t realized how deeply she’d been lost in thought until Jeremy’s voice startled her. They were just finishing up a catering job.
“Where are you?” Jeremy asked. “You look a million miles away.”
She looked over. “Yeah. I guess I am.” Though he continued to wipe a glass, she knew he was listening. “Do you ever just feel lost?”
He shrugged. “All the time.”
Cami studied him. “You don’t look like it. You always seem so relaxed about everything.”
“I fake it well.”
She laughed. “You do. And you’re always so understanding. Plus a good listener.”
Jeremy raised a brow. “Is that so?”
“Yes, very. Really, Jeremy, you are a nice guy.”
He put down the glass and his eyes twinkled. “You had your chance.”
Cami grinned. “Yeah, right. You’re a big tease.”
His expression turned serious. “Are you okay, though? You seem so distracted? Is it Bradan?”
She nodded. “Partly. Mostly, it’s just me.”
Jeremy had another job to go to, so Brittany grabbed Cami for a trip to the Seattle aquarium. “I’m just in the mood to see fish.”
Cami laughed. “And you think I’m weird sometimes.”
It was a short walk, and they paid the fee for the privilege of entering the cool, dark building. They stepped through a short tunnel into an undersea dome with a 360-degree view of Puget Sound. The mammoth tank provided views of fish lurking around underwater reefs, sharks slyly swimming past on the lookout for their next meal, and brightly colored rockfish hovering near crevices.
“Look,” Cami said, pointing up at schools of silvery salmon flashing though the filtered sunlight from above.
They took a while, spotting all the varieties they could. It was like being in another world, under the sea. It was hard to believe it was right there in the city. The smooth glide of the sea life was calming and, in a way, reassuring.
“It reminds me that there is something beyond us.” Brittany laughed. “And more to life than catering.”
“Silly.”
“So, did it go well when Bradan followed you?”
Cami looked over. “Yes. He even met my mother.”
“Is it serious?”
Cami shook her head.
Brittany frowned. “Still mad about Amber?”
“No, not that. I don’t think they have anything going anymore. But I didn’t ask for all the details. It’s odd; I guess I should have made him tell me all about it. But I suppose I was still hurt. Or maybe jealous.” She looked up at the water above their heads. “But I don’t want to admit that.”
“That’s honest.” Brittany turned to get a better view of a fish gliding by. “But you’re still seeing him?”
“That’s a complicated question.”
“Either you are or you aren’t.”
“Then I am.”
“You are a tough one, Cami. I have to say, Bradan must have a lot of patience.”
Cami shoved her. “Hey, you’re supposed to be my friend.”
“Yep, that’s why I’m not telling you what you want to hear. You’re gonna have to open up one of these days.” Brittany stopped and looked at her intently. “I know something happened to you. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. But you can’t hold it in forever.”
“Let’s get out of here,” Cami said. “I’m sick of fish.”
*****
The Italian restaurant was busy, but Bradan had reserved a table for them. It had an open kitchen, allowing a view of the staff preparing meals. The place was clean and elegant. From what Cami could tell scanning the menu, the chef had a modern take on classic dishes.
Bradan looked more delectable than anything on the menu. He wore a light sweater that did justice to his hunky body. His hair had been lightly gelled, but gave the impression someone had run their hands through it.
If only he weren’t so handsome, it would be easier to resist him. When he looked at her with his clear blue eyes, Cami wanted to melt into him. But that wasn’t wise, and it hadn’t changed her mind.
“They have crab gnocchi,” he said. “Wasn’t that one of the dishes you considered for your contest entry?”
She nodded. “Yep. It flopped. The crab had to be just right, not to mention that fresh pasta is best. And I don’t own a pasta machine.”
They studied the menu a bit and settled on their orders. The service was prompt, and while waiting for their meals, they chatted. She recapped for him the last day she’d spent with her mother. Since she’d been back, they’d talked, but only on the phone, and hadn’t really caught up with each other. Bradan even covered some highlights about work without managing to bore her.
Though everything seemed normal, Cami felt off. She couldn’t articulate what had changed. Was it that he’d gotten too close? Or was it that she’d been so recently reminded of another man she’d once loved?
Cami didn’t know.
Holding his fork in midair, Bradan voiced what was on his mind instead of taking his next bite. “I thought I had it covered, you know.”
She raised a brow.
“My life. I had it all.”
Cami laughed. “What? The women, the booze, the money?”
“I’ve never had much money. Though I hope to one day.” He put down his fork and continued to look at her. “You have to admit, it wasn’t bad, though.”
She took a bite, trying to stay with his lighthearted mood. “Was?”
He hesitated. “I had my head so far up my ass that I nearly missed the most important thing that ever happened to me.”
Goosebumps formed on Cami’s arms, and a funny sensation stirred in her gut. There was no way she could know what he was going to say. But his tone shifted, and the way he looked at her made her nervous. “Which was?”
It had probably been a mistake to ask, but she knew he was going to tell her anyway. Bradan took her hand and looked into her eyes, making her dizzy.
She looked back, waiting. Fearing.
“The most important thing that has ever happened to me…is falling in love with you.”
His words hung in the air. Cami’s heart fell. She should react. Reply. Show emotion. Do something.
But she couldn’t move. Couldn’t even swallow.
“You don’t mean it.” The wrong thing to say, but it just spilled out.
Bradan frowned. “Why would you say that?”
“You’re not a one-woman guy.”
He squeezed her hand. “Wasn’t.”
Cami pulled her hand back and wrapped her arms around her waist.
“Wasn’t,” Bradan repeated, still staring at her. “I wasn’t a one-woman guy.”
She knew he witnessed the pain in her expression, and was sure when he looked into her eyes he’d seen more than she wanted him to. Why did it have to go this way? But then she had known it would, sooner or later. Friendship and hot sex just didn’t mix. It was only a matter of time before someone got ideas of taking it further.
“I can’t,” she said.
The look in Bradan’s eyes stabbed her heart. She didn’t intend to crush him. That was the last thing she wanted to do. But it couldn’t be helped. Things had gone too far. It was out of control, more than Cami could handle.
“Cami?” His puzzled look made it worse.
Neither said anything. Cami could barely breathe.
“What is it, baby? You don’t have to say anything. I’m not demanding that you say you feel the same way. But you look like I just told you I hated you, instead of the opposite.”
Cami shook her head; sadness gripped her, but she was too overwhelmed to even cry. “I can’t do it. I can’t.”
“You’re overreacting. I’m not asking for anything from you.”
“You don’t think you are.” Cami covered her eyes. “But you are.” When her pulse slowed and she could catch her breath, Cami looked up. “It won’t work.”
It was too painful. She had to get away. 
“I’m leaving.”
“Right now?”
“I mean…I don’t think Seattle is working out for me. It might be best for me to go home, finish school there. You know, do my second year. It would be better for my career.” She knew she was babbling but couldn’t stop.
“You’re talking crazy.”
Having voiced her intent to go back to Walla Walla, to run as far as she could from what was happening, it seemed like her only out. “No. I’m really going.”
Bradan didn’t say anything for a couple of minutes. Then he leaned forward on his elbows. “Are you coming back?”
“I…I don’t know.”
It wasn’t enough. She knew Bradan didn’t understand. Did she even understand? At that moment she felt like she was losing her mind. She craved the man across from her more than anything in the world, but she was leaving him. Insanity loomed.
“Just let me go, Bradan. Please.” Cami looked at him through tears. “I don’t want to destroy what we have. I don’t want to destroy you.”
Shock was reflected in his features. “You can’t mean that. You’re telling me it’s over? You’re ending it between us?”
She nodded, disbelieving that she was doing it. “There are things you don’t know,” she choked out. “Trust me. You don’t want to know.”
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Bradan was stunned. He walked Cami home in silence. Though he wanted to touch her, he didn’t. He couldn’t. None of it made sense. When he’d left her in Walla Walla, they’d been on good terms.
He couldn’t imagine what had happened. And couldn’t fathom that confessing how he felt about her had caused such a violent reaction. Alone, in her hometown, there was so much he had wanted to ask her.
But he’d held off. Having just survived a crucial point in their relationship, Bradan was thankful they were back together. And the time they’d spent together had been amazing.
Cami had been so passionate, and they’d enjoyed each other’s company. He had to admit that she was his favorite person to be around. There was something about her that was special.
He loved her, and nothing would change that. But it did no good, as clearly that was the last thing Cami wanted. Or at least claimed she wanted. Somehow he didn’t believe her.
When they were together, and he held her in his arms, Bradan knew how she felt. At those times, she couldn’t hide it. And he wasn’t convinced her feeling for him had changed so abruptly.
Sure, they had never made a commitment. All they’d agreed to was friendship, and sex, when they felt like it. But Cami couldn’t hold that against him. Feelings change, and Bradan’s certainly had.
He felt a deep bond with her. Bradan hadn’t felt that with a woman before, and now that he did, there was no chance he would walk away. There had to be a way to get through to her.
Once at her apartment, Cami had gone inside and shut the door. She hadn’t even said goodbye, just sobbed quietly. It was a nightmare, and one that Bradan had to do something about.
But Cami seemed resolute and unapproachable. Clueless on how to continue, Bradan went home, every inch of his body aching. It was over, she’d said. But his mind couldn’t reconcile that.
After a sleepless night, Bradan showered and went out for coffee. He needed something to jolt him, snap him out of it. Either his life was over or he needed to fix things with Cami.
He didn’t know how to do that, and was out of his depth. One thing he did know was that it couldn’t end this way. Cami needed to talk to him, make him understand, if she could.
Knowing she’d ignore his calls, Bradan went to her apartment and pounded on the door later that morning. Too bad if she was asleep. This was important. She didn’t answer at first, so he kept pounding.
Cami came to the door at last, dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, her hair a mess. “Are you trying to wake the neighborhood?”
Bradan stepped past her and stood inside her apartment. “No, just you. We have to talk.”
Cami brushed her hair out of her eyes and sighed. “I haven’t even had my coffee yet.”
“Well, you better get it. We’re going for a drive.”
“Drive?”
Bradan couldn’t read what he saw in her eyes, but he wasn’t about to be dissuaded. “Yeah, I rented a car to go apartment hunting, and I still have it. I figure we need a change of scene.”
Surprisingly, Cami didn’t argue. She lifelessly walked to the kitchen and fired up the espresso machine. He waited while she got ready, relieved to be with her and not completely shut out.
Once they were in the car, Bradan headed away from Belltown with no destination in mind. He didn’t want to drive; he wanted to be with Cami. Being alone was the only way. Instinctively, he headed toward Ravenna Park, a forested area in the city.
He’d been there before and knew there were bridges, grassy areas, and picnic tables. There should be a quiet place they could talk. Maybe it would help chill Cami out. He recalled the trails were very nice, with little brooks and streams running through them.
It was a wooded ravine, and from the bridge, arched forty-one feet above it, the trails weren’t visible. The access roads led to two main areas, and the park was popular for hiking, jogging, and picnicking. Bradan risked a glance at Cami.
She sat very still, looking sightlessly out the windows. He’d noticed her eyes were red, and had no doubt she’d been crying recently. A blade twisted inside him. Bradan hated seeing her in such a bad way.
He signaled and began to turn in. Before he’d cleared the intersection, a small compact whizzed toward them from the other direction, showing no sign of avoiding collision. Bradan’s reaction time was good. He swerved and missed plowing into the other car, but skidded when he hit the brakes. The tires against the pavement made a high-pitched squeal.
The front of the oncoming vehicle would have hit the left front of the rental, or possibly smacked into the driver’s-side door. Neither of which would have been good for Bradan, since the other driver had been speeding. And the heavy impact would likely have injured Cami despite airbags deploying.
Adrenaline had pumped into his bloodstream as he had swerved and braked just in time. Simultaneously, Cami’s scream had pierced his ears, and the instant he realized the other car was gone he reached out for her. The other driver, oblivious to anyone else on the road, had disappeared.
Bradan had one hand on the wheel and one hand on Cami’s thigh, catching his breath. Cami was hysterical. She rocked in her seat with her hands over her eyes, wailing as if she’d gone crazy, and seemed unaware of him sitting next to her. He wavered on whether he should move the car or reach for her.
Opting for safety, Bradan edged the car forward into a parking lot and found a place to stop. Cami continued to cry uncontrollably, and when he went around to her side to help her out of the car, she was shaking hard. He undid her seatbelt and nudged her out of her seat.
With his arms around her, Bradan guided her to a grassy area where there was a picnic table. He sat Cami on the long bench and knelt before her, letting her sob it out. The near miss had been alarming, but her reaction exceeded what would be expected.
When her crying subsided, Bradan grasped her wrists and gently pulled her hands away from her face. He sat on the bench beside her and took her into his arms. Leaning against his chest, she trembled, and he stroked her hair to reassure her.
“You could have been killed,” she whispered.
“I’m fine. Nothing happened. It was only a scare, that’s all.”
Cami didn’t say anything else. She fell silent. Too silent.
“You’re scaring me,” he whispered, kissing the top of her head. “Talk to me, baby. What happened back there?”
Cami didn’t answer, and he feared she was slipping away from him. “You can tell me. Whatever it is, you can tell me.”
She covered her face with one hand. “I can’t.”
At that point, it was more than just their relationship. Something was seriously wrong, and Bradan needed to pry it out of her.
“Why not, baby? Why can’t you talk about it?”
“I’ll never…I won’t. I just. I’ll fall apart. I will.”
Bradan held her in his embrace, letting her know he had her. “I’m here. Nothing is going to happen to you. I’ll hold you. Forever, if that’s what it takes. Just tell me.”
“I…never…talk about it.”
“I know.” Bradan tilted her chin up so he could look in her eyes. “This isn’t about me. It’s about you. And whatever this is, it’s killing you. You have to tell someone, Cami. You have to talk.” She looked past him, and it seemed like she was going to withdraw.
But then her words started, slowly at first. It was as though she was in a dream, recounting the unreality of what she saw. No, more like the horror of it. But once she started talking, Cami kept talking. It gushed out of her, the whole painful experience, and Bradan began to understand.
“I loved Nat. We grew up together. It was all wonderful. It was just after Christmas and New Year’s. We’d had so much fun. We were so in love. I missed him. And he wasn’t with me.”
Cami paused before going on. “It was winter. There had been some snow. It was dark. And cold. It was so cold, Bradan. But I was at home. I was snug and warm. And waiting. I was on the phone with him. He was coming to see me.
“He said…” Her words drifted off, and Bradan waited. “Nat said he loved me. And…” Cami suppressed a sob and wiped tears streaming from her eyes. “That was…the last thing he said.”
She sobbed and buried her face in Bradan’s shirt. He was patient, feeling her torment but helpless to save her from it.
“You’re doing great, baby. Go on. Tell me the rest.”
Cami lifted her head and looked off into the distance as if seeing what had happened so long ago. “It was horrifying. We were talking. He sounded normal. And then…his voice changed. I could hear the horror, the shock. He said, ‘Oh, God,’ and then nothing else.
“I heard it, Bradan. The crash. It was the most horrible sound you can imagine. I knew. I just knew. I was still holding the phone in my hand hours later, staring out at the snow, when my mother came into my room.
“She sounded far away. It couldn’t be real. She couldn’t be saying it. But she was. Nat was dead. He’d lost control of the vehicle on the snowy road and plowed into a tree. And in an instant…he was gone. He was gone forever, Bradan.”
Cami started to cry again. Between sobs, she said, “He will never come back. He’s gone. Nat is dead.”
Bradan held her tight and let her cry more. She’d needed to cry, and he wanted her to let it out. It was okay to feel. It was better to release the emotion she had suppressed for too long. Now he knew what had been destroying her from the inside.
He couldn’t imagine losing the one you love. Bradan thought of losing Cami, especially in that way. He didn’t know how he could possibly handle it. Finally, she had shared her grief with him. There was nothing he wanted more than to be close to her, protect her, and love her.
They sat that way for some time, and gradually the tears stopped. Bradan kept his arms around her, feeling her chest heave with the last of her sobs. He hardly knew what to say, but was relieved she’d told him.
Cami sat up. She touched Bradan’s cheek. “I never dared talk about it. The grief was so powerful I thought it would swallow me. I didn’t know how I’d survive it. All I could do was bury it. And I tried to.
“But when you came into my life, when I felt how I feel with you, it wouldn’t stay buried. It terrified me, and it felt like I was going to come apart. I didn’t know what would happen.
“Right after his death, my parents kept a close eye on me. The doctor said I was at risk for suicide. He was right. I didn’t want to live. I didn’t think I should have survived if he didn’t. I went crazy. Can you understand?”
Bradan kissed her lips. “You are strong, Cami. Very strong. It took a lot to tell me what you just did.”
She smiled, just barely, but enough to make Bradan’s heart swell. She was going to be okay. He was sure of it. Her eyes were swollen from so much crying, but Cami had never looked more desirable to him.
He wanted to tell her how he felt, but knew she needed time. Cami needed time to recover, and to get used to the idea of the love between them. She had all the time she wanted, because Bradan wasn’t going anywhere.
“Hungry?” he asked.
She shook her head. “Not really.”
He stood and took her hand to pull her up. “That’s great, because I know the perfect restaurant.”
Cami laughed softly, and it was music to his ears. Bradan wanted to see her smile and hear her laughter for the rest of his life. He wanted her to be happy. That was really the most important thing. It reminded him of what his father had said about giving of yourself. Before, he hadn’t known how to do that. But he was learning.


 
Chapter 27
They had their coats on, and the place he wanted to go wasn’t far. Bradan took her hand and headed out of the ravine toward the sidewalk. She glanced back at the parking lot.
“Fuck the car,” he said without looking. “It’s not far to walk.”
Having no intention of putting Cami in the passenger seat again, he had decided on a restaurant near the park. It was one he had been to before, and he hoped the gourmet food would be just the thing for her.
Late-morning clouds hung low in the sky, but there was no rain. The fresh air felt good, and he thought the walk would give Cami a chance to recover. God knows he needed it. Though he wouldn’t have had it any other way, it had still been difficult to hear about what had happened to Nat.
It wasn’t so much the occurrence, since he hadn’t known Nathaniel. It was watching Cami’s face as she told the story as she remembered it. Nat’s last words had been the same words Bradan had said to her the evening before.
No wonder she had freaked out. But now he knew, so Bradan could handle things accordingly. He intended to see Cami smiling again, and wanted to pull her from the past. Permanently. The goal of making her happy filled him with purpose.
She walked by his side, saying nothing. Once in a while, Cami glanced at the trees or the sky, which he took as a good sign. When they reached the city streets, it wasn’t far, but he kept to a leisurely pace. Bradan assumed the shock hadn’t fully worn off, and remained calm for her benefit.
Once inside the restaurant, he took Cami’s coat and hung it up with his. The server showed them to a table. The place was as cozy as he remembered, and they settled into their seats. Nuts and crackers were served while they reviewed the menu, and it didn’t escape his notice that Cami didn’t touch them.
After a few minutes, Bradan spoke, wanting to break the ice because Cami had been so quiet since the park. “So, what looks good?”
She looked up but didn’t smile. “You mean, what does a person recently traumatized, who has no appetite, want to eat?”
Cami hadn’t lost her sense of humor, even on such a stressful day. It was one of the things he loved about her. “Yes. Exactly. What will it be? Because you are eating.” He made sure to keep his voice light.
“They have cheese puffs. I normally like the flaky biscuits with the cheese inside. So that’s what I’ll order. But don’t be surprised if I don’t eat them.”
“We’ll see about that. I know you didn’t have breakfast, and it’s edging past lunch now.”
Cami fingered her napkin. “My stomach feels like it has lead in it.”
“Feeling that good, huh?” It was Bradan’s mission to lift her spirits, but it looked like it would be a challenge. He decided on the mac and cheese. When the waitress came over he placed the orders and added, “And two coffees, black.”
Bradan felt they needed to talk more about what happened, whether Cami wanted to or not. Now that he had her opening up to him, he wanted to take advantage of it. Though he wasn’t positive he could save her from torment, he intended to try.
“How old were you when it happened?”
Cami spoke softly. “Not yet seventeen. It was less than a month before my birthday.”
“That sucks.” It was the only words of wisdom he had, as he had never faced such a situation before.
The coffee arrived quickly, and Bradan was glad to see Cami holding her cup, preparing to sip. If he could get her to do the same with food, he’d feel a lot better. It seemed she was going to let the subject drop, and he wasn’t sure what else to ask her.
They drank in silence, yet, without saying anything, Bradan felt closer to her than he ever had. The restaurant was busy and activity buzzed around them, but he was hardly aware of it. When the meals arrived, he dug into his food ravenously.
Dealing with emotion apparently created an appetite. While he worked his way through the hot dish, Bradan eyed Cami to see if she was eating. It was hard to tell. The cheese puffs had been moved around and torn apart, but he hadn’t seen her take a bite.
She sipped her coffee. “It was the worst time of my life, Bradan. I had a nervous breakdown, I guess. The doctors kept giving me different pills to try to calm me down, pick me up, make me sleep. None of it worked.
“It was hell. I kept reacting to everything. So they kept changing prescriptions. My parents were distraught about my condition, but there was nothing I could do. There was no way to hide it. I could barely function at all.
“One thing that was handy, considering our family business, was wine. It was my only relief. I’d drink myself to sleep at night, and hardly be able to open my eyes in the morning. But if I didn’t, I would just stare at the ceiling.
“And the ceiling kept playing back that horrible moment: Nat’s last words and the sound of the fatal impact. I was unable to keep up my schoolwork, even after a bereavement break. My grades suffered.
“I didn’t care. I wanted to die, Bradan. It’s the only time in my life when I really wanted to die. But I just couldn’t do that to my parents. They loved me too much, and if I’d ended it, they never would have gotten over it.
“That’s all that got me through. Even my cousin, Nina, who was my same age, didn’t know how to reach me. We had always been close, but when I went nuts, she backed away. I can’t blame her.”
Bradan looked at her, imagining her going through all that. “How did you recover?”
Cami shrugged. “I’m not sure. Time, I suppose. Gradually, I was able to function. It took all my willpower to get off the wine. And for a while, I was just…numb. That’s what it felt like.”
He reached out and took both her hands. “Keep talking to me, baby.”
Cami sighed. “I was doing pretty well. Returned to school, found the right prescription. The depression abated—some, at least. It took a couple of years for me to feel human again. Yet it never went away. I don’t think it ever will.”
He rubbed her knuckles with his thumbs. “Probably not.”
She bit her lip and closed her eyes. “Then when I was nineteen, my dad got cancer. It was a shock. He’d been healthy and we never saw it coming. It was his lungs, and he didn’t even smoke.
“He was diagnosed with prostate cancer and was treated. But it was caught too late. The cancer had spread through his bloodstream to his lungs. I guess it was a blessing it killed him quickly and he didn’t suffer. That would have been much worse.
“But my mother was devastated by his death. His wishes were to be cremated and have his ashes spread across his beloved vineyard. The day we did that, I thought my mother was going to fall apart.
“And so again, I had to deal with the death of someone I loved very much. I was close to my father, and growing up, it seemed like he’d always be there. But it wasn’t true. I lost him…so suddenly.”
Bradan shoved his plate aside. Cami had made a mess of hers, but he hadn’t seen her take even one bite. He decided not to press the point. She looked fragile, and he wanted to protect her from things that had happened in the past. And from things that would happen in the future. 
“I want to be alone with you, baby.”
She looked into his eyes, and he saw emotion flare. “Yes. That’s what I want too.”
By trolleybus they got back to the penthouse, which he still had for a few more days. The cloudy afternoon darkened the windows, but he didn’t need light. Bradan just needed to feel Cami. All he wanted to do was hold her.
And that was what they did. On the big bed, they lay side by side with quiet music playing in the background. There was nothing else to be said. Their need for each other was strong. Bradan pulled her into his arms and held her.
That was all. For hours, he just held her. Feeling her warmth and having her nestled against him was all he wanted. Her chest moved softly as she breathed, and at one point she fell asleep. Bradan buried his face in her hair, loving her smell.
With his arms around her, protectiveness rose within him. Bradan would do everything in his power to be sure the woman he loved was safe from the harshness of life. Even knowing it was an unreal expectation, he still felt better with Cami firmly in his embrace.
She was so light against him, but so feminine. There was no other woman that had made him feel quite like she did. It was a marvel, and he couldn’t have said what was different. It was just her. It was just Cami.
When she woke, Bradan stroked her cheek, and she ran her fingertips over his hand. He wanted her, and felt her lean against him. Cami turned and he kissed her softly. Then she kissed back, a little harder.
He stroked her back, and she seemed to purr like a kitten, pressing into him. Bradan undressed her then he stripped off his own clothes. Naked and in each other’s arms, nothing else seemed to exist.
Not the past. Not the future. Just then, and only the sweet lovemaking that lasted for hours. Bradan touched her smooth skin and kissed her lips until he was so hard for her there was no way to resist.
He touched her wetness and heard her soft whimper. When he touched the tip of his cock to her sex, Cami pressed over him. She felt like a warm glove and Bradan stroked inside her, wanting to give her pleasure.
And he did. They made love over and over, resting in between, only to start up again as if they couldn’t get enough of each other. Having her in his arms was a deep satisfaction, and Bradan was acutely aware of her need. And his own.
Cami seemed to want him to stay inside her, be with her, like she didn’t want to be alone. He could feel her craving for closeness and her passion for him. He hadn't felt anything quite like it before. And wanted to feel it again and again.
Late in the afternoon, they showered together, and Cami let him dry her. Fluffing the towel over her and feeling her body was an experience on its own. Bradan admired her, and kissed her flat belly before allowing her to dress.
They went out to the kitchen and he opened some wine. Sitting by the window, they watched the light dim in the sky. Bradan rubbed his bare foot over hers. She seemed thoughtful, and he looked at her for understanding.
Cami held her glass with both hands and stared at the wine as if divining answers. She frowned. “I’m damaged, you know.”
At that moment, tortured and doubting, Cami had never looked more beautiful to him. The gray outside light illuminated her flawless skin and lovely green eyes, making her look like an angel dropped from above. “You’re perfect.”
“I’m not.” She looked at him. “When the accident happened that snowy day, and I heard the car hit the tree…and the windshield shattered…my heart shattered along with it. Like fine crystal against concrete, my heart splintered into a million pieces.” She had tears in her eyes. “It will never be whole again.”
Bradan pulled her onto his lap and wiped away her tears. He ran his fingertips along her jaw. She stilled and gazed into his eyes. “Stay with me tonight.”
Cami surprised him with a timid smile. “Why? Because you don’t want me to be alone?” She spoke with her mouth just a fraction from his, her breath tingling his skin.
He shook his head then kissed her softly on the lips. “No. Because I don’t want to be alone.”
She kissed him back and rewarded him with another smile. “Good answer.”


 
Chapter 28
Cami did stay the night, and they went to one of their favorite restaurants. Bradan even got her to eat something, much to his relief. He held her in his arms later as they drifted off to sleep, and there was nowhere else he wanted to be.
Just with the woman he loved. But he felt like he was on borrowed time, and couldn’t say why. Cami seemed okay after confiding in him. God knows, the lovemaking was hot, and she felt so sweet in his arms.
But when she left to go back to her apartment the next morning, he thought of stopping her. She needed to go home and change clothes. It was possible there would be a catering job later. It was common for last-minute jobs to come up.
It all made sense, but there was something she hadn’t said. Bradan was getting to know her. Admittedly, he didn’t fully understand her. But he was getting used to subtleties that conveyed what was going on inside her.
A look in her eyes, an expression or mannerism, could be a clue. And something wasn’t right. If he’d brought it up, Cami would have denied it. On the surface she was acting normal, but just below there was something as yet unspoken.
Either that or Bradan was losing his mind right along with her. But he didn’t think so.
While she was at her apartment, Bradan showered and changed. Then he went to retrieve the rental and return it. The car was more trouble than it was worth. Whatever place he chose to live, it was preferable to keep everything within walking distance.
His plan to see Cami failed because she got called for a catering job. It was a big one and would run late. If she was busy then she wouldn’t dwell on her own problems. At least he thought she wouldn’t, so Bradan didn’t worry as much.
But he missed her. And when she had jobs the next day and the one following, his longing for her became a huge void. His life was vacant without Cami. Though he talked with her on the phone when he could, and was involved with work, Bradan didn’t like being without the woman he loved.
Even his hard morning workouts didn’t take his mind off seeing her. As the hours went by, he became impatient, not liking the arrangement of seeing her so infrequently. It wasn’t right, and he planned to do something about it.
*****
The morning after sharing her grief, Cami had left Bradan with her heart feeling lighter, and she fully intended to see him later in the day. But Malena had called, and she had to go. Involvement with the food and preparations was therapeutic. It had been a release for her many times, and so it was again.
Yet the longer she was away from Bradan, the more her mind usurped her happiness. She’d been close to him and shared so much. But was it enough? Cami had a wall around her heart that even releasing the heavy emotion had not broken down.
She didn’t know if anything could.
Cami drifted into thought while she prepped items for the menu on her current job. The kitchen at the location was to die for. The space was huge, and the polished concrete floors gleamed. The high ceiling exposed the pipes but everything was painted white. A couple of thick pillars rose from floor to ceiling.
The room was brightly lit with large globes protected by wire covers, and butcher blocks ran the entire length of the space. Bins held fruits, vegetables, and herbs. Gleaming stainless-steel ovens shone like artwork in the far wall.
Cami was where she’d always been the most tranquil. Around good food, delectable spices, and the aromas of skilled creations. It soothed her and absorbed her. As her hands worked with the tools of the trade, she admired the colors and textures she worked with.
In creating gourmet delights, there was magic. The only other time she had felt that had been with Bradan, and what the two had to do with each other she didn’t know. But when she was with him, everyday things took on a new shine. Breathing the air, the beauty around her, and even how she viewed herself took on new meaning.
She wanted to welcome Bradan into the deepest recesses of her being. There was nothing she wanted more. And she didn’t fully understand why that escaped her. It made her sad. More than that, it frustrated her. To repair a gourmet recipe, she could always toss it out and start over. Making it again and again until it was right.
But not so in love. There was no remaking. She had to face what was. There was no doubt in her mind that Bradan was everything she wanted. There was no fault there. Cami was the broken piece, which was distressing. What she wanted more than anything was slipping from her grip despite her best intentions.
He had said it, hadn’t he? That he loved her. Cami couldn’t say it to him, though. Torment cut through her. Yet the words wouldn’t come. Her frozen heart wouldn’t thaw, no matter what her mind told her. Emotions weren’t that easy. She had learned that long before.
While mincing garlic on the wooden cutting board, Cami looked up to see her friends in the doorway. Jeremy had his arm around Brittany, who looked up at him with admiration. He leaned down to kiss her just as she put her hand on his cheek.
The sweet encounter drove the stake deeper into Cami’s core. It seemed so easy for them. Her friends’ relationship wasn’t complicated, and didn’t hold the foreboding that her own did. The wish that it were different only magnified her distress.
It was as if she stood behind a glass barrier. Cami could see everything she wanted on the other side of it. But try as she might, there was no way through it. Love and happiness remained blocked. And looking at it only made her feel worse.
When Bradan texted that he wanted to see her, Cami knew she would meet him. It wasn’t fair to keep leading him on. He deserved a woman that could give him love to the same degree he could so clearly give. She wasn’t that woman. And the sooner she told him, the better.
As soon as she got a break, Cami called him.
“I miss you,” he said.
She held back the drama that had her in its claw. “I’ve been busy.”
“Invite me over tonight,” he said, and when she didn’t respond immediately, he added, “I’ll let you cook.”
Cami laughed despite her somber spirits.
Bradan’s voice became soft. “I need my friend.”
She shouldn’t have said it, but found that with him she was often more honest than she intended to be. “Is that all we are?”
He was silent for a moment. “I didn’t say that.”
With a lump in her throat, Cami ended the call after agreeing to see him.
When he arrived as planned, she was already preparing the food. Nervous about how the evening would go, Cami had worked in the kitchen and focused on the meal. It was better than reciting in her head what she was going to say to him.
Bradan showed up in a suede jacket, which he shrugged out of to reveal his buff body. His strong shoulders and pumped biceps were swoon-worthy. And his flat stomach and trim hips led to the curve of his lean thighs. It was enough to make Cami want to take him straight to bed.
“Hi, baby,” he said, and wrapped his arms around her. The hot kiss he gave her could have easily preempted dinner.
“Hey,” she said. No matter what her thoughts had been earlier in the day, with his arms around her, Cami weakened. He smelled so good, all male with an undertone of cologne.
Bradan opened and served the wine, and she was glad of the alcohol, needing to settle her nerves. She had music playing and he turned it up a little, then went back to watch her working in the kitchen. Though fully clothed in a jeans and sweater, Cami felt naked under his gaze.
He missed nothing, and his eyes burned into her. Cami busied herself chopping vegetables and tossing the salad, acutely aware of his attention.
“Do you always stare at people?” She hadn’t intended to sound so snippy.
But he only laughed. “Making you nervous, am I?”
She looked up. “You know you are.”
“Just fantasizing.”
Asking what he was fantasizing about was out of the question. But she didn’t have to, since he proceeded to tell her.
“Someday I want you to cook for me while you are naked. You are so beautiful, Cami. Anything you wear doesn’t do you justice.”
His words sent heat through her body and made her panties wet. There was no way to resist him. It couldn’t be done.
Bradan came around and stepped behind her with his arms around her waist. “Of course, if you were naked right now, there wouldn’t be any cooking happening.”
She was cruel to want him again, even knowing that she would let him down in the end. But when he turned her around to face him and she looked into his blue eyes, Cami had no strength to pull away.
He kissed her deeply and she kissed back. Bradan was her fate. She couldn’t avoid him any more than she could not breathe the air around her. Cami’s vulnerability to him had only increased, having shared something as personal as the loss that had ruined her.
He ran a finger along her nose and lifted her chin. “You’re way too serious.”
Blunt but true. It was just like him to notice. In a hushed voice, she said, “You shouldn’t have come over tonight.”
Bradan’s eyes gleamed. “I did miss you. Way too much. I’m not sure I can wait until after dinner.”
Cami’s sex clenched and her nipples pressed against her sweater. Desire swept through her like a greedy child and refused to be denied. But she was unable to fall into his arms with no regret. He deserved to know that sex didn’t change anything.
She spoke with his mouth on her neck. “We aren’t right for each other, you know.”
He ran his tongue over the curve of her ear. “No, I don’t know. You’re wrong about that.”
She couldn’t believe she was saying it. “We never made any commitment other than sex.”
He looked into her eyes. “You can’t deny that you want me. You’re trembling in my arms.”
Cami choked on her words as they came out. “But there can’t be more. It’s not something I can…I don’t feel it.”
Bradan placed his palms on her cheeks, forcing her to look at him. Deep in his throat, he said, “Prove it. Make love to me. Let’s see if your heart melts. I dare you.”
She laughed softly despite the tension. “That’s what started all this trouble.”
His eyes flared with lust, and his erection pressed against her through their clothing. “I like trouble. You must know that by now.”
Having no clue how to manage her feelings, or how to say no to a man she wanted more than it seemed was possible, Cami closed her eyes. And that was Bradan’s answer. He lifted her into his arms and carried her to the small bed.
It seemed fitting that her last intimate moments with him would be in her own bed. It was touching that he found her desirable in such a setting. Bradan undressed her, watching greedily as her nakedness was revealed.
He tossed her clothing aside and, still fully dressed, sat on her bed. Cami was embarrassed to stand bare in front of him while he remained covered. The more embarrassed she was, the more it turned her on.
Bradan took his time looking at her, enjoying her discomfort. But his look was nothing but good. The admiration shining in his deep blue eyes touched her, and Cami felt transformed. She was beautiful like she had never been, or so she saw in her own reflection in his eyes.
“Come here,” he said in a throaty voice.
She stepped closer and he reached for her hands. Holding her wrists, Bradan kissed her breasts and gently sucked her nipples. Cami panted softly and wanted to touch him but could not. He kept her firmly in his grasp.
He kissed down her belly and, letting go of her arms, reached behind to cup her bare ass. Cami whimpered at his hot kisses, and the heat between her legs threatened to take her to the edge of the cliff.
“Spread your legs.” He said it with authority.
Cami stood with her feet wider apart. She would have done anything for him. If he’d only asked.
“You are so beautiful. I want to watch you come.”
She didn’t argue. The way he was fondling her, Cami was going to come soon whether he wanted her to or not. He placed his hands on her hips, and his touch alone sent a shiver through her. Bradan hardly needed to stimulate her.
In the soft light of her bedroom, Cami let him arouse her in any way he chose. She wanted him, and the craving to have him do things to her was powerful. He placed one palm over the smooth skin of vulva, and the heat of his hand made her clit harder.
“Are you wet for me, baby?”
Cami nodded, unable to speak.
“Let me see.” He said it as though curious, but she knew that there was no doubt. “You are very wet. You’re so passionate, so sexy.”
His flattery required no response. Cami’s eyes were half shut with the overwhelming sensation. With one hand, he cupped her sex and looked up at her intently.
“You are mine. You know that, don’t you?”
It was true when he said it. Completely under his control, weak from his ministrations, Cami was his. She wanted to be. Nothing felt better.
“Say it.” He held her sex in his hand, and she prayed for him to move, to put pressure in the right place. She needed it. She needed him.
“I’m yours, Bradan. You know I’m yours.”
The flash of satisfaction in his eyes made her proud of her words. I’m yours. It felt good. It felt right.
He stroked through her wetness and Cami whimpered. Her legs shook ever so slightly, and she wasn’t sure she could come standing in front of him. But she wanted to. She wanted to do whatever pleased him.
He used his fingers to open her outer lips, and the cool air assaulted her. Cami groaned. Leaning in, he pressed his lips to her clit and she shuddered. Then his tongue dipped inside her and everything became a swirl of sensation.
Her nipples were distended and swollen, her breasts heavy. Molten heat settled in her sex, and his tongue burned as he flicked along her clit, swiping over the end of it just once. A tiny cry, unable to escape, was muffled in her throat.
Bradan held her thighs and leaned her toward him so her knees touched the mattress for support. He ravaged her sex with his tongue and teeth, licking her deeply and nipping at the tender skin covering her most sensitive area.
He didn't stop, didn't slow, but by his actions, commanded her to release in his grasp. With no control possible, Cami shook when the heavy release took hold of her. Rolling pleasure washed through her veins and her body stiffened.
Bradan pressed his mouth to her sex and swirled his tongue around her clit until she reached her peak. When she collapsed on the downhill slide from release, he put his arms around her and pressed his head to her belly, holding her tight.
When she relaxed, Bradan put her on the bed and rapidly removed all his clothes. He was so virile, all muscle under taut skin. When his briefs came off, his erection sprang free and Cami reached out to touch his gorgeous cock.
Cami stroked the bulging veins along his shaft with feathery strokes, and Bradan panted to maintain control. She cupped his balls, tight and hot, rolling them in her hand. He moaned and grabbed her hands, moving them away.
“Too much. I won’t be able to hold back.”
Bradan bent her knees and pressed them back toward her chest, opening her for him. He looked lustily at her exposed sex.
“Your pussy is red and swollen,” he said, licking his lips. “I like it that way.”
A new wave of desire flooded her, and Cami had to have him inside her. “Fuck me,” she whispered. “Please.”
The lust that flared in his eyes made every inch of her skin tingle. With his hands on her knees and his eyes on her aching pussy, Bradan leaned in to do as she’d pleaded. Cami reached between her legs and wrapped her fist around him to angle the tip to her wet opening.
The first touch made her groan with pleasure. “All of it. I want all of it.”
Bradan rocked his hips forward, plunging into her in one powerful stroke, and she cried out in pleasure. His thick cock stretched her, hurting in the most delicious way. Cami put her feet on his shoulders and moved her hips in rhythm with his.
It wasn’t gentle or slow; the fucking was hard and fast. The more he pumped into her, the better it felt. And the deeper his cock pierced, the more she wanted. “Harder,” she cried. “Harder.”
Bradan had his hands on the bed to hold his weight. Kneeling between her legs, he rocked into her. Cami kept her knees bent, letting him in, and giving him all. The look on his face was fierce. And his body turned to steel.
His jaw clenched and the pulse of his cock made her explode. Deep inside, her muscles tightened like iron around him, and Bradan released. When he came undone, Cami gave into her own orgasm; so powerful and sweet, it was like a drug.
The feeling was too much for either one of them, and there was no way to express it other than their cries that echoed in the tiny room. They looked into each other’s eyes as they peaked. What they shared in that instant was something only they would ever know.
It couldn’t be voiced, and what they had together was bigger than either of them was apart. Together, they were more. Bound as they were, Cami and Bradan were one, having given all they could in the potently sexy encounter. A bond was formed that couldn’t be broken, and as Bradan lowered onto the bed beside her, Cami was as aware of it as she’d ever been of anything.
He reached over and caressed her cheek. Cami grasped his wrist and kissed his palm. Then he rolled her on top of him, and she looked down at him. “I love you,” Bradan whispered, and his words held so much promise.
But Cami’s heart only ached, and she was unable to speak.


 
Chapter 29
Bradan’s eyes were soft. He put his hand in her hair and she pressed her cheek to his chest. There, resting together, they floated in the ecstasy of the moment, neither wanting to break the spell. He was warm beneath her, and she closed her eyes, feeling his strength surround her.
When they’d recovered sufficiently, they cleaned up and got dressed. But the whole “cooking dinner” plan had lost its allure. Bradan ordered out for pizza, ham and pineapple, and they ate it while they finished the wine. But Cami was tense, unwilling for the night to end. Knowing what was ahead wouldn’t be the same.
They listened to music and talked. But Cami couldn’t ignore that Bradan had confessed his feelings, just as he’d done once before. And she was wholly incapable of responding in kind. It was awkward, and hiding behind the sex-only idea was no longer possible.
His words “prove it” kept playing in her mind. Could she truly say he hadn’t touched her emotionally? Was it a physical relationship without feelings that ran deeper? If only she wasn’t locked in a shell from which she couldn’t escape.
But she was. Spending the night was Bradan’s suggestion, and she didn’t argue. It would be over soon. Cami wanted one last night, and was selfishly glad he’d decided to stay. They slept together in her narrow bed. She had her back to his chest and his strong arms were around her. If only they could just stay like that, and she didn’t have to face the next day and own up to a reality she wished wasn’t so.
They slept well, and deeply, waking at first light. Cami slipped out of bed to start the coffee. Once they were dressed, she served it up on the rooftop. The weather was chilly but the view was lovely. So with the patio heaters cranked up, and their coats on, they drank coffee and gawked at the beauty of Seattle.
Looking out at the skyline, Cami knew she had to tell him. Still she soaked in the peace of the morning, letting Bradan enjoy their time together just a little longer. Fluffy clouds dotted the sky, and the brisk weather prickled her skin.
She couldn’t pretend; she thought too much of Bradan to do that. It was best for him to know where he stood and not assume something that couldn’t be. If there had been anything in her power Cami could have done to make things different, she would have. She would have done it for Bradan.
Some things weren’t possible. The finality of that was depressing and blighted the joy of those quiet moments with Bradan. Fate wasn’t going to give her a break.
“I want to love you,” she said, “but I can’t.”
Bradan held his steaming mug in two hands, and didn’t seem shocked by her statement. He didn’t reply at first, and for a few moments she thought he wasn’t going to.
Then he took a deep breath and said, “You can’t? Or you won’t let yourself?”
“Is there any difference?”
Setting his cup on the table by his chair, Bradan turned to face her. “Yes, there is a difference.”
Cami didn’t reply.
“Are you telling me that after what we experienced together that you don’t feel anything?”
She didn’t know what to say, and stared down at her lap.
“Because I don’t believe you.” His eyes burned holes into the side of her face, and she turned to look at him. “You’ve done a lousy job, you know.”
She tilted her head. “Of what?”
He showed no emotion. “Proving that you don’t care. Convincing me that I don’t get to you. You’ve had more than one chance to do so, and you’ve failed miserably.”
Cami felt her cheeks heat. She was caught.
Bradan leaned closer. “Because I know how I feel about you. And I know what you feel, Cami, even if you won’t admit it. When I hold you in my arms, and when I’m buried deep inside you, there is no way to deny what’s between us.”
His accusation was scaring her. “I told you, Bradan. My heart is not whole anymore. And it can’t be glued back together, no matter what you feel during sex.” The statement came out harsher than she’d anticipated. But he needed to know. He needed to understand.
“Say it. Say you don’t love me. If you expect me to believe it, I need to hear it.” His blue eyes showed determination if nothing else.
Cami swallowed hard but couldn’t look away from him. “I don’t. I don’t love you, Bradan.”
Anger flared and his eyes turned dark. But he held back. “Look at you,” he said sharply. “You’re a mess.” He paused. “You think I don’t see what you are going through?”
“What do you see?” She said it timidly, afraid to hear the answer.
“I see a woman who has been hurt…and I understand that. I do.” Bradan stood and began to pace. “But we’ve all been hurt, Cami. It doesn’t explain why you are doing this.”
She shoved her hands in her pockets, the cold around her suddenly more intense. “Doing what? What is it that I’m doing, Bradan?” Cami lifted her chin in challenge.
He turned away to gaze out at the city as if to regain control of his emotions. When he turned back, his expression showed annoyance. “You are refusing to see what we have. You are rejecting how I feel about you.” He stood rigidly before her. “And I want to know why you are doing it.”
She shook her head. “You’re mistaken. It’s just how I feel. I can’t change it.”
Suddenly, he was right in front of her. Bradan reached down and lifted her up. He carried her over to the brick island and sat her next to the grill so she was eye level. “I’m not mistaken. I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.”
It wasn’t his physical strength that compelled her to listen. She didn’t perceive any threat, even for a moment. If anything, Cami felt safer than she ever had, which seemed contrary to the circumstances. It was his intention that riveted her to the brick and forced her to consider what he was saying.
In a soft voice, Bradan said, “Tell me, dammit. If you are determined to break us apart, at least tell me what this is about. I want the truth.”
There was no escaping him.
Agony gripped her, and Cami wished to be anywhere else than facing the man she cared so much about. The powerful feeling she had for him, all that she’d fought so hard to deny, threatened to break through. And it was terrifying.
“Start talking,” he said.
Cami knew he’d never look at her the same way again. She took a moment to gaze in his beautiful blue eyes and see the love there. It would have been better to end all this sooner. It would be over anyway once he knew. But she hadn’t done what she should have: send him away before things got this far.
Once he knew it was her fault, and how selfish she had been, Bradan would be disgusted with her. Dread washed over her, and Cami didn’t think she could take seeing his admiration of her vanish. As it surely would. And rightfully so. But that wouldn’t make it any easier to witness.
As soon as she told him it would all be over. There was no way to avoid it, and Cami steeled herself against what was to come. She delayed just one more second, not wanting to lose his affection, and balking at seeing the coldness that would replace it. 
It would be no more than the coldness she felt towards herself.
“It was my fault.” She said it without preamble. The words hung in the air, needing explanation, but Cami was reluctant to do so. Still hoping beyond hope that she could keep Bradan.
But knowing she couldn’t, that he was lost to her, Cami went on. “Nat died because of me.” She should have cried at the telling of it. It would have made sense. But she felt dead inside. Tears wouldn’t come. Emotion wouldn’t surface. She was an empty shell.
Bradan said nothing.
“He was coming to see me that night. His dad had told him to stay home. The roads were dangerous from the snow and ice. But he called me and I whined that I didn’t want to be alone. I begged him to drive over. And he loved me, so he gave in.”
Bradan shifted from one foot to the other. “And that’s why you say it was your fault?”
Cami looked at him, and her heart could have been made of stone for all she felt. “That’s not all. On the way over, he called again. We talked while he drove. I missed him. I was selfish. I told him to go faster.”
The only sound was the muted sound of the fans in the heater. It all seemed unreal. Bradan. Life. And especially what had happened to Nat.
“I did it, Bradan. If it weren’t for me, Nat would be alive today. I was heartless. I never thought of him, only what I wanted. ‘Come see me,’ I said, and he did. ‘Drive faster,’ I said, and because he loved me, Nat did what I asked. He wanted to please me. He didn’t want to see me suffer.” She swallowed, trying to hold back the grief. “But I have suffered every hour, every day since he died.” She looked at Bradan. “I killed him.”
Cami expected to see hate, and waited for Bradan to walk away. He needed to get as far away from her as possible. He should. She was selfish, always selfish. Just like she’d let him take her to bed. Because of what she wanted.
That’s how she was. And she was so sorry. Cami realized she was crying. Warm tears rolled down her cheeks. She’d finally confessed, and regretted that it had been Bradan who had to hear it.
“I never told anyone,” she said. “Not my parents. Not even the psychiatrist they took me to. I couldn’t.” She shook, but not from the cold. “I tried to. So many times, I tried to say something. I knew it would be the right thing to do…admit what I’d done. But the words wouldn’t come out.”
Bradan put his arms around her and held her close. He said nothing, and it took her a minute to realize he wasn’t leaving. He was holding her. With sadness in her heart for the tragedy she’d caused, Cami felt something else pushing it out.
Her heart filled with new love. Love she’d had for Bradan but had been unable to allow herself to feel. Until then. She felt it there on the terrace as he wrapped her in his warm embrace. Surely she didn’t deserve it, but she wanted it. More than anything.
Holding the guilt inside had been killing her. Finally, she’d confessed. She’d told Bradan, and he hadn’t stopped loving her. Cami couldn’t believe her fortune. Or the strength of the bond between them.
She leaned back and Bradan smiled at her. Seeing the look in his eyes made her heart soar. Nothing was blocking the intensity of the feeling. His love was hers, and there was no barrier to basking in it.
“I do love you, Bradan,” she said. “I loved you from that first night I dumped food all over you.”
He laughed. “That’s always a sign of love.”
She smiled and, for the first time, felt good when she did. She liked the sound of her words and repeated, “I love you,” watching his blue eyes shine. That was something she would never tire of seeing.
He kissed her softly. “You’re going to be okay, baby. I promise.” He brushed her hair back. “I love you so much it feels like my heart will burst.”
Tears welled in her eyes and she brushed them away. “Bradan,” she said, and he kissed her again, deeper this time. Lost in him, Cami felt safe and protected. And loved. Best of all, love for Bradan swelled inside her. She could feel the power of it. The magic of it.


 
Chapter 30
To celebrate their love, Bradan and Cami spent the day together. He called work to let them know he had personal matters to attend to, and went back to the penthouse just long enough to shower and change.
While he was gone, Cami got ready. She dressed for a day outdoors and wore minimal makeup. Though it had been cool in the early morning, the sun was breaking through the clouds, promising a rare day of pleasant temperatures.
She wore a light jacket, just in case, and fished in her purse for the tie she wanted to use for her hair. She touched the plastic prescription bottle and pulled it out. Since Bradan had followed her to Walla Walla and they’d made up, she hadn’t taken the pills.
Realizing she didn’t need them anymore, Cami opened the lid and let them slide in a cascade into the trash. Watching them fall was visual evidence of her confidence. It wouldn’t be easy. She would always be sorry for the tragedy that befell her first love.
But Cami didn’t want anything to darken her love with Bradan, and she swore to do whatever was within her power to be strong. He would help her. She knew he would. Together, they could move forward, never forgetting the past but not letting it overshadow their future.
Bradan was back in less than an hour, and she was ready. They hadn’t wanted to be apart at all, and separating that short time was still too long. When she opened the door to her apartment and saw him smiling, Cami fell into his arms.
“What took you so long?”
He laughed. “Better be careful or I’ll never let you go.”
“Promises, promises.” Cami kissed him. “Where are we going?”
Bradan grinned. “You’ll find out.”
She was even more curious when their first stop was to rent a car for the day. That opened many possibilities. Too many for her to guess what he had in mind.
*****
One of the natural gems just north of Seattle was Whidbey Island. It formed the northern boundary of Puget Sound. The south part of the island was a paradise of gentle hills covered with thick forests and green valleys, dotted with lakes.
Colorful flowers were ablaze, evidence that spring had come despite the still-cool temperatures in Seattle. Bright yellow daffodils and pink tulips caught Cami’s eye. She even spotted some vineyards and remembered that the white wines there were made from grapes grown on the island.
They stopped at South Whidbey State Park and stood beneath the massive cedars and Douglas firs. It was majestic, and compelled them to walk the trail named after the husband and wife who had mobilized the public to protect the 250-year-old trees. In awe, they walked the path that wound through the impressive grove, admiring the untainted forest.
There was almost a mile of shoreline in the park area, and Bradan held her hand while they walked along the rocky beach. The sun dipped behind clouds but reappeared before it got too cold. A ray of light broke through, and Cami looked over at her love, noticing how handsome he looked out in nature. He smiled at her, and she felt truly happy.
The tranquility of the park seeped into her, leaving her renewed. “It’s soothing here,” she said.
Bradan squeezed her hand, and she looked out at the placid water, feeling peace, which had eluded her for so long. Being with the man she loved felt timeless, and in a way it was. She would always love him, and didn’t doubt that he felt the same.
They walked for a while. At several points, they could have detoured to take one of the quiet forest paths, offering many miles of hiking. Cami knew they’d return another time to do that. Not far along there was a picnic area at a trailhead, and Bradan headed that direction.
They sat side by side at the one lonely table and pressed against each other. Bradan put his arm around her and Cami squeezed his thigh. Sitting next to him and leaning her head on his shoulder, a moment of clarity stuck her.
“You know, I’ve often felt that life battered me. Like a boat in a storm, I bashed against the rocks. I had nothing to anchor me.”
Bradan stroked her hair, and she continued. “Now I do. I have you, Bradan.”
“You will always have me,” he said. “Our love is strong.”
She lifted her head to look at him. “I believe that too.”
His expression turned serious. “You have to do something, though.”
Cami looked at him, not sure what it could be.
“You have to forgive. Not that it’s the same, but I was bitter toward Amber. Then I realized that wasn’t right. I’ve made mistakes, done things that hurt others. Life is…well, it’s just like that. And I forgave her. I don’t hold anything against her anymore. But you haven’t forgiven.”
“Who?”
Bradan held her gaze. “Yourself. Your guilt was keeping us apart. You have to let go of the guilt, baby. You need to forgive yourself.”
Emotion swelled within her. “I will…I will try. For you. Because I love you, Bradan.”
His kiss told her that he had faith in her, that he loved her and would help her be strong. It was enough. And Cami knew her life would never be the same. Bradan’s love had changed it.
The mood was lighter after that. They stopped at a café and ordered cioppino. The savory chunks of seafood and assorted shellfish in the tomato broth arrived steaming and tasted good, especially after being outdoors. They talked and laughed while they ate and drank. They stayed for dessert, since they were unwilling to pass up the key lime pie.
After lunch, they hiked one of the easy trails in the mild afternoon sun. Before heading back, they made a point of stopping at Whidbey Coffee Company for espressos. The fresh air and exercise had revived them, and heavy matters of the heart were less pressing.
Being in love was a great thing, Cami decided. She felt light and happy, grateful to be with Bradan and enjoy simple pleasures. When she saw the same joy in his eyes, it meant a lot to her. His happiness was hers; the two could not be separated.
Once back in Seattle, they had no intention of parting. They still had the whole night ahead. Cami hadn’t thought to ask what he had planned, if anything. Then she noticed he was leading her in a different direction, not toward her apartment or the penthouse.
But he refused to tell her. Bradan just grinned, and she tried to tease it out of him. He wouldn’t give in. “Try to have patience,” he said, laughing at her.
He took her into a building she didn’t recognize and they rode up to one of the top floors. Bradan had keys to the place, and then she suspected. Of course, the penthouse was a temporary arrangement and he needed an apartment to move into.
But when he opened the door and Cami went inside, she gasped with delight. The windows faced the water. It had a wide terrace of polished tile, and the view was stunning. But that wasn’t even the best part.
When she walked into the kitchen, her mouth dropped open. “Oh. My. God. Bradan.”
She went straight to the huge gourmet stove and ran her hands over the surface. Spinning around, she looked at the restaurant-size refrigerator and the stainless-steel ovens. The room was so spacious it easily housed a rectangular island in the middle, covered with a thick wood for chopping. As if all that weren’t enough, skylights overhead let in tons of light.
Bradan just stood there grinning.
“I’m jealous,” she squealed. “You have the most amazing kitchen. And you don’t even cook!”
He just kept on grinning, like he had some big secret.
She put her hands on her hips and said, “What?”
He moved close and wrapped his arms around her. “I don’t cook, but you do.”
Cami heard him, but was slow to understand his meaning.
“It seems a local chef used to live here, and as you can see, it is a dream kitchen.”
She smiled. “Totally.”
He held her a little closer. “So when I found it, I knew it was perfect. I want you to move in with me, Cami.”
She was stunned, but only for a second. There was nothing she wanted more.
Bradan’s blue eyes gleamed. “I love you, baby. You are a wonderful, brave, amazing woman…and sexy as hell.”
Cami looked at him, no longer needing to hold back her feelings. “I love you too, Bradan. So much.”
He kissed her lightly. “I want you near me. I want to fall asleep every night holding you. And I want you next to me every morning when I wake up. That will make me a very happy man.” He paused. “What do you say?”
Cami giggled. “I wouldn’t waste an awesome kitchen like this. I know you’ll never use it.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, and pulled him closer.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” His eyes turned a deeper blue. “How do you feel about being naked on granite countertops?”
“Sounds delicious,” she whispered, and he kissed her deeply, leaving no doubt he intended to make good on his promise.
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