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Chapter 1
Numb and uninterested in baseball, Adrianna pulled the cuff of her long-sleeved shirt down, rubbing her wrist. Meeting someone, or falling in love, was low on her list of priorities, so she certainly didn’t come to the game to meet some cool guys from the other school like her friends did. Regretting her decision to tag along, Adrianna wished she were anywhere else but in a dusty sports field. One more month until graduation and she’d be free of her parents, and that was her goal in life, at least as far as she could see.
As she scuffled along in the dirt, heading toward the snack bar for a Coke, her powder-blue tennis shoe caught on a rock and she nearly lost her balance. Distracted, she hardly noticed those around her. It was warm and sunny, the opposite of her mood. And it was crowded, which she found annoying. Why she let her friends talk her into coming she wasn’t sure.
A voice pierced her reverie, the male tone mocking her, the words slurring. “Hey, baby.”
She’d heard it many times before. It was best to ignore leering men; that much she’d learned. Lowering her head and letting her wispy blond hair fall over her eyes, Adrianna increased her gait. Hoping to get past the offensive male attention, she clutched the front of her shirt, trying to be invisible.
The male form she plowed into reeked of alcohol and smelled of cigarette smoke and body odor. Instinctively, she veered around the offender, causing her to stumble; her butt hit the dirt before she could react. Rough hands lifted her, making her cringe. Don’t touch me.
The male was drunk and scruffy; his eyes were glazed over. “Well, look what I found,” he said with an ugly grin. Two others, dressed similarly in faded jeans and dirty cotton shirts with some gaudy design on the front, hacked in laughter.
No one seemed to be paying attention to them. Adrianna wrestled against the black-haired guy’s grip, which he found amusing. “Are you lost, love? You are a beauty, aren’t you?” He taunted in a garbled swirl of words, making her skin crawl.
Nausea hit her stomach, but refusing to give in, she struggled harder. To no avail. His two friends moved closer, surrounding her. Desperate, she kicked her attacker in the shin, but all he did was jump back, laughing. “Let me go,” she ordered, and kicked him again, with little effect. He was probably too soused to feel pain.
“Oh, you are a feisty one.” Her captor leered at her.
“Not quite as feisty as I am,” a deep male voice boomed. Whoever it was stood close by, but Adrianna couldn’t see him at first, with her view blocked by the three that had her trapped. The voice had a lilt—Irish, she guessed. It was subtle but there.
The three didn’t react at first, just stood firm. Surrounded, Adrianna choked at the stench. Clearly, bathing was not high on their list of priorities. The dark-haired one relaxed his grip on her slightly, but did not let go.
“I think you’ve made a mistake,” the voice said with confidence. The bold accusation held threat, subdued but ready to explode if the owner of that magnificent voice were provoked.
“I don’t think so, buddy,” the aggressor spat, the smell of alcohol on his breath enough to make Adrianna reel. “Mind your own business.”
“Step back.” The words were spoken harshly and definitively. It was clearly a warning.
The two others stepped away, leaving the one attacker alone with her. His face was rigid but his eyes showed uncertainty.
And Adrianna could understand why. Now that the view was unblocked, she could see where the voice came from, and for a moment forgot about her own plight. Before her stood a heartthrob if there ever was one. Her breath caught in her throat and weakness seeped into her muscles.
He stood at least six feet and was all muscle, built larger than most of the boys she knew in her high school. His short-cropped brown hair was buzzed close on the sides, the top a bit longer, gelled and spiked. In a white fitted T-shirt stretched across his well-developed pectorals, and tight blue jeans accenting his sculpted thighs, he was a sight to behold.
But it was his eyes that drew her to him. They were a rich caramel color, deep and intense. Glaring, he challenged anyone to argue with him, and none dared. Yet, at the same time, Adrianna could feel him looking at her in his peripheral vision like he saw everything, taking in the entire scene at once.
“I don’t think you want me to tell you again,” he said. “Step back, and be on your way.”
The dark-haired weasel hesitated. His eyes darted from his friends to the tall challenger and back again. Seeing them stepping back farther, he dropped his hands. “Whatdaya think? I was just helping the lady. She tripped.”
The caramel eyes never wavered, the look searing into the coward before him. The loser ran his hands through his greasy hair and took a step back. His eyes roamed up and down all six feet of Adrianna’s sturdy rescuer. He held up both hands, palms flat to protect against any approach, in an “I don’t want to fight” gesture.
Then he slid away, leaving Adrianna alone with her new friend—as “friend” he’d proven to be very quickly. Shyness took over and she hugged herself, still a little rattled from the experience, and nervous in the presence of one so gorgeous.
Awed, she looked down at the dirt now dusted over the power-blue canvas of her shoes, turning them softly brown. The silence pulled her attention back to the moment. Looking up and risking a glance into the caramel eyes, she noted a hint of a smile on his face.
“Are you okay?”
“I guess so,” she replied, thinking what a lame answer that was. Of course, she wasn’t okay. She was never okay, not before she was attacked, and most certainly not after. “Thank you for scaring them off.”
“Didn’t take much to scare them.”
Adrianna gazed at him. Not much? Did he have any idea what an imposing stature he possessed? “Well, you came just in time. I’m not sure what he had in mind, but it wouldn’t have been pleasant.”
“Definitely not pleasant.” There was that hint of a smile again. “I’m Sean Reid.” He held out a strong hand politely.
“I’m Adrianna Brooks.” She touched his hand and felt the electricity. The feeling rattled her, making her legs a little shaky. “I better get back to my friends.” The comment was offered more as an escape than anything else. Halfway hoping he’d talk her out of parting, Adrianna didn’t make a move to leave.
He nodded, and for a minute, she thought he was going to say something else. But he didn’t.
“Okay then,” she said, and took a step away.
The Coke long forgotten, Adrianna walked slowly back in the direction of her friends. Each step was like molasses. All she wanted was for him to call after her, stop her, tell her… Tell her what? This was crazy. She’d just met this guy. What in the world could he tell her?
That everything would be okay? That he wanted to see her again? And again and again? Because Adrianna didn’t want to leave. Being near him felt…different, in an unfamiliar way. It felt safe. And it felt good. Both were foreign to her, and she wasn’t sure she liked it. The feeling threw her off, unnerved her.
But the pull was strong. Given the least provocation, she would have stayed with him. At least for a bit. At least until she could think this through. But no. Such was not to be. Not for her. That was not her life, not by a long way. He didn’t fit. He couldn’t fit. Fate had thrown him in her path for some reason, but it clearly wasn’t to make things better for her.
*****
Sean watched her walk away. Those blue eyes. She was a stunner. The sight of her—softly rounded curves, long blond hair, and designer jeans—was all class. He’d almost asked for her phone number, and he should have. He huffed, expelling a deep breath, kicking himself for letting her go.
Never shy with girls, he couldn’t fathom what his problem was. Get a grip. But then she wasn’t from his school. She couldn’t be; he would have noticed her. Definitely. Maybe she was from a private school. That had to be it. No one in his school dressed quite like that, not really. Even he could tell her jeans and shirt were made by some expensive designer.
Yep, out of his class. No question. Then why was he still gawking? The sway of her hips, the delicate way she stepped, like she’d been to some prep school where they teach you how to walk. Good thing he’d been around when he had; he dreaded to think of that slime ball with his hands on her.
He lost sight of her and reluctantly turned to go. His buddies waited in the bleachers. “Where the hell have you been?”
“Can’t a guy go to the bathroom?”
The click of the bat on the ball yanked attention back to the game. The Boston high school crowd roared and his buddies yelled. Sean couldn’t have cared less. Nothing against baseball. He’d just found something much more interesting. Get over it. It’s not going to happen.
“Ahhhh, out, out out,” Tomas shouted. His pale green eyes squinted against the sun and he held one hand over his brow to block the glare. Shaggy brown hair brushed his jaw and his honed muscles flexed under his cotton shirt. The game wasn’t going how he’d anticipated and his body tensed, fighting against his team losing.
Sean had been friends with him since grade school, forming a strong bond. Baseball was a recent source of interest for his Irish friend. Fighting had held much more allure, as it had for Sean, in the time they’d spent enduring school and prejudice that long since claimed to be gone, but wasn’t.
His other pal, Nic, leaned back with both hands on his head, and groaned. “Noooo, come on,” he yelled. Niccolo Romano—dark hair, icy blue eyes—was Italian, not Irish, but in some ways that made him even a better ally. The Irish were fierce; throw an Italian in the mix and the combo could be unstoppable. Time and again, Nic had been a good friend to have when the going got tough.
Some would say they were part of a gang. But Sean didn’t see it that way. They protected each other, watched each other’s back, that was all. It was survival. Fighting was part of life, at least any life Sean had known. And he’d been ready and willing to thump that jerk who had his greasy hands on Adrianna.
But he hadn’t needed to. Sometimes the right tone, the look in your eye, stopped the enemy cold. And maybe a good look at Sean’s heavily muscled form had something to do with it. Probably it was better he hadn’t had to punch the guy. Adrianna might have gotten a bad impression of him. Sometimes women recoiled at fighting, even though fighting was necessary. It was smart to avoid it, if one could. But sometimes it had to be done.
Caring what Adrianna thought was useless. He’d never see her again. And if he did, the odds were that she would act like she didn’t know him. Well, she didn’t, not really. But he knew the arrogance of the rich, and no self-respecting girl from a private school would want to be seen associating with a thug like him. He was proud, and respected who he was and his heritage. But that didn’t mean she would.
The sun beat down on them, making Sean thirsty. He reached under the seat for his jacket and pulled the flask out of the inside pocket. A swig of whiskey would hit the spot. He’d tried to convert to beer, drinking it most of the time. But it wasn’t always convenient, and some occasions called for something stronger.
Meeting Adrianna was one such occasion. She had affected him more than he cared to admit. A pale beauty with her sky-blue eyes and light blond hair, she was a woman that roused powerful feelings inside, but one he was never to have. He knew that. So there was no point in tormenting himself. None at all. He took another swig and twisted the cap back on the flask.
“This game sucks,” Nic said.
“It’s over anyway. They can’t recover,” Tomas whined, in pain for his team.
Sean grabbed his jacket and stood.
“Got anything in there worth sharing?” Tomas nodded toward the jacket.
“I might. Let’s get to the truck first.”
At the bottom of the steps, Sean led them toward the exit. Up ahead, he spotted Adrianna with her girlfriends. Relief that she wasn’t with a guy flooded through him. Stupid. Don’t be stupid. She’s not yours.
“Hey, you guys know that girl, the blond one?” Sean pointed toward the back of Adrianna’s head, his eyes drifting down her round hips and long legs.
“The beauty queen?” Nic looked over at Sean.
“Shut up. I don’t need your snide comments. Just answer. Do you know who she is or not?”
“I know her,” Tomas said.
“You do? How do you know her?”
“My sister knows her. They’ve been to a couple of parties together. She’s a looker. I’ll give her that. But not your speed, Sean. She’s a rich bitch.”
Sean glared at Tomas.
“Sorry. Just saying.”
“Can you get me her phone number?” Sean didn’t avert his gaze from Adrianna, and she must have felt it because she glanced back. Briefly their eyes met, but she instantly looked away.
“What for?” Tomas stopped in the parking lot for a second, unsure which direction they’d parked the truck.
“This way,” Sean said, pointing toward his truck. “Because I want to call her.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t see the purpose. But I’ll see if I can get it for you. I’ll have to think of some story to tell my sister.”
“Well, do it. As a favor to me.”
Sean had no idea what had gotten into him. Well, actually, he did. Adrianna was in his blood; the sight of her heated his veins and stirred a flame that would need little fanning to roar to life. He should forget her, forget he met her. But he knew he wouldn’t. No chance.
Spotting his faded blue Chevy, he headed in that direction, his buddies on his heels. He was more inclined to turn and race after Adrianna instead of hopping in the truck with his pals. An ache started in his chest and drifted down to his gut. The knowledge that she was going to get in a car and leave was a knife in his chest.
Sean wanted her. And despite the unlikely chance that he would ever have her, plans of what to say when he called were already forming in his mind. With the right approach, it was possible she’d agree to see him. After all, he did save her. That was a good start, something to build on. Having no idea what he would really say when he called, Sean felt bereft, like he’d lost someone that meant a lot to him. Which was true. But he was going to fix that. He was going to see Adrianna again.
 



Chapter 2
From the back seat of the cream-colored Mercedes, Adrianna watched thick green trees roll by. Looking beyond into the expanse of blue sky, she wished the luxury car weren’t taking her home. An elusive thought that she might escape flitted through her mind and left before she could consider it seriously.
The soft beige leather seat cushioned her ride, giving her a false sense of comfort. The sedan was a graduation gift. Cari Harper had been Adrianna’s best friend since she could remember. The car had been the Harpers’ idea of the proper way to acknowledge their only daughter’s graduation. Completely overdone, but generous.
Cari had ash-blond hair and gray-blue eyes. She was pretty and naturally thin, which Adrianna wasn’t, much to her detriment. Her mother and Cari’s were both affluent; appearance was a high priority. Adrianna wondered if she’d ever be able to live her life without caring about what other people would think. It was so ingrained she had trouble imagining life without it.
But Cari was a good friend, a nice person. She just seemed more acclimated to the high-class lifestyle in Beacon Hill, never complaining and only enjoying the benefits. Having kind, loving parents didn’t hurt. Whereas Adrianna’s mother carped continually, finding fault with everything about her one and only daughter, Cari’s mother showered her with approval.
The other girl that had come with them, Shelby Logan, attended the same private school. And though they weren’t as tight, Adrianna liked her well enough. Brunette with hazel eyes, she was pretty enough but never entered any of the contests. She was rail thin, and though attractive in her way, didn’t get as many offers for dates. Her lips were overly full, which looked a bit odd on her, and were out of balance with her other features.
Often Adrianna was jealous because Shelby’s mother didn’t rag on her to change, or pressure her to be different. Adrianna couldn’t imagine. Since she was a child, it seemed her mother had forced her into one type of beauty pageant or another. The fact that she developed curves as she entered her mid-teens aggravated her mother.
Hannah Lane Brooks, her annoying mother, had been born into wealth and married wealth. It was all she knew. And showing off her daughter seemed to be her sole career, other than charity luncheons or society parties, if that was what they even called them anymore.
“That was a bust,” Shelby said. “All the cute guys were with someone. What a waste. I didn’t find anyone to hit on.”
Cari turned down the music and said, “Yeah, me either. And the game was boring.”
“I met someone,” Adrianna blurted out.
“You?” her friends said in unison.
“Why is that so shocking?”
“Because you know you’re always the shy one. We didn’t see you with anyone. Who did you meet? Who is he?” Cari glanced in the rearview mirror, anxious for details.
“Sean Reid.”
“You’re kidding.” Shelby’s mouth fell open.
“No, I’m not kidding. Why? Do you know him?”
“No, well I don’t know him, not like that. I know of him. And he’s not the guy for you.”
“How would you know? I liked him.”
“For starters, he’s Irish.”
“Oh, and now you’re a bigot.”
“No, I am not a bigot. But your parents are…don’t act like you don’t know what I mean. Your mother would kill you if you were with him.”
“Why?”
“Okay, well, I saw him at a party. It was at a friend’s house. I’m not even sure what he was doing there. But he’s not just Irish, he hangs out with these other guys—tough guys, you know. They have a reputation for fighting. And he doesn’t live in our neighborhood.”
“Really? So that rules him out…that he doesn’t live in our snooty, stuffy neighborhood?”
“Don’t be bitter. I’m just saying how your parents would see it. You’re supposed to marry a nice Protestant boy.”
“Yes, I’m sure. But I’m eighteen; I’m an adult. They can’t rule my life. If I want to see the guy, I’ll see him. And as soon as I graduate I’m moving out anyway.”
Shelby shrugged, and Cari glanced in the rearview mirror again. Miffed, Adrianna looked out the window, distressed to see they were nearly at her house. The Mercedes glided effortlessly up the hill and pulled to the curb. From the street, the brick home didn’t look so bad. It was the same architectural style as so many in the area. Surrounded by trees and lawn, it was impressive—if one didn’t know what was inside, that is.
“Okay, see you later.” Adrianna got out and watched her friends drive off. Delaying the inevitable, she looked around at her neighbors’ homes, at least what she could see. The brick buildings with wooden shuttered windows and ironwork spoke of an earlier time. The mansions were as elaborately decorated inside as one would expect. She’d been inside many of them for events she would have rather skipped.
Knowing her mother would likely be home, Adrianna didn’t hurry to go in, dreading the encounter. Reluctantly, she stepped inside and instantly felt claustrophobic. The mint-green walls with white trim gave the main room a cold, formal feel. The room was rarely used, though it had a white wood-framed fireplace, great for cold winters. It was mostly for show.
Everything was for show: the room, the house, their life, and most of all, Adrianna.
Her mother stuck her head around the corner. “I thought I heard you.” Like her daughter, she had blond hair and blue eyes. Her perfect bone structure and trim figure were a source of pride. “Why did you wear that shirt? Long sleeves? It’s warm today. What were you thinking?”
Adrianna didn’t bother to answer; the question didn’t deserve an answer. There was always a critical remark as a greeting, and she was used to it. She walked past her mother, going straight to her bedroom to lock the door.
“Adrianna, you’re coming out for dinner. You can’t stay in that bedroom all the time.” The sound of her mother’s voice grated her nerves and was a source of depression. Again, she didn’t answer. It wasn’t expected.
Flopping on her bed, Adrianna breathed in the odor of furniture polish and disinfectant. The maid must have cleaned. When I have my own place I’m never going to clean, she thought. She bent her knees, putting her dusty shoes on the pure white quilt. Her mother would have a fit if she saw her. An advantage to having a lock on her door. Staring up at the ornate edging separating the stark white ceiling from the sunny yellow walls, Adrianna tried to imagine she was somewhere else.
She grabbed her iPod from the drawer, and blocking out all other sound with her earphones, she cranked up the music, letting Death Cab for Cutie belt out “You Are A Tourist” to drown out anything her mother might shout from the hallway. Music was an escape, a necessity, the one thing she could look to for comfort. And a distraction from what she might otherwise do. Lifting her sleeve, she looked at her wrist. It would be okay. It wasn’t much.
Adrianna would have felt better, having seen Sean. The vision of him, buff and heroic, was enough to make any day better. A warm tingle went through her as she recalled how he looked, standing there all muscle and brawn, his warm eyes melting her. Oh, if life were different; he would have swept her up into his arms and carried her away. And there wouldn’t have been a shred of resistance—not from Adrianna.
But it was a dream; she knew what Shelby had said was true. He wasn’t for her. Sure, her parents would object. That was something she no longer cared about. But he seemed like a nice guy, even though her friend seemed to see him as some type of rowdy gang member. So what if he fought? Sometimes that was called for. Adrianna knew a few people that could use a tussle with someone to put them in their place. Her own father for one; at the idea of her father getting what he deserved, she nearly smiled. But not quite.
No, Sean was a good guy. That was it. Too nice for her. That was the problem. Adrianna knew what she was worthy of, and it wasn’t Sean. He didn’t know her well enough to be glad he’d never see her again. But if he did know, he would be glad. She wasn’t his type. There was more to Adrianna than Sean could see on the surface. Much more. The thought pushed her mood toward a blackness she held fast to avoid.
She wouldn’t go there. The day before, her father had upset her. Well, more than upset her. The argument had been over her propensity to sit at the computer. It annoyed him; he wanted her to work out more to stay in shape or do something constructive. Nothing she ever did was right. Recalling the crease in his forehead and the coldness of his blue eyes when he looked at her, Adrianna shuddered.
She knew better than to talk back, but Adrianna had lost it. “Leave me alone,” she’d screamed. And the hard slap of her father’s hand that followed had sent her flying; her hip had banged into the dining table. The clap of his palm against her skin sounded like thunder in the small room, shocking her to reality. There was no way she’d give her father the satisfaction of seeing her cry. Fleeing to her only sanctuary, she’d locked the door behind her. There she’d reacted in the only way she knew, the only release she had.
Adrianna swore not to let it happen again. She couldn’t let it. Not much longer and she’d be out of there for good, away from her parents. Adrianna hated them; despising her father more than her mother but desperate to get away from both. For the next few weeks, she’d have to avoid contact with her father, as he was easily provoked. Since he often worked late, the best plan was to eat early and go to her room, claiming lots of homework.
Her aunt was nothing like that. Even though Krista Cooper was her mother’s sister, she was so much nicer. Having wealth hadn’t perverted her, and she’d offered for Adrianna to come and stay with her after graduation, at least until she could afford her own place.
“It would be a pleasure,” Krista had said. “After all, I’m between husbands. I would enjoy the company.”
If possible, she would have left that minute but she feared her father would come after her. Graduation, the ceremony, all of it was a big deal for the Brooks. It was a chance to brag, show her off, and claim credit for their beautiful daughter. Disgusting. But Adrianna would have to suffer through it. Then she was leaving, for good.
 



Chapter 3
Sean leaned back on the sofa, legs splayed, lost in thought. He took another sip of the whiskey, letting it burn on the way down. Then another. And another.
He felt comfortable in his parents’ home, a nice condo in a row building. His father, Patrick Reid, was a third grade teacher and well respected in the community. True, they didn’t live in the expensive section of Beacon Hill; they couldn’t afford it. But the home was their home and Sean was close to his family.
He relaxed on the soft fabric sofa, surrounded by the earth tones of the décor: beige walls, cream and gold rug, dark wood furniture, and dark wood floors. It was warm. It was home. He’d acquiesced when his mother asked him to stay until graduation. She’d miss him, even though the apartment he’d rented close to the business district wasn’t that far away. Molli Jane Reid was a hundred percent Irish, and family was everything.
“How did the game turn out?” Bradan was Sean’s younger brother by a year. They both had brown hair and were naturally muscled, which was enhanced by the hours they spent in the gym. But Sean was the tall one, whereas blue-eyed Bradan was average height, five feet eight. That didn’t stop him from being a force to reckon with. Solid, sculpted muscle, and mean when someone he cared about was threatened. He was good to have around in a fight.
“It sucked. We lost.”
Bradan sat across from his older brother. “What are you drinking?”
“Whiskey.” Sean held the flask out. “Help yourself.”
“Nah, bit early for me. What’s the occasion?”
As brothers, they shared everything. Well, almost everything. And there was no confidence too private not to tell each other. That was just the way it had always been.
“Oh, a girl I met.” Sean looked into space as if she might materialize right there in the living room.
“Hmm. Well, it wouldn’t be the first time.”
“Yes, but this girl is special. She’s different.”
“What’s her name?”
“Adrianna Brooks. You know her?”
“Yeah, she attends private school. I’ve seen her picture. She won some beauty contest. Kind of a celebrity, I guess.”
“How is it everybody knows her but me?”
“Well, you know her now. How’d you meet her?”
Sean recounted the story. And ended by telling Bradan that he was going to call her. “Tomas says his sister knows her. He said he’d get the number for me.”
“Going after the beauty queen, huh?”
“Don’t call her that.”
“Didn’t mean it derogatorily. She is quite something, if she looks anything in person like she does in photographs.”
“She does. No picture could do justice to her beauty.”
“She does sound special.”
“She is, brother. She really is.”
*****
Tomas came through with the phone number, and even better, the name of the school Adrianna attended. Not that great at talking on the phone, Sean decided to go to her school. Physical was better. Phones were just if you had no other alternative.
Tomas, Nic, and Sean piled into the Chevy, heading for the elite private school they’d only seen from the outside. Just because they couldn’t attend didn’t mean they couldn’t visit. That was how Sean saw it. So they skipped their last class and made it to Adrianna’s school before last period let out. All the way over, Sean’s gut was in knots.
Having girls had never been a problem. For some reason, they were attracted to him and he often had his pick. But he never let it go to his head. They probably just liked his muscle. Something about a guy fighting was a turn-on for a girl. Go figure.
But Adrianna was different. She wasn’t just any girl. She was one of a kind. And this time he was doing the chasing, not the other way around. Sean didn’t expect her to reject him, since she owed him a thank you, at least. He didn’t expect her to fall into his arms either. Really, he didn’t know what to expect, which was why he was all wound up about it.
The parking lot was rather empty; some students must have left early. Sean panicked for a minute, thinking he might have missed her.
“Do you see her, guys?”
“Looking,” Tomas said. “That blond hair sorta stands out. Should be easy to spot.”
“Keepin’ my eyes peeled,” Nic chimed in.
Suddenly Sean’s heart began to pound. Oh my God. There she was, wearing a short blue skirt and ivory silk blouse. Her blond hair looked like a lion’s mane, all tousled and messy, like she’d just had sex. God. What was he thinking?
Hesitating at the sight of her, Sean’s eyes followed her long, lean legs down to the high heels that made them look a mile long.
“Do you see her? She’s right there.” Tomas pointed.
“Yeah, yeah, I see her, man.” Before rational thought could resume, Sean pressed the accelerator and sped closer. Within a safe distance, he hit the brake and skidded the truck so it slid sideways, screeching loudly. The maneuver always impressed girls. It was so macho, the tough-guy image they liked.
But when Adrianna looked up, her eyes showed alarm at the squeal of the Chevy’s tires on the blacktop. Bad start. What was he thinking? Trying to be some cool, truck-driving Irishman. Wrong approach. This was a girl used to the finer sensibilities of life—not some gang sliding toward her in an old truck.
Sean got out of the truck, afraid that she would make an escape before realizing who he was. Striding toward her, holding to a slow, steady gait so as not to alarm her further, Sean approached.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. Adrianna, it’s Sean. Remember me?” He tried to come off relaxed, put forth a cool persona, but knowing he failed even as he attempted it.
But then she smiled. Adrianna smiled, and the whole world lit up. “Yes. Hi, Sean, I remember you.”
“Didn’t mean to frighten you. That’s the last thing I’d want to do.”
“No, you didn’t. I thought it was kinda cool. How do you make it do that, skid like that?”
Sean regained confidence, boosted by her willingness to talk with him and her admiration. “Oh, it’s not hard. Been doing it for years. It’s just for the thrill.”
“Do you often do things just for the thrill?”
That was a loaded question. “Uh, I could. I mean, maybe. Do you?”
“No, never. At this school it’s unheard of.” There was that beautiful smile again. Adrianna’s blue eyes gleamed when she smiled. Why hadn’t he remembered that? Or maybe she hadn’t smiled at the ballpark. It wasn’t an occasion for smiling.
“Well, you should try it sometime.” Sean felt momentarily bold.
“I’d like to.” The smile disappeared, almost as though Adrianna had remembered something—something important. “And anyway, I didn’t thank you properly the other day. But I really appreciate you coming to the rescue. That could have ended much worse.”
“Well, you’re welcome. If you ever need rescuing again, I’m your guy.” Sean didn’t even know what he was saying. He was babbling.
“Adrianna, you ready? We gotta go.” A shout came from a couple of rows over—a female voice, clearly her ride.
“It’s nice to see you again, Sean. I have to go.”
“Wait.” Sean’s heart was pounding so hard he could barely hear. She couldn’t leave. If he lost her this time, it might be for good.
Adrianna stopped, her blond hair ruffling in the afternoon breeze. Her flawless skin was radiant, but the look on her face didn’t reflect inner radiance to match it.
“Could I…see you? I mean, could I call you?”
Adrianna didn’t move or respond. She was a perfect beauty, flawless, standing there in the middle of the parking lot looking like a blond princess.
“Sean.” The way she said it didn’t sound good. There was no joy. Her voice was somber, serious. What could be so bad about seeing each other? They seemed to get along okay. “Sean…I can’t.”
“What do you mean you can’t? Why not? Do you have a boyfriend?”
“Not right now. But it wouldn’t work out.”
“How can you know? You don’t even know me. I’m a pretty nice guy, really. If you can overlook the antics with the Chevy, I have other good qualities. I promise.”
“I know you do. That’s not the problem.”
“What is the problem?”
“It’s not something I want to talk about. I have to go. Just take my word for it, we can’t see each other. We just…can’t.”
Adrianna didn’t look any happier than Sean felt. He was crushed, and couldn’t believe that she was shutting him out before they even got started. Sean watched her walk away, wanting to sweep her up and drive her off in his old Chevy. So powerful was the urge that he barely resisted. He clenched his jaw and gritted his teeth. This really sucked.
When she got in the friend’s car and they drove off, Sean finally went back to his truck.
“Well,” Tomas said, “what happened?”
“She didn’t look too happy,” Nic commented.
“No, she wasn’t. I don’t know what happened. I really don’t. She shut me out. Just like that. ‘Don’t call me. Thanks for the rescue. Have a good life.’”
Tomas tried to lighten the mood. “Just because the girls in our school fall all over you, doesn’t mean you have universal appeal.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Tomas. That makes me feel a lot better.”
On the way home, Sean decided that he knew the reason for her rejection. He wasn’t good enough for her. Of course he wasn’t. He wasn’t from the right neighborhood, didn’t go to the right school, didn’t wear the right clothes or have the proper manners. The list was long. What could he have been thinking? That she’d fall into his arms because he saved her once?
He needed to face reality. The fact that reality wasn’t at all what he thought it was, escaped him. Sure that he’d pegged it Sean tried to push Adrianna out of his mind. He couldn’t be something he wasn’t, and if that was what she needed, some high-society guy,—well, he was out of luck. He was going home. And he was getting a bottle of Irish whiskey on the way, whatever he could find. He’d need it.
 



Chapter 4
A year later . . .
In the dark, Adrianna gasped and bolted upright, not knowing at first where she was. Clammy skin and a feeling of fright were her first awareness. She breathed rapidly, her heart pounding, the attempt to orient in the dark creating a feeling something horrible had happened.
Then a glimpse into the present reminded Adrianna she was at her aunt’s house. Her father wasn’t here. She was okay; she was safe. But she didn’t feel safe, only afraid. The overpowering fear settled into anxiety followed by depression. It was the same dream again.
“No! Stop!” Adrianna tried in vain to close off the vivid dream, but it wouldn’t go away. It was like she was there all over again. Gripping the sheets, she took a few breaths. Calm, be calm.
The knock on her bedroom door made her jump. “Are you okay, honey?”
“Yes,” she said hoarsely. “I’ll be okay, Aunt Krista.”
“I heard you shout.”
“It was just a dream. I’m sorry I woke you.”
“Okay, honey. Call if you need me.”
It was the same thing, too often. The dream, waking in terror. Adrianna thought when she left home the nightmares would stop. But they didn’t. They were less frequent, but just as violent. She couldn’t even cry anymore.
She needed an outlet, anything. Sliding out of bed, Adrianna went to the bathroom for a drink of water. Flipping on the light, she looked at her face and didn’t like what she saw: pale skin, tousled hair, and fear in her eyes. Gulping some water, she tried to release her mind from the dream still clinging to her like gloomy mist.
Closing her eyes and holding on to the edge of the marble sink, Adrianna whispered, “It’s not happening now. I am okay. It’s over.” And then again: “It’s not happening now. I am okay. It’s over.”
Would it ever be over? Maybe it wouldn’t and she’d have to live this way forever. The torment of that idea dragged her mood down further. A frightening dream she could get over, wake up from; life, she couldn’t.
Frustrated and not inclined to go back to sleep, Adrianna went to her desk and booted up the computer. A distraction, that was what she needed. Graphic design, the colors, the pixels would pull her into their vibrant scheme. Hours later, she would have new creations. Lately, it had worked.
Next to the monitor was her silver letter opener. It caught her eye, the sharp point gleaming in the muted desk lamp lighting. Her skin tingled, and she imagined it piercing into her delicate skin. For a moment she couldn’t avert her eyes from it. Then suddenly, pulling from some hidden reserve of sanity, Adrianna brushed her hand across the desk, sweeping the implement off, letting it clatter to the floor.
She hugged her body and took a big breath. I can do this. She proceeded to log in to her programs to get to work. Deadlines were coming up. This would work out, extra time on the computer. Slowly, she became engrossed with the intricacies of design, solving those problems instead of real-life issues that refused resolution.
A few hours of work before dawn led to hours more after the sun rose. In the nine months since graduation, Adrianna had already managed to get a couple of clients that used her regularly for their graphic needs. She was pleased; if things kept up like that, she’d be able to get her own apartment soon.
Finally, Adrianna showered and made her way to the kitchen. Alone, since her aunt was working at the gallery, she made coffee and scrambled some eggs. Her aunt didn’t need to work—or so Adrianna guessed—but preferred to. As a lover of art, Krista found her work in the gallery interesting and rewarding.
That was something Adrianna understood, loving graphic art as she did, and something that annoyed her father for reasons she couldn’t fathom. Actually, she was glad her aunt had left already, as she did not want to talk about the night’s disruption.
Of course, her aunt suspected something was wrong, but Adrianna didn’t want to discuss it. Talking about it would open the floodgates of emotion. It was difficult as it was to keep her tendencies under control. There was no chance talking to Krista would do anything but more harm.
*****
Adrianna sat on the white velvet sofa with her knees pulled up, looking down at the red patterned oriental carpet. The doorbell startled her out of reverie. Leaping up, she went to greet Kevin. Prompt as always, he’d arrived exactly at six to pick her up for dinner.
“Bye, Aunt Krista,” she yelled, then opened the door and stepped outside.
Kevin stood on the porch, hands in his pockets. “Ready?” he said. His brown suede jacket hung, just so, over the blue cotton shirt that matched his eyes. Cut stylishly, his brown hair fell below the ear, spiking in just the right spots, like he’d been prepped for a photo shoot.
It occurred to Adrianna that he was exactly the type of man her parents would approve of: Protestant, rich, good looking. So why did she sometimes find him annoying?
Kevin had gone out of his way to be nice the first few months they’d dated. When Adrianna moved in with her aunt, it was a while before she’d felt like going out. But Cari, being a best friend, had urged her to socialize, and she’d met Kevin at a party.
“Yeah, ready.” Adrianna forced a smile but the somber mood from the predawn hours still clung to her, despite her working all day and trying to get free of its oppression.
Kevin’s jaw stiffened; his eyes glowered. At least that was what it looked like to Adrianna. “What are you wearing?”
“My new outfit, why?”
“It makes you look…too bosomy.”
As if the day wasn’t bad enough, he had to criticize. One thing she hated was to be criticized; she’d had too much of it all her life. Adrianna glanced down at the fitted bodice of her short dress. It was a shimmery blue color, and accented her figure. She liked it. “Well, I’m wearing it. So, are we going or not?”
Cari and her boyfriend, Samuel, were meeting them at the club. They needed to get going. Adrianna bounced down the steps and waited for Kevin. He shook his head and followed.
“You could at least wear a coat,” he called after her. It was going to be that kind of evening, she guessed.
 



Chapter 5
Coming from the well-lit exterior to the dark interior blinded Adrianna until her eyes adjusted. She didn’t know why Kevin cared what she wore anyway. With the blue, green, red, and orange strobes playing across the dance floor like colorful tubes of light, it was hard to see clothing that clearly. Colors were distorted by the rainbow beaming through the room, alternating with total darkness when the lights dimmed.
The after-hours dance club called Polarize was near many institutions of higher learning, and catered to students and the under-twenty-one crowd. No alcohol was served, which made little difference to Adrianna. She didn’t drink anyway. She had her reasons.
Kevin paid the cover and guided her inside, followed by Cari and Samuel. Dancing was one of their regular weekend activities. And for Adrianna, the rock music drowned out the world. She got lost in the songs every time they went dancing, and the trendy club was one of her favorites.
Even the smell of the place—sweaty bodies, too much perfume, and cheap air freshener used to mask the first two—made Adrianna relax. Being away, lost in a crowd, hidden in the darkness, carried away by the loud music, was as close as she got to pleasure. Barely noticing Kevin, she hit the dance area and started moving.
The dress she’d worn was a good choice: light material to keep her cool, short to allow for movement, and cute so she could feel sexy. Looking through an orange light beam, Kevin’s beige pants and short-sleeved shirt turned rust-colored before her very eyes. He looked better, she thought. Though handsome, he tended to dress too conservatively. A little orange did him good.
The DJ’s choice of the Foo Fighters’ “The Pretender” suited Adrianna. It was one she listened to a lot. Rock just didn’t get better, and the group refused to be like everyone else; that was evident in their music. “Absolute genius,” Cari had called the song, and it was.
When not completely absorbed in the lyrics, Adrianna took in the crowd. Dresses, fitted, short, and shimmery, and guys in pants, tight in all the right places, caught her eye. There was no dress code, so the attire ranged from attractive to raunchy with everything in between. Hairstyles were all over the chart as well: long, fluffed-out curls to short, choppy cuts. Adrianna considered doing something radical to hers, but kind of liked the long blond look.
The music slowed and Kevin put his hands on her waist, making her notice him. The lights turned dark blue, giving him a fantasy look. He smiled and started moving with the music. Adrianna moved with him, considering how nice he was to her—most of the time. He opened doors, bought flowers sometimes, was polite, and took her to good restaurants. So why didn’t she feel anything? At least, not like she should have.
In the beginning, his handsomeness attracted her, and she still thought he was cute, in a preppy sort of way. Maybe things would develop. Did it always have to be love at first sight? Couldn’t things build? Maybe he would grow on her. Admittedly, he had a lot of desirable qualities; likely she was too picky when she had no right to be. On that note, she decided to try and have a good time with him.
One reason Adrianna frequented that particular club was the DJ’s music picks. He went from Foo Fighters to Evanescence singing “What You Want” and on to Avenged Sevenfold’s “Buried Alive,” a true masterpiece. Losing all track of time, Adrianna danced hard, throwing herself into the beat. She even smiled at Kevin—more than once.
Sweating and breathing hard, she nodded when Cari grabbed her elbow and pointed toward the back door. Outside was a patio where dancers could catch their breath, cool down, and get something to drink. Samuel had Cari by the hand, leading her out, and Adrianna followed with Kevin’s palm on her back, guiding her.
The dim patio was missing the flood of lights they’d left, and momentarily it was a shock to the system. Spotting an empty table near the railing, Adrianna pointed. “There’s a place.”
Samuel wound around tables and people, leading them to the open spot. His sandy blond hair was still spiked up with gel, and when he turned to face them, Adrianna could see the sweat soaking his shirt. She could see why Cari liked him. With his green eyes, blondish hair, and lean body, he was a charmer. The fact that he had a good sense of humor, and liked to have fun, especially by dancing, gave him extra marks in the good column.
Cari looked as stick thin as ever, as annoying as that was. Adrianna had been known to starve for weeks, and never achieve the coveted emaciated look that her friend maintained with no effort. And her eyes weren’t just blue; they had a gray undertone that made them exotic. It didn’t hurt that Cari had big eyes, and the multiple layers of mascara slathered on her lashes gave her a fashion-model look.
“I like your dress,” Adrianna said as they sat down. The shimmery gold sheath clung to Cari’s slender body, finding no curves or bulges to mar the endless glitter. Adrianna had long legs, but her friend’s borderline too-skinny legs seemed to go on forever.
“I just got this. It’s a Natalie Baker Design.”
“I love her stuff. We have to go shopping.”
“Totally.”
The server, dressed in a white stretchy top and black skirt that barely hit her upper thighs, came by and took orders. The music boomed in the main room, but was barely heard on the relatively quiet patio. Adrianna wished she were dancing again, preferring it over too much conversation. Sometimes she wondered if she had issues about interacting with others, or if she was just sick to death of it from all the events and parties her mother had dragged her to.
The cool evening felt good; as they were heated from dancing, the briskness was refreshing. Spring hadn’t quite arrived, so the weather could vary from cold to warm. Even snow was a possibility that early in the year. But that night the temperatures were mild, as Boston went, and the outdoor area stayed pleasant due to patio heaters and tables of overheated dancers out to catch some air.
At least she had Cari, her best friend all through school. That made any social encounter better. Adrianna leaned toward shyness, and Cari was the opposite, outgoing and sometimes boisterous. Hanging with her took the pressure off. Conversations never lagged with Cari around.
“So, how’s college?” Adrianna took a sip of her Coke.
“Uh, you know, boring mostly. I don’t even know what I’m going to major in yet. My mom insisted that I go to Boston College and live at home. I don’t know why I agreed; I should have gone away to college. I’m never going to get away from my parents.”
“At least you have nice parents.” Adrianna heard Samuel discoursing on cars he lusted for, and saw Kevin nodding, offering comments at the appropriate times.
“Yes, but I envy you. How is it with your aunt?”
“Good; she’s nice and doesn’t meddle. She works, so we don’t even see each other much. I need to get my own place, though.”
“Your dad would help you.”
“No. Definitely not.”
“You are so stubborn.”
“I am not having my father pay for anything. Then he will think he owns me. I’m on my own. I can do it myself.”
“You could still go to college, you know.”
“It’s not for me. I’m sick of school. No offense. I’m happy for you, that you are going to a good college. But I just want to pursue my art.”
“You’re still doing well with your graphic art?”
“So far. We’ll see. I’ve been getting a few clients, nothing too impressive. But something could open up.”
Kevin heard the mention of graphic art, and took advantage of a lull in the conversation with Samuel. “Adrianna does impressive work. I’ve seen some of it.”
Adrianna smiled at him, even exuding warmth at his support. “I’m learning. Getting better.”
“Although I have tried to encourage her to attend Northeastern University with me. Their investment-banking program is top notch. I still don’t know why you won’t consider it, Adrianna, especially since it’s your father’s field. I’m sure he’d use his contacts to secure a good position for you.”
“No way. I’m not doing investment banking. I’ve already told you that. I don’t know why you’re bringing it up now. The last thing I want is to ask my father for anything.”
“But he’d be pleased to pay for your education. I’m sure he would. Any father would,” Kevin persisted, oblivious to Adrianna’s increasing ire.
“Forget it.”
“I can see where Adrianna’s coming from,” Samuel said. “I think each of us should follow our own talents. Not everyone wants to work in banking, you know, even if it is a lucrative field.”
“Exactly.” Adrianna appreciate the shift in viewpoint. “Just like you, Samuel. Your dad is an attorney, but I know you shunned that idea.”
“I’d make a lousy attorney. I’d hate it: hot, claustrophobic courtrooms, all the stress, trials. I saw my dad do it for way too long. He was never home, never had time for us, worked himself to death. I’ll take a career in computers over that, away from dealing with people incessantly and having to be ‘up’ all the time. Give me a hunk of wires and circuitry any day.” Samuel laughed and slugged down the last couple of inches of his non-alcoholic beer.
“Technology, you can’t miss with that,” Cari offered. “That’s something that will last long into the future. Too bad I have no knack for it.”
“You have other talents.” Samuel grinned and kissed Cari’s hand.
“Now, don’t you be tellin’.” She grinned, and squeezed Samuel’s hand. “Let’s dance. I’m done discussing careers. It’s making me tired.”
Cari stood, and smoothed out her glittery dress, then took Samuel’s hand and walked in graceful strides toward the door, despite her three-inch heels.
“We’ll be there in a few minutes,” Kevin called.
“I’m ready to go in. Are you almost done with your drink?”
“Yes, almost. I just thought we could talk for a minute.”
“Okay.” Adrianna emptied her glass, more for something to do than thirst, uncomfortable with Kevin’s intimate tone. “About what?”
“Well, we’ve been dating for a few months now.” He paused, and Adrianna wasn’t sure she liked the look in his eyes.
“Yes, we have.” She tried to sound casual, but didn’t get that feeling from her date.
“And I…I really like you.” The expression he gave was killer, but a little too much on the endearing side.
Adrianna hated talks. All through school she’d had boys do all kinds of goofy things. Why did they have to “like her” like her? Why couldn’t they just have a good time? She was unable to think of a suitable response—every one that came to mind seemed so familiar, like she’d said it over and over—so she kept quiet. Better see where this was going.
“I’m not sure how you feel.” Kevin furrowed his brow.
“I didn’t want to have a serious talk tonight. I just want to dance.”
“But how do you feel, Adrianna?”
“I just…I don’t know. Do I have to know…right now?”
“No, I guess not. But I was thinking maybe we could go away together next weekend. My parents have a vacation place. It would give us some time alone…to get to know each other better.” The subtly pleading tone bugged her.
So far Adrianna had avoided taking the next step with Kevin. They’d kissed and made out a little. The idea of doing more had come up, but she’d put it off. Explaining her feelings was…complicated.
“I don’t think so, Kevin. I’m sorry. You’ve been very nice to me. I know that. But I’m just…not ready.”
“When will you be?” Kevin’s tone was terse.
“I don’t know that either.”
In the silence that fell between them, Adrianna became aware of the noise level on the patio. All the talking, laughing, and the clinking of glassware was a cacophony of sound. It made the tense moment between them all the more pronounced. This was the kind of situation Adrianna hoped to avoid. Possibly it would have been better not to date. But then Cari always urged her to go out, encouraging her to meet the right guy.
Kevin leaned back in his chair and ran his hands through his perfectly cut and groomed hair. He sighed heavily. “I didn’t mean to pressure you. Really. I’ll give you time. But know that I do want more.”
“I know, Kevin. I understand.” Despite holding her ground, Adrianna felt bad; admittedly she wasn’t the easiest person to deal with. In truth, she didn’t know if she was being fair to Kevin. To him it was clear. They dated and got along, so that naturally led to more. But it wasn’t like that for Adrianna. It probably never would be.
Kevin reached over and took her hand. Then, pausing to look into her eyes, he leaned closer, his lips less than an inch from hers. Adrianna didn’t back away. He kissed her softly, and lingered. She could tell he wanted more. But feeling nothing, she didn’t part her lips to encourage him, merely kissed him back.
Separating, Adrianna stood up. “I’d like to dance.”
Kevin stood and put his arm around her waist to go back to the dance floor. She wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t call again. There would be no way to blame him for that. Kevin probably should find a woman that was more affectionate, more…a lot of things, and dump Adrianna.
But his patience with her was a point in his favor. He’d put up with much in the short time they’d dated. If only Adrianna were normal, like other women. Felt things, like other women. That thought cast darkness over her heart.
She stepped inside the dance hall, glad to be in the shroud of flashing lights once again. The bass of the music vibrated through her, carrying her to a better place. Moving her arms, Adrianna fell into the rock beat and began dancing as she made her way to the floor. The rest of the evening wasn’t so bad. They stayed inside, so no further discussion was possible. For that, she was grateful.
The ride home was quiet except for the rock tunes playing in Kevin’s car on the expensive music system. Adrianna closed her eyes, mentally somewhere else. When they arrived, she got out before he could open the door for her. Still, all good manners, Kevin escorted her to the front door and kissed her goodnight. It was brief, and a little formal, making her feel worse that she couldn’t be what he’d hoped.
It was late and her aunt was already asleep. Quietly, Adrianna crept upstairs to her bedroom and closed the door behind her, locking it, as was her habit. Kicking off her leather pumps, she let her feet sink into the rich wool of the rug and wiggled her toes. The blue dress was left, carefully draped over the maple rocking chair. After preparing for bed, she slipped under the thick peach-colored comforter, but relaxation wasn’t part of the deal.
The discord with Kevin and his harping once again about her going to college had ruined what little good mood she had. Knowing sleep wouldn’t come quickly, she reached for her iPod. In the earbuds, she listened to Blink-182 sing “Up All Night,” which seemed appropriate given her looming insomnia.
 



Chapter 6
The next morning Adrianna went for a jog, bundled up and wearing wool socks with her running shoes. The temperature had dropped overnight, and snow was possible. Listening to music on her iPod, she took a route that wasn’t as up and downhill as some. Invigorated from dancing the night before, she pounded out a decent workout before returning.
The wind whistled, and clouds hovered in the darkening sky. It felt good to be out, even with the cold assaulting her, breath forming in the air. After she ran hard, the winter garments got too warm, and by the time she was back on her street, Adrianna had removed the earmuffs and gloves.
Stamping off any dirt before entering her aunt’s home, she took a minute to gaze back at the tree-lined street. The strong trees, scattered among the iron gates and brick structures, were still bare of leaves. Her parents weren’t really that far away; Beacon Hill wasn’t that big. Yet they seemed to reside in another world, one apart from the comfort she found with her aunt.
With one motion, she opened the door wide enough to step inside and quickly closed it behind her to shut out the cold. Hearing the clap of a cupboard closing, Adrianna made her way to the kitchen. “Good morning, Aunt Krista.”
She stopped short the moment she entered the enormous kitchen, all white cupboards and countertops. Only the polished blond wood floor and a section housing a stove provided contrast. Even the refrigerator was hidden behind huge white wooden doors. But what drew her attention was a huge bouquet of red roses.
“Wow.” She stepped closer. “These are lovely.”
“They are for you.”
Adrianna raised a brow.
“Not from me. They were delivered while you were out.”
“Really?” She reached for the card and pulled it out of the tiny envelope.
It read: Thinking of you, Kevin
“What does it say? Who sent them?”
“They’re from Kevin.”
“Oh, how nice.” Krista smiled. Having the family trait of blond hair and blue eyes confirmed she was Hannah’s sister. But her eyes conveyed warmth unlike Adrianna’s mother. Her hair was more dishwater blond, and the color in her blue eyes was a bit dull. Plus her features were slightly rough, lacking the delicate bone structure bestowed on her older sister. It must have been a struggle growing up, Adrianna thought, as looks were prized in the family as though they were a treasure only special people were born with.
Yet Krista stood grinning at her, appearing content.
“Yes, it was nice. Kevin is always nice. Most of the time, anyway.”
Adrianna was struck with an unsettling realization—not new, really, just more obvious all of a sudden. Kevin was not just nice; he had perfect manners, and he was intelligent, capable, and handsome by any standards. He was everything a girl could want. Mostly. She couldn’t put her finger on what he lacked, if anything.
She really did have issues. All she had to do was accept his advances, be the willing girlfriend of the aforementioned eligible rich boy. But no, she had to resist. If that was what it was. Here, reasonably, was the “right guy.” There was nothing stopping her from reaching out and plucking the fruit.
But the roses didn’t have the effect Kevin had intended. Instead of feeling flattered and softening towards him, Adrianna felt guilty. That was an emotion she understood. It was familiar. Yet it wasn’t the stuff of which happily-ever-after was made. At least she hoped not. Life couldn’t be that dismal, could it?
She felt guilty precisely because he was nice, and she was being weird. There was not much more he could do to show her that he was willing to take the relationship deeper. And that was what didn’t make sense. Kevin was, conceivably, the perfect guy. And with a name like Robert Kevin Scott, he was destined to be an investment banker, just as he aspired to be.
If he wasn’t what she wanted, then what did she want?
“You can leave them there on the table if you like. They look pretty.”
“Sure. That’s a good idea.”
“I’m making breakfast if you want some.”
“I appreciate that, but I have to go get ready. I have an appointment with a new client. I’ll grab something later.”
Adrianna raced upstairs, focusing back on the present and the appointment. It was unusual to meet on a Saturday, but the client was swamped during the week and had asked if she could make the time. It was no problem for her, since she was looking for more contracts, and taking a few hours on a weekend seemed little enough for the possibility of additional income.
The appointment was at the Law Offices of Bennett Hayes. Apparently, one of her other clients liked her work and had recommended her to the prestigious law firm located in the financial district. She could take the subway; the red line would drop her at South Station only a couple of blocks away.
Adrianna still had her cherry-red Infiniti coupe with silver interior; her father had bought it for her a few years before. What she drove represented status in his eyes, thus the gift was more for appearances than out of consideration for his daughter. Matthew Jason Brooks took the trouble to list his full name on his business card as investment banker. That little detail was the guidepost to his personality.
Every detail added up to his appearance in the eyes of others: his name, his home, his tailored business suits. And even what car his daughter drove. And, essentially, that she drove, and was not relegated to getting rides with friends, or worse, riding the bus. Thus, ownership of the classy car was bittersweet.
It was a dream to drive, eye candy to look at, and yet another reason guys took notice of her. But it was another gleaming symbol of everything Adrianna despised. And the insurance for it was pricy. As it was, the car spent more time in her aunt’s garage than out on the road. And this day would be no different. Much more comfortable riding the subway, Adrianna opted for the public mode of transportation.
Though it was a Saturday, it was still smart to dress for business. Adrianna didn’t want to assume a casualness that she hadn’t yet witnessed. This was a law firm and that spoke convention. Best would be a compromise in attire: not a stiff, overdone business suit, but something professional yet feminine.
Clothes were not an issue, as her mother had plied her with new designs every season. It would have been a pleasure were it not for Hannah’s continual nagging about Adrianna’s curves. The comments ranged from a snide comment about her bust size to outright criticism of her fully rounded hips. The onslaught started when she reached puberty, and had never stopped.
Adrianna was sure her own body image was out of whack. Overly critical of her own figure, she tried on many outfits before settling on what to wear. Cari always assured her that she was beautiful, and that men liked her voluptuousness. If she’d had more time, Adrianna would have snagged her friend and had her come by to help choose the right outfit.
However, this wasn’t a beauty contest; it was a job interview. So it wasn’t like she was competing with all the rail-thin, expensively made-up women of the world. Those days were over, she reminded herself. The goal was to look intelligent and efficient, yet friendly. Finally, she settled on a soft gray pencil skirt with a lavender voile jacket. The white stretchy top underneath accented her figure, while the jacket gave the outfit a feminine appeal.
Not wanting to come across too stuffy, she chose gray leather pumps and wore her simple gold hoop earrings. She swept her hair back loosely in a velvet tie and put the finishing touches on her makeup. After a final assessment in the full-length mirror, she decided it would have to do.
A passing thought that her hips would look narrower in a longer skirt was shoved aside by the knowledge that her long legs were shown to best advantage by the hem of the pencil skirt, which ended mid-thigh. Men seemed unable to resist the long-legged look, and even if this was a business meeting, it couldn’t hurt to have that extra edge.
The subway ride was uneventful though chilly. Wrapped in her long wool coat, Adrianna navigated the two long blocks to the attorney’s office. She wasn’t actually meeting Bennett Hayes but his social media strategist, Emmett Sanders.
At first she’d been puzzled why a law firm would need to focus on social media. But after being enlightened that the firm’s specialty was advertising and marketing law, it made sense. One could hardly manage the advertising legalities of high-profile clients without having a respectable media presence as well. For credibility, if nothing else.
Graphics played a key role in any type of advertising, and Adrianna was flattered to be considered for the task of assisting the law firm with theirs. There was a thrill attached to the financial district of Boston. It was like something important was happening, just by being there, or so it felt to her.
Nestled below the tall office buildings, Adrianna couldn’t get a view of Boston Harbor. She walked along the busy street, against the bitingly cold wind, and located the skyscraper that housed the law firm. Going inside, she took the sleek elevator up to the seventeenth floor. Before going to the suite for the meeting, she walked to the window to look out.
The way the jagged landscape of city buildings sprawled right up to the edge of the expansive harbor always amazed her. From above, Boston looked like a stack of children’s blocks that might tumble into the water with the sweep of a small hand. The water was choppy that day, with the possibility that the weather could worsen. The sky was dark blue with wisps of clouds dragged across it like cotton candy.
Better not be late. Adrianna turned and made her way down the hall. Readjusting her leather bag on her shoulder, she took a deep breath and then stepped inside. Immediately, it was a whole different world. The plush gray and blue décor was accented with orange chair cushions and blond wood floors that gleamed so brightly she stepped carefully so as not to slip.
The place was brightly lit, though silent. The expansive receptionist’s desk was empty. To the far side, Adrianna could see the harbor though the tall windows. She gazed at the sparse selection of art work on the wall, picked to match the ivory vases with bright orange flowers more than for its aesthetic value. The pieces were abstract and colorful.
“Adrianna Brooks?”
She hadn’t noticed his presence before hearing his question. Turning, she saw a man dressed in charcoal slacks and a v-necked sweater. Never good at guessing age, she pegged him generally from her father’s generation. For his age, the man looked good, sporting a trendy, intentionally messy hairstyle and leaving the buttons of his shirt open down to the vee of his sweater.
Dark brown eyes and black hair gave him an Italian flair, and Adrianna would say he had been even more handsome in his younger days. Relieved that he looked friendly and not intimidating, she smiled. “Yes, I’m Adrianna. Are you Mr. Sanders?”
“Call me Emmett, please.” He shook her hand, not too hard, the grip communicating professionalism and control. It was odd how such a simple gesture said so much about a person.
He guided her to the conference room, another space decorated with dark wood furniture and orange cushions. The outer wall was a huge window open to the view of the harbor. In one corner was a full-size computer; the walls were adorned with artsy pictures similar to what she’d seen in the lobby. Warm, Adrianna slipped off her coat and draped it over the chair next to her.
“We’ll get started in just a moment. Please, have a seat. I’m waiting for one other person.”
“Oh, I didn’t know.” It seemed Emmett took for granted that she’d be working on the project. So it wasn’t an interview after all, more of a startup meeting. Adrianna sat down in one of the high-tech conference chairs, and took out her trim leather binder to take notes if needed.
“Yes, you will be doing the graphics for us, provided you find the terms acceptable. I’ve looked over the samples you emailed, plus you come highly recommended. Let me say we are looking forward to working with you. You can take the contract with you when you leave today, and if you find it acceptable just endorse it and drop it off when you return. If you need to negotiate any of the terms, you have my cell number.”
Adrianna couldn’t imagine she wouldn’t find the terms acceptable. By the looks of the place, the firm did nicely. Any offer they would make would likely be more than she was earning from her current clients.
Emmett made use of the waiting time to fill her in on the project while they sipped bottled water. She’d declined coffee or soda just then. The project he described was to be a revitalization of the company’s current social media presence; the intention was to be innovative, a leader not a follower.
“And I’ve hired a social media expert; you’ll be working with him directly. He will have ideas about our approach, and your graphic work will support the presentation. It will be vital for you to co-ordinate with each other. Today’s meeting will get things started.”
“Ah, here he is.” Emmett looked through the huge window to the hall at someone behind Adrianna.
She turned in her swivel chair just as Emmett pulled the long stainless steel handle on the oversized wooden door to open the conference room. A man in tight jeans and a gray wool blazer stepped in. Emmett shook his hand and greeted him. “Sean, good to see you again.”
Adrianna gaped, and was grateful she was seated. She thought of standing, since it would be the polite thing to do, but was sure her legs wouldn’t hold her. Towering over her was Sean Reid, all six feet of him, the hard muscle of his body evident even under the casual blazer.
His brown hair had grown out a little, and he was every bit as swoon-worthy as she remembered. If anything, his shoulders looked broader and his thighs…oh, God…she was losing it. Already.
Sean turned to look at Adrianna, recognition dawning. She melted under the warm gaze of his beautiful caramel-colored eyes. She’d never seen eyes like that. Or a body like his. No, not quite like his. He was big, kind of rough looking, sculpted with big, impressive muscles. And the way those pants fit…
Regaining his composure rather quickly, Sean held out his hand to Adrianna. As she reached out, her hand trembled, and she hoped he didn’t notice.
“Hello, Adrianna. We’ve met before. May I say, it’s nice to see you again.”
The way he said her name, in that deep, masculine voice. It would be her undoing, she was sure. When his strong hand grasped hers, Adrianna stopped breathing. The electricity between them couldn’t be denied.
“Sean. Nice to see you.” It was all she could think of to say, as her mind wasn’t functioning properly.
“Oh, you know each other,” Emmett commented.
“Yes, we met at a baseball game once,” Sean said, and Adrianna was glad he’d responded, because she wasn’t sure she had the ability to talk.
Realizing that she hadn’t taken her eyes off of him since the moment he’d entered the intimate conference room, Adrianna gulped some water and stared at her notepad as if it were the porthole to another world. Maybe she could just disappear, no questions asked.
No, it was more likely she was losing her mind. There was no way she could work with Sean in close proximity without—
“Adrianna, do you have any questions about what we’ve discussed so far?” Emmett was all business, seemingly unaware of the undercurrent between his new hires.
She shook her head.
“Okay then, Sean’s been briefed already, so I’ll leave you two alone to brainstorm. If you need me, I’m just down the hall.” Emmett left and the heavy wooden door sealed behind him, its weight enough to close it.
Sean sat across from Adrianna and she became acutely aware of the rapid beat of her heart. Then, looking at his ruggedly handsome face, she saw that smile again. The corners of his luscious mouth turned up and his eyes beamed. Sure that her discomfort was obvious, Adrianna’s cheeks warmed.
“Well, where shall we start?” Sean said, the smile never leaving his face.
 



Chapter 7
As he had glanced through the conference room window while walking down the hall, Sean had thought he recognized the back of that blond head. That brilliant light hair he remembered and it seemed too often he was left looking at it from the back as she walked away.
His heart had skipped a beat when he thought it might be her, but he just couldn’t believe it. Adrianna, here? No way.
Stepping inside, there she had been, so stunning the sight nearly knocked him off his feet. Those blue eyes, the prettiest ones he’d ever seen, looked up in surprise, and Sean felt an ache deep inside. He’d tried to convince himself that he’d forgotten her, moved on.
The ragged feeling in his heart confirmed what Sean knew to be the truth: he had never forgotten her. He never would.
Sitting across from her, Sean took time to savor her beauty. That long, wispy blond hair caressed her cheek and fell tantalizingly past her shoulders. Getting lost in her soft blue eyes would be the easiest thing to do, way too easy. Adrianna had worn a light, frilly jacket, teasing him with her femininity, but underneath was a stretchy undergarment tight over the round curves of her breasts.
Imagining holding her, touching her, was doing nothing to quell the throb building inside just from being in her presence. The effect she had on him rattled him to his core. With her flawless, smooth skin and pouty lips, Adrianna enticed while seeming innocent or unaware of her allure. And that made her even more desirable.
Luckily, they were seated across from each other, giving Sean some sense of modesty and not flaunting the evidence of his desire openly. Not that he was a modest guy, not at all. But historically, he’d failed to make the right move with Adrianna. And he didn’t want her getting the wrong impression. Well, it was the right impression, but he didn’t want to give her any reason to walk away—he at least wanted a chance with her.
Adrianna fumbled with her papers and gazed at the desk, clearly uncomfortable. Sean only hoped that was because she was attracted to him, but could find no reassurance that was the case. Trying to stay cool, or appear so anyway, he leaned back in the chair and slumped down into the soft orange cushion.
“I didn’t know you did social media,” Adrianna said.
Her voice was like a soft melody playing over his body.
“I guess there are a lot of things you don’t know about me.” That got her attention. Adrianna’s focus shifted and she looked at him intently, as if he were a mystery.
“We don’t know each other at all.” Adrianna looked away. Her eyes flicked back down to her papers, like she wanted to crawl between the pages.
“I’d like to remedy that.” Sean cringed inside, but kept his body relaxed, not wanting to give himself away. Too strong, too soon, he was sure.
Adrianna gave a brief smile, but no joy flashed in her eyes. She was a hard one to figure out.
“I didn’t know you were a graphic artist.” And that was true. Sean knew zero about this amazing woman.
Adrianna seemed to relax at that comment, edging into a subject she was familiar with. “Yes, for a long time. All through school, it was my haven. When things got bad it was my non-destructive way to escape. I’d spend hours at the computer.”
“So you have destructive ways to escape too?” Sean blurted out, then thought better of it. But it was too late.
Adrianna shifted in her chair. “Don’t we all?”
She had a point.
“I could use some coffee. How about you?”
Adrianna nodded, stood immediately, and grabbed her coat like she was spooked. Sean understood that. Being in this small space, so close to each other, was causing serious reactions for him too. Needing space, and wanting to break free of the work environment, he stood and opened the door for her. The light floral scent of her perfume intoxicated him as she swept past, and Sean breathed it in, wanting her more by the second.
“I’ll just let Emmett know we’ll be back in a bit.” Then, not wanting Adrianna to vanish into thin air as he half thought she would, he said, “Stay right there. I’ll be back in two seconds.”
Adrianna smiled. That amazing smile that melted him. God, how in the world was he going to work in close proximity to her?
He was back in a flash, and it was such a relief to see Adrianna standing in the hall, right where he’d left her.
“Hungry? It’s nearly eleven, a bit early. But I know a good place around the corner.”
“I didn’t have time for breakfast, so I am kind of hungry.”
“Okay then, settled.” Glancing out the window at the ever-darkening sky, he added, “Better wrap up. Looks cold out there.”
*****
Dooley’s was an Irish pub open for the lunch crowd. The bar was maple and the floor unfinished wood. The place was warm and homey. And dark, lit only by wall sconces. Romantic. They even had white tablecloths. He waved to the guy at the bar and guided Adrianna to a table along the wall.
“The food is great here,” Sean said, taking one of the menus from the clip stand on the table and handing it to Adrianna.
“Smells good in here, like steeping meat, vegetables, and pastry.”
“Shepherd’s pie, beef stew, pick one.” Sean raised his hand and a waitress appeared.
“What will you have to drink?” she said.
“Adrianna?”
“Coke.”
“Okay, and I’ll have a Guinness. Give us a minute to look at the menu.”
The waitress disappeared, and Sean watched Adrianna study the menu. Anything she did intrigued him; she had a way of making every task memorable. Maybe it was just that the room seemed to light up when he was around her.
“You could have something stronger, you know.”
“Than what?”
“Coke.”
“I’m only nineteen.”
“Me too. They aren’t going to check; my uncle owns the place.”
“I don’t drink alcohol.”
“You never have?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Oh. So why not?”
“I have my reasons.”
“I figured that. Care to share them?”
“No. Not just now.”
And that was it. Another mystery tagged on to the enigma that was Adrianna Brooks.
The waitress was back. “What will it be?” She looked at Adrianna.
“I’ll have the veggie burger, please, no mayo.”
“And I’ll have the Reuben sandwich with the curry fries.” Sean took a gulp of his beer as the waitress walked away. “So we come to one of the best Irish pubs in the city and you order a veggie burger?”
“Habit,” Adrianna said, sipping delicately through her straw. Those sweet lips around the straw; he couldn’t look.
“What kind of habit?”
“You sure have a lot of questions.”
“You are a woman that inspires a lot of questions.”
“Well, if you must know, I grew up on one diet after the other. And some habits are just hard to break. I tend to order the most diet thing on the menu.”
“Weird.”
“Not really. I take it you’ve never been in any beauty pageants?”
Sean laughed. “Right. I don’t think so.”
“Well, then you wouldn’t understand what it’s like—the constant pressure to keep your weight down. And I don’t know why I’m telling you this anyway. I suppose it would be better if I let you assume I look the way I do without effort. It would be cooler for you to think so. But I don’t. I have to work at it.”
Sean looked at the perfect woman sitting across from him, and try as he might he couldn’t fathom her as anything but beautiful.
“And I’m not very good at it anyway.” Adrianna took another sip of Coke.
“At what?”
“Staying thin.”
Sean pondered that. “Well, you are a ten.”
Adrianna giggled. “Oh, you rate women? I’m appalled.”
Sean grinned. “Nothing you have to worry about. You’re perfect.” He watched her blush, making her all the more adorable.
“Can we talk about something else?”
“Sure, what do you want to talk about?”
“How did you get into social media?”
“Oh, like you, I’ve been doing it forever. I was attached at the hip to my computer since I could first sit up in a chair.”
“Hmm, you did start young.” Adrianna widened her eyes.
“Okay, tease. Yes, I did start young. I just seem to have the knack for it, and was always on social media sites, just goofing off. Goofing off led to a pretty good career.”
“What about college?”
“What about it?”
“Everybody seems to be going to college.”
“Are you?”
“No, I mean everyone else.”
“Oh. Well, no, college isn’t for me.” Sean balked for a second, a familiar tinge of second-class-citizen syndrome hitting him. He couldn’t afford college right out of high school, and now he wasn’t all that interested anyway. “I have a career. A college degree wouldn’t make any difference.” He shrugged. “Are you in college?”
The waitress dropped off their meals without a word.
“Nope. Don’t plan to go to college.”
“But you can afford it.”
“That’s not the point. And I don’t want my dad paying for it anyway.” Adrianna messed with her veggie burger, smearing mustard on and arranging the lettuce just so.
“Why not? It’s expected. I mean, most fathers would pay for their daughter’s college if they could.”
“I don’t care. I don’t want my father paying for anything.” Adrianna studied her food as if it held answers to some unresolved questions.
“Fair enough.”
“And I’m doing okay with graphic design. Not great. But it will get better. This gig at the law firm will help.”
Sean took a big bite of his Reuben, the peppery flavor of the corned beef as good as he remembered. “Yes, the law firm,” he said, chewing. “Guess we should co-ordinate.” Although he still had no idea how he was going to get any work done around such a beautiful woman.
But Adrianna just sipped her Coke, showing little interest in talking business.
Fairly quickly, Sean’s food disappeared. He glanced over to see that Adrianna had hardly touched hers. “I thought you were hungry.”
“I ate half.”
Sean looked closer. “Half? I only see two bites.”
“Big bites.”
“Okay.” Sean grinned. He didn’t really want to leave, but couldn’t think of an excuse to hang out longer.
“Check,” he said, holding up his hand to flag the waitress when she came near.
Adrianna pulled out some cash and handed it across the table.
“What’s that?”
“Um, a ten-dollar bill.” She smirked at him.
“Yes, I can see that. I’ve got the tab.”
“No, you don’t. This isn’t a date. It’s a business meeting.”
“Do you have to make everything difficult?”
“I’m not trying to.”
Sean shook his head. He pushed the ten back toward her. “It’s a business expense. I’ll cover it.” He looked up at her. “Satisfied?”
Adrianna sighed and stuffed the bill back in her purse.
Sean opened the door to exit and the wind nearly whipped it out of his hand. He put his arm around Adrianna, instinctively protecting her. “It’s bad out there. Let’s hurry. I don’t want you getting too cold.”
*****
The law office seemed bright and sterile after the dark intimacy of the pub. It smelled of new fabric and air freshener, wiping out the olfactory sense of roasting meat and oven bread. Sean followed Adrianna, walking toward the conference room, and spotted Emmett coming down the hall.
“So, did you have time to go over things?” Emmett had his coat on, and was looking ready to go.
“We went over a few things,” Sean said.
Adrianna looked away, but Sean caught a glimpse of the smile she tried to hide.
“Okay, I know you both can do a lot of this work from your office. But I think a few meetings in person would be good.”
Sean saw Adrianna start to speak, and he had a feeling he knew what she was going to say. He cut her off. “Yes, Emmett. That’s a good idea. I do think we need to meet again. How about Monday morning?”
“Perfect.” Emmett walked down the hall toward the office lobby, and both Sean and Adrianna followed. She turned to glare at Sean as she passed, and he noted her displeasure. But he didn’t care. Nothing was going to keep him from seeing her again, even if it did have to be a business meeting.
They all chatted during the ride down in the elevator, which was short. “Okay then. See you both Monday.” Emmett headed toward the parking structure, and Sean started to follow.
Adrianna walked in the other direction.
“Where are you going?”
“Home.”
“No, I mean, why are you headed outside? Isn’t your car in the lot?”
“No, I rode the subway.”
Sean looked through the glass doors toward the street. A few snowflakes were beginning to fall. “No way. You aren’t going out in that. I’ll drive you.”
“No.”
“Don’t be stubborn. I’m giving you a ride home. No arguments.”
Adrianna still hesitated. She looked outside toward the snowflakes whipping against the buildings. Then she looked back.
“Come on.” Sean took her arm and tugged.
“Okay,” she scoffed.
“I don’t bite. Really.”
Another elevator took them down to the parking garage, and without the distraction of Emmett standing between them, Sean was acutely aware of Adrianna. She stood inches from him, her female scent making him lightheaded. Before he could act on his impulse to touch her, the elevator dinged and opened.
Sean guided her out, and down the main aisle. “I parked over here.”
He stepped up to his black Dodge Charger, and clicked the key fob to unlock the door. He opened the passenger door and made a hand motion for her to get in.
Adrianna stood, staring at the car. “What happened to the blue Chevy?”
“I upgraded.” Sean waited for her to get in. “Don’t worry, it’s safe. It has all-wheel drive.”
Adrianna balked. “I kind of liked that Chevy.”
Sean never knew what Adrianna was going to do, much less say. If he’d known she liked it that much, he might have kept it. “I liked it too. Let’s give this one a spin; see how you like it.”
Reluctantly, Adrianna got in. Sean couldn’t tell if she didn’t like the car or just didn’t want to be that close to him. Nothing made sense.
Adrianna told him where her aunt lived, and Sean navigated the wet roads. Music vibrated through car, taking away any need for conversation. Adrianna tapped her knee to the bass periodically, drawing attention to her long legs peeking out from under her short skirt. There was no need; Sean couldn’t take his eyes off her anyway. But he tried to focus on the slippery roads, allowing his peripheral vision include Adrianna.
All the way, Sean ran ideas around in his head. He couldn’t just let her get out, say goodbye, and drive off. Then they’d see each other again on Monday and nothing would be any different. He hoped by Monday they’d know each other a lot better.
He pulled in front of her aunt’s home—a mansion from his perspective—but didn’t immediately get out.
“This is it,” Adrianna said, and reached for the door handle.
“Wait.”
She stopped and looked at him. Her perfume filled the car, and Sean knew he’d smell it all the way back to his apartment and longer. Maybe he’d never wash the darn thing again, just to keep the fragrance in there.
“What?”
“Can I see you again?”
“You’ll see me Monday.”
“You know what I mean. Like a date. I’d like to see you again, Adrianna.”
She slumped back from the door and looked at the windshield, wet from the drifting snow.
“I don’t think so,” she said without looking at him.
Feeling desperation begin to surface, Sean said, “Why not? Are you with someone?”
“Not exactly.”
“What does that mean? How can you ‘not exactly’ be with someone? Either you are or you aren’t.”
“I have been dating someone.”
“Is it serious?”
Adrianna paused and looked into his eyes. Sean thought his heart would stop.
“It’s confusing.”
Sean reached out and touched her jaw with his fingertips. She felt so soft. “You’re confusing.”
“I know. I’m sorry. Anyway…it’s just not a good idea. Thanks for the ride, though.” And she hopped out and jogged up to her front door and disappeared inside.
Sean sat in the car until so much snow had fallen he couldn’t see out the windows. Then he revved up the engine and peeled out. Damn. There had to be a way to win her over. He was just going about it wrong, that was all. He’d have to rethink this. Women. They were so hard to understand sometimes.
 



Chapter 8
The black leather sofa made a rubbing sound when Nic dropped into the corner of it, putting his arms over the back and lifting one leg to rest his ankle on his opposite thigh.
“Comfortable?” Sean smirked.
“Yeah this sofa isn’t bad, for leather anyway. I prefer those overstuffed fabric deals.”
“Well, I’ll let my interior designer know.”
“So, isn’t Tomas coming by?”
At that moment the bell rang.
“Get it, will you? I’ll check out the booze situation.”
“Oh, man. I just sat down.” Nic rose and sauntered to the door, in no particular rush. His dark hair was buzzed all over, about an inch long on top, which looked tough-boy cool. Nic thought it made him look older, an advantage with the women, and Sean had to agree. At nineteen, it didn’t hurt to look more mature; the women liked that.
Of course, Sean didn’t have any issue there. Probably his height and muscular build carried him past the late-teens look, making him look at least twenty. He kept his brown hair cropped short too, though not buzzed; he just liked it that way, for no particular reason.
“Hey, man.” Tomas walked into the kitchen, the rubber soles of his brown suede shoes squeaking on the tile floor. He patted his palm on the blond wood cupboards several times like he was keeping time to a tune playing in his head. “What’s up?”
Tomas wore a white T-shirt and jeans, swinging a leather jacket by one finger. His shaggy brown hair fell partly over his face, shading his green eyes. The girls liked Tomas; maybe it was that Irish look. He had more of an accent than the other two since his parents spoke Irish a lot at home; he tended to sound like his dad.
“It’s Saturday night. What do you want to do?” Sean asked, rummaging through the fridge for something to drink. He wore jeans like his friends, and a cream-colored cotton shirt that Nell told him looked sexy with his eyes. “Nell will be here in a minute. She’s going to hang with us for a while.”
Nell was a woman Sean had been seeing. With her long, dark hair and curvaceous figure, she garnered male attention. And she did have lovely hazel eyes with brown near the pupil and green around it. Pretty enough that he’d been willing to go places with her, mostly with his friends, though sometimes alone.
She seemed to really take to him, and it was a little flattering considering she was older than he was. And at twenty-one, she could buy him whiskey or beer whenever he needed some. That was an advantage. And she wasn’t too bad in the sack. Sean had discriminating tastes, and when he needed a woman’s company he’d reached for Nell, now and again.
Lately, she’d seemed a bit clingier. He might have to do something to cool her off. “I hope Nell brings some whiskey. Looks like I’m out.”
Without knocking or ringing the bell, Nell arrived and appeared in the kitchen wearing a black cocktail dress. The little number barely covered her butt, and in the front it dipped to her waist, the open vee covered with see-through black material. At only five feet three, she looked much taller in her four-inch heels.
“Hey, Nell, baby.” Tomas looked her up and down. “Where you headed? You put us to shame in that outfit.”
Nell glided the three steps over to Sean and put one arm around his neck. The kiss she gave him was soft enough to be respectable but slow enough to show the other guys whom she favored. With one hand on her back, Sean pressed her close. She did feel awfully good.
Holding her hand in the air, Nell offered the bottle of whiskey she’d brought. “Thought maybe you could use this.”
“Always.” Nic took it from her before Sean could reach.
“I’ll grab some glasses,” Nell said. “You’re sharing that, Nic.”
They shared a drink and bantered about a lot of nothing. Then, it was time to go—somewhere, anywhere, because as nice as Sean’s apartment was, it was no place to spend Saturday night. Since he’d been able to afford his own place, though, his pals had made it a habit to meet there on weekends to start things off.
“I thought you were taking me somewhere.” Nell pouted and moved onto Sean’s lap with her arms around his neck, showing a lot of leg.
“I want to try that place Tomas mentioned…Polarize. I’m in the mood to dance.” Sean slid Nell off his lap and stood. “I’ll ride with Nell. She has to go to work later, so you guys can give me a ride back.”
*****
Polarize was known for a good playlist, and Sean had been meaning to try it out. All the way over, Nell kept feeling up his thigh, and normally he liked that. But something was off. And he had a hunch he knew what it was.
Only hours before, the scent of Adrianna had filled his head, and he kept imagining her hand on his thigh. But Adrianna had blown him off again. Never mind that, he was going to get to her one way or the other. Maybe she needed more courting, flowers or something.
“Sean, are you daydreaming over there?” Nell was pretending to be cross with him.
“Yeah, guess I was.” Sean gave her one of his charming smiles, which seemed to satisfy her for the moment.
Once inside, they met up with Nic and Tomas. Drinks would have to be non-alcoholic beer since it was an eighteen-and-older club. No booze. Once seated, they placed their orders, and scanned the place for a bit before dancing. Likely Tomas was checking out the women. And probably Nic was too, but likely not with the same intent, since he’d started dating someone.
“Dance with me,” Nell said, standing and pulling on Sean’s hand. He followed her out onto the floor.
The music was the kind of stuff he listened to: Radiohead, Fleet Foxes, and Coldplay. Getting into the beat, Sean danced song after song, the male eyes on the floor taking in the sight of the sexy woman in the tight, short black dress shaking it out in front of him. Nell did get looks from men wherever she went, making Sean feel good being with her.
But that night he didn’t feel as good about it as he usually did. Nell was coming on to him, and he wasn’t in the mood. Which was odd for Sean; he was always in the mood. As Nell kicked and shifted her hips, a conduit for the rock beat, she bumped into Sean seductively more than once. He tried to get lost in the song, and shut off the images of Adrianna that haunted his mind.
Sweating and breathing hard, Nell took his hand and led him back to the table. She swigged her soda and fanned her face. “I gotta go to work. I hate working Saturday nights. I wish you were twenty-one; you could come with me.”
“Well, I’m hanging with the guys tonight.”
“Okay, well, call me later.” Nell put her hand behind Sean’s head and pulled him down into a kiss. Her lips were parted and her tongue darted in and out of his mouth.
Sean felt awkward.
“What’s with you tonight?” Nell looked into his eyes, making him feel guilty. “You got another girl?”
Sean shrugged, just brushing it off. He really didn’t have another girl. Okay, he’d like to, but he didn’t know if it was really going to happen.
“You better not,” Nell teased, and started to walk away. “Call me,” she yelled back, leaving Sean alone at the table.
He stood watching her walk away, admiring the sway of her hips and her shapely legs. Nell was a honey. Then why didn’t he feel like calling her later?
Through the green light cast over the dance floor, he watched Nell disappear from sight. He felt alone, and not because she had to leave for her shift at the nightclub. No, not that. He missed Adrianna, of all things. Like he had any hold on her. He had nothing.
His mind drifted to the vision of how Adrianna looked in the lavender ruffled jacket, her breasts so tantalizing beneath the tight, stretchy top. Under his pants, the reaction to the image told him that it was Adrianna he wanted to call, not Nell. Life was getting complicated.
Sinking into a chair at the table, he watched the sea of dancers, letting the sound of rock pound into him and hoping it would numb the ache inside. All he could see was Adrianna: her blond hair, blue eyes, flawless skin, the curve of her hip. The grip she had on his senses was making it tough to think of finding someone to dance with in Nell’s absence. So he just sat.
Then, in a shimmery, low-cut dress, she appeared under the blue and orange spotlights roving over the dance floor. But he’d never seen her in that dress. Now he was having delusions; thinking about her so hard, it made her come to life. Adrianna. She moved toward him, was coming his way. The shock that it was really her bolted through him.
If she’d come looking for him, it would be too much to ask for. There was no way she could know he was there. However, the idea that Adrianna had changed her mind, and was seeking him out, had every nerve on alert. But her eyes didn’t meet his; she gazed around as if looking for a table.
Sean thought to wave her over, but was frozen in place. Unbelieving that his life had taken a sharp turn in the right direction, he couldn’t react. All he could do was stare at her in that dress. God, she was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. Sean shifted in the chair, willing his body to stand so he could get her attention.
Then he saw it. Adrianna had one hand behind her and some guy in tow. The bubble of passion titillating Sean burst into fury. The mere thought of her with another man blinded him with jealousy. He had to get a grip, knowing she had no commitment to him. Somehow it hardly mattered. It felt like she was his.
In disbelief, Sean watched Adrianna guide the tall, perfectly groomed guy to a table, followed by another couple. The four of them sat and ordered drinks, and Sean watched every move. If that guy touched her, Sean wasn’t sure what he would do. The guy was Mister College Preppy if he’d ever seen him.
Lean and athletic, with conservatively cut and styled hair, the guy was from Adrianna’s social crowd. Sean had no doubt about that. None of his friends would wear slacks and a dress shirt to a club. Nor had any of them ever groomed their hair like they were going to shoot a commercial. Yet Adrianna was with this guy.
Was that what she wanted? Some rich, boring, goody-goody guy that fit in and made her parents proud? Mister Preppy had it written all over him. The guy you take to meet the parents, the guy who goes to college and graduates into a respectable career, the guy you marry and… Sean couldn’t bear the thought. Somehow, envisioning Adrianna with this creep was just wrong.
He decided to go over. Sauntering, accentuating his tough-guy swagger, Sean eased over to the table where the four were seated. Standing next to Adrianna, he waited. The others at the table looked up, and Adrianna turned to see who was behind her. Surprise registered in her beautiful features.
“Sean,” she said.
“Adrianna.” Sean nodded, giving her his coolest smile. He didn’t want her to know the effect she had on him, but he couldn’t resist seeing the guy she was with up closer.
“Uh, I didn’t expect to see you here.” Adrianna looked flustered. After a moment, she looked back at her friends. “This is Sean Reid. We’re working together on a project. Sean, this is Cari, Samuel, and Kevin.” She used her hand to indicate the faces that went with each name as she introduced them.
“Nice to meet you,” Sean said, nodding in their direction. “I just thought I’d try this place out. Do you come here often?”
“Sure…well, sometimes.” Adrianna looked up at Sean and then away.
“We like the music here,” Cari offered.
“Care to sit down?” Samuel asked.
“Ah, no, thanks. I’m with some friends,” Sean said. “Just thought I’d come over to say hello.”
“Thanks for stopping by,” Kevin said tersely, leaving no doubt that he was glad to see Sean leave.
Come to think of it, Adrianna was acting sort of flustered. Sean liked the idea that he was getting to her. There was hope after all. The satisfaction he got at seeing the preppy date try to defend his territory muted the loss Sean felt over having to walk away from Adrianna. That happened too often, him leaving her, and he was going to have to change that.
Sean lifted his hand in acknowledgement as he started walking away. “Catch you later.” He didn’t need to look back to know that Adrianna was watching him; her eyes were burning into him. In a rasher moment, or with a little more alcohol in his system, Sean might have grabbed her and dragged her away from the table. Her other friends seemed okay. But she was with the wrong guy.
“Is that who I think it is?” Tomas said when Sean returned and sat down.
His friends were guzzling their drinks, their shirts soaked with sweat. “Yes, it is. And I can’t believe she’s here. All of a sudden she just walks in with that idiot sitting next to her,” Sean said.
“The beauty queen…what do you know.” Nic looked over at the table where Adrianna sat.
Sean glared.
“Sorry. No offense. But it is a title she’s earned, you know. The woman’s been in more beauty contests than we’ve been in fights,” Nic said.
“I doubt that,” Sean said but looked across the room at the woman he’d like to go rescue. Even from that far away he could tell she was uncomfortable. If she was with that guy, why didn’t she look like it? Adrianna sat stiffly in her chair, not holding the guy’s hand or even looking at him.
Actually, that was good. It looked like the preppy wouldn’t be much competition. All the better.
“I’m working on a new project, and you won’t believe this. Who shows up today to do the graphics? Adrianna. I couldn’t believe my luck.” Sean gazed at her. Adrianna glanced in his direction and then away, focused on the girlfriend across the table from her, waving her arms expressively as she talked.
“Better watch it, buddy,” Tomas said. “You’re in deep water there.”
“Too late,” Sean said. I’m in over my head and sinking fast.
 



Chapter 9
Nic and Tomas gulped their drinks while Sean fidgeted. With Adrianna so close he couldn’t settle down. It didn’t seem right to just watch her with some other guy, especially that guy. The longer Sean sat, and the more he thought about it, the more annoyed he got. A feeling of foreboding came over him, like Adrianna was in a bad situation, but he couldn’t put his finger on why exactly.
At the bottom of his disgruntlement was that he wanted her for himself, and he knew it. But there was no way he was going to allow her to ruin her life either. If he knew one thing, he knew Adrianna was different, in a good way. A life with a boring, conservative jerk was unthinkable. It would never happen—he hoped.
His friends joked and talked, noticing girls and catching their breath, preparing for another stint on the dance floor. But Sean was tuned out, lost in his dilemma. Everything came into focus when he saw Adrianna making her way toward the strobes—with Kevin following—from the second she started walking toward the crowd, her body moved in time to the music.
Sean was mesmerized by the poetry of her form, starting from the high heels, going up her long, trim legs and over the soft curve of her hip; he watched her undulate to the music. Adrianna swirled her arms overhead, letting her long blond hair sweep over her shoulders. The fitted bodice of her dress cupped her bosom, reminding Sean once again of how much he wanted to feel her firm breasts underneath.
His body tensed as he witnessed Adrianna dance, lost to the vibration of “Sing” from the Danger Days album. Every movement of her body caused a reaction in Sean’s, and the lust he felt for her stirred. If she danced with a partner Adrianna seemed unaware of it, nor was Sean. All he could see was the woman he wanted moving sensually, enticing him. Yet she seemed oblivious to the effect she had, totally involved with her love of dance and of the music.
Finally, he’d had enough. A guy could only take so much, and Sean’s fuse tended to be short. He stood, hesitating just a moment.
“Where are you going?” Tomas said, leaning back in his chair.
“I’m going to dance,” Sean said, and walked purposefully toward the floor.
Standing next to Adrianna, he took in her beauty. Swaying to the beat with her eyes closed, she looked altogether too tempting. Her lovely skin radiated under the spotlights and her blond hair shimmered. Ignoring her date, Sean stared.
Adrianna opened her eyes and spotted Sean, who turned to Kevin, and disregarding the challenging look, said, “May I cut in?” Without waiting for a reply, Sean stepped between Adrianna and her partner then began dancing.
Never missing a step, Adrianna kept moving, but the look on her face changed. Sean couldn’t read the emotion he saw there. Was she glad he was with her? Startled? He just couldn’t tell.
“Hey, buddy. I’m with her.” Kevin’s voice was loud, partly to be heard over the loud music.
“Not anymore,” Sean said without turning around.
“You can’t just cut in.” He turned up his voice volume a little more.
“I just did.” That guy was starting to become annoying, and he wouldn’t like it when Sean got really riled.
But Preppy Boy didn’t press the issue. That wasn’t his style. Instead, he did the smartest thing—he left.
“He’s my date, you know,” Adrianna said in a half shout, but didn’t reveal much in her expression—no annoyance, disappointment, or upset of any kind. Like always, it was difficult to tell what she thought.
Sean just smiled and kept dancing. Now this was more like it. He enjoyed seeing Adrianna in a setting where she was relaxed, and the club was it. Dancing and smiling, she looked happy, and Sean realized that was different. It struck him that maybe she wasn’t usually happy.
Moving to the beat, but mostly watching Adrianna, he felt his pulse race. And it wasn’t from the rock beat. The sparkles on her dress changed color as the lights rotated, and her blond hair gleamed. Up as close as he was, Sean could see the soft swell of her breasts peeking out the top of her dress. They moved with her, and he imagined what it would feel like to cup them in the palms of his hands. They must be so soft.
Intoxicated by her perfume, Sean tried to stay grounded, but she was making it difficult. The jerking of her hips was like a sexual act to him, and when she kicked, showing her shapely legs, it sent a pulse through his body. Resistance crumbled and he began bumping against her, gently, seductively.
Adrianna didn’t object; it was all part of the dance—the swaying of her hips and Sean grazing against her. Each contact sent electricity sparking through him, and he drank in the sight of her, unable to tell if she felt the same or not. At one point in the song, Sean put his hand at her waist, guiding her to the beat, their bodies moving in harmony.
Dancing with her, moving with her, letting her femininity engulf him, was as good as sex. As good as any he’d known. And he liked sex; he liked it a lot—which was evidence Adrianna’s grip on him ran deep. His desire to have her swamped his senses and roused his body to an uncomfortable level.
The song shifted to something quieter, slower, and without hesitation Sean put his hands on her waist to lead. Delicately, Adrianna put her hands on his shoulders, her eyes wide, looking into his.
Sean’s hormones raged, blotting out rationality, and he said what was on his mind before thinking it through.
“So, is that the guy you are ‘not exactly’ with?”
Adrianna tried to suppress a smile, but Sean watched it break free. “Yes.”
“Why are you seeing him? He’s not right for you.”
“What’s wrong with him?”
“Do you want the list?”
Adrianna smirked. “He’s a nice guy.”
“Well, that’s the first thing on the list. Nice in that he’s boring, and don’t tell me otherwise. I can see for myself.”
“He’s good to me.”
“Uh huh.” Sean waited to see if she had anything further with which to counter.
Adrianna just looked at him, and he let one hand drift to her lower spine, pressing her closer. “I want to see you, Adrianna. Get rid of the guy.”
“I can’t,” she said, but her eyes betrayed her, showing desire to do just that. “I came with him, and besides, I’m dating him, you know.”
“I don’t care,” Sean said, his face so close to hers, he could feel her sweet breath on his lips. Stopping for a moment, he boldly ran his hand up her spine and into her long hair. “I want you, Adrianna.” His lips touched hers briefly as he spoke, teasing her, with the kiss he didn’t give.
Even in the low lights, Sean could see her flush. Just at that moment, she was yanked away from him. Kevin had his arm through hers. “The dance is over,” he said curtly, and pulled Adrianna away. She followed but glanced back, her eyes locking with Sean’s. He nearly went after her, but wasn’t sure what she wanted.
During the dance, she’d been his and the world had dropped away. He’d been so close, near enough to breathe her in, near enough to feel her, and intimate enough to whisper in her ear. Lingering on that moment, Sean felt warmth radiate through his body and settle between his thighs. Adrianna. He needed her, and it was making him crazy.
Winding through dancers on his way back to the table, he took the liberty of looking Adrianna’s way. Now the guy she was with had his arm around her possessively, and Sean couldn’t see her face so had no way to observe her reaction. The two talked intimately, and he tried to imagine what they were saying. The other couple wasn’t there; possibly they were outside, or lost on the crowded dance floor.
Seeing her alone with Not Exactly made his blood boil in his veins. How easy it would be to make him shove off. But he didn’t want to make a scene—not because he was reluctant to confront her deadbeat date, but because he didn’t want to turn Adrianna against him. And until he knew more about how she felt, Sean decided to cool it.
Less than five minutes later Sean saw Adrianna standing at the table with her date’s arm still around her. The look on Kevin’s face was as unpleasant as it had been when he’d ripped her away from the dance floor. The other couple had returned, and Adrianna was talking to them.
Then she left. Without even a glance toward Sean, Adrianna let her date guide her out of the club. Sean watched her go, seething that Kevin had his arm around her, and despondent that she was walking away from him. Yet again. Each elegant step she took toward the door carried her away, and Sean watched her lovely form disappear into the dark crowd, gone from sight.
His pals came back to the table, with girls this time. And Sean couldn’t have been more uninterested. He wanted a woman he wasn’t sure he would ever get, though he wasn’t going to give up easily. Why he had to have her—when others, including Nell, would fall into bed with him at the least provocation—he couldn’t say.
But he felt it. Sean felt it in every pore of his body, in every nerve ending; his skin tingled from the close brush with Adrianna and his heart wrenched at the thought of her with another guy. He had it bad and he knew it. But there was no way around it. Sean had to have her, and though he’d received little encouragement thus far, he was determined to win out.
He leaned back in his chair and guzzled his beer, wishing it were alcoholic. In one day, he’d lost Adrianna twice and it was getting to him. Before the night was over he needed something stronger than the soda pop called non-alcoholic beer he was drinking. It was going to take much more to mute the pain he was in.
Maybe he would call Nell after all. Probably his ego talking. Sean wasn’t used to being turned down, and he didn’t like it. Watching his buddies laugh and drink with their new conquests, he felt worse. He used to be like that: carefree and high on the admiration from women. That night, he couldn’t even recall what it felt like; the evening hadn’t turned out at all like he’d hoped. In fact, it really sucked.
 



Chapter 10
Adrianna had been glad she wore the sparkly dress, though once again Kevin had criticized her choice. A little cleavage showing wasn’t the end of the world; quite the opposite, it showed her figure to advantage. The constant ragging on her was wearing her down. Was her whole life to consist of eroding her morale, one carping remark at a time?
But even his demeaning attitude couldn’t ruin her mood. Meeting Sean so unexpectedly that very morning had enlivened her from head to toe. Sure, she knew there was no way she could be with him, not really. Yet the sheer joy of working in close proximity shined light in a dark corner of soul.
She’d thought she might faint when Sean had stepped into the room. Even under his blazer, she’d noticed his broad chest and muscled arms. His sculpted thighs, giving shape to his fitted jeans, had caught her attention. Drooling, Adrianna had tried to regain focus by looking away—away from his charming smile, the smile that melted her.
Utterly relieved at his suggestion to go someplace, Adrianna had jumped at the chance. In that tiny conference room, the walls were closing in, pushing them together. The magnetic pull was too much to fight, and had he made a move for her, Adrianna knew her resistance would have been weak, if there at all.
All during lunch, she’d stared at those caramel eyes, aware that despite his roughness and impressive musculature, Sean was friendly and open. It wasn’t something she was used to, and she couldn’t let it get to her. But that was going to be hard. Very hard.
What she dreaded had happened: Sean had asked to see her again. If only she could have escaped to the subway, but no, she’d had to accept a ride home. The entire time she’d smelled his musky cologne and had felt the nearness of his amazing body. His presence had engulfed her, weakened her.
But it wouldn’t work; it would never work. He didn’t know her, only believed what he saw. To think of the crushing blow it would be to find out the truth, find out about her and not just what she appeared to be, was unthinkable. Even if she was willing to withstand such a blow, she couldn’t do that to Sean. It wasn’t fair.
Thus, Adrianna had refused a date with him—only to run into him again at her favorite club before the day was over. It didn’t even make sense. She’d gone to that club for months, and had never seen him there. It was a cruel trick that Sean had just happened to pick that particular club. Without warning, he had been right next to her, his distinctive cologne assaulting her senses and making her turn to see him standing behind her.
The effect he’d had on her was immediate and complete; she’d been flustered, barely able to make the introductions to her friends. Kevin must have noticed, but she tried to brush it off as soon as Sean went back to his table. Dancing was the only way to lose her inhibitions, so she had unwisely dragged Kevin out to the floor.
The innocent action had given Sean the opportunity he’d looked for. Boldly, he’d cut in and started dancing with her. Those few minutes remained vividly in her mind. His strong body had been so close, moving to the music, sexy and irresistible. The crowd of dancers had seemed in another universe; only Sean existed. Every smell, sight, and touch had been only of Sean.
Then he had started bumping seductively against her, making her body flush with heat. If he’d grabbed her, Adrianna would have folded into him, casting aside all good sense. All thought of consequences had evaporated in the fire of his presence. And in one blinding moment, Sean had brushed his mouth against hers, searing her with his hot lips. Yet he had withdrawn without giving the kiss she wanted so badly.
And that had been her only reprieve, because if he’d kissed her, really kissed her, Adrianna would have kissed back. The reserve she had clung to desperately would not have protected her, or him. At that moment there would have been no hope of pulling away. Her body would have overpowered any voice of reason.
*****
Then Kevin yanked her away, forcing her back to reality. Her reality. The reality of who she really was, reminding her of the man she dated because it was the smarter choice. He’d been polite and understanding since she’d started seeing him, more than she could have asked for. The fact that she was often cool towards him hadn’t seemed to bother him.
However, his patient demeanor fell away when he got her back to the table. Kevin looked different, harsher, but Adrianna thought maybe she was overplaying it. Yet the green in his eyes went flat. The pastiness of his skin was threatening, and she wondered if it was the club lights playing tricks on her.
At first he didn’t say much, just glared at her. His blondish hair looked unattractive; his was jaw set, his lips pursed. Adrianna had always thought of Kevin as handsome, but at that moment he looked ugly. And she didn’t like being glared at. It was intimidating.
“You think you can just go off and dance with any man you want to?” he said sharply.
“That wasn’t it, Kevin. My friend just cut in. That’s something which is done, you know.”
“Oh, now he’s your friend.”
Adrianna thought she heard his teeth grind even over the sound of the music booming behind them. She was freaking out and making too much of his reaction; that was all. Kevin was upset but he would calm down.
“I met him at work. I don’t know what your problem is.” Even as she said it, Adrianna felt a little guilty. She’d really enjoyed the dance with Sean, and it was more than a dance with a friend. The sensual charge of the encounter still radiated through her, though if Kevin kept it up he’d kill any pleasure Adrianna felt.
Then Cari and Samuel came back to the table, chatting and smiling. Before they even sat down, Kevin barked, “We’re leaving.”
Adrianna tried to stay casual, not wanting to ruin her friend’s night too. “I’m a little tired,” she said.
“Okay, well, call me tomorrow. Shelby’s in for shopping so we just need to pick a day,” Cari said.
“We’ll stick around for a bit. Probably do some more dancing,” Samuel said.
With that, Kevin guided her away. Without looking, Adrianna felt Sean’s eyes on her, but she dared not look. The last thing she wanted was for him to see that she was upset. Nor did she want to involve him in the bickering with Kevin. Best to leave things as they were. It had been remarkable dancing with Sean, but being with him was not in her future. She knew that.
Looking at Sean right then, connecting with him, would only make it worse. It might give him the impression that she was available, and Adrianna had to be sure not to let that happen. Stiffly, she let Kevin walk her out, and was relieved when the cold air hit her. The car was close by, so she’d left her coat in the backseat, not wanting to lug it around in the club.
Adrianna stepped quickly toward the car, and nearly fell when Kevin grabbed her left arm and yanked hard. “Hey, don’t walk off from me,” he shouted.
“What are you doing? You hurt me.” Adrianna faced him.
“It’s less than you deserve. Don’t you realize you embarrassed me in there? I saw how you danced with Sean. That wasn’t two friends dancing together. You’re just a slut. That’s what you are. Coming on to any guy that will have you.”
The shock to Adrianna was more from Kevin’s words than the sharp pain in her left shoulder from his assault. Fear turned to anger. How dare he call her that?
“You are out of control, Kevin. You have no right to call me that. Even if you are mad, it doesn’t give you the right to say things like that.” Adrianna challenged him.
The blow was so sudden, she didn’t see it coming. Kevin lashed his arm out, swinging it to the left across the front of his body and then back toward her with momentum. His knuckles impacted her right cheekbone just below her eye, knocking her into the car behind her.
Tears flowed down her cheeks and Adrianna heard her own sobs, coming convulsively as if they belonged to another. Nothing seemed real, not Kevin or the physical pain she felt or her life. It was a nightmare. It had to be. She’d escaped her father’s abuse, and now this. The world came crashing down, bending her in half.
As Adrianna held one palm to her cheek, unable to subdue the pounding in her head, she collapsed in grief. So destroyed was her confidence at that moment, she didn’t recoil when Kevin stepped closer. Deep inside, a voice told her she deserved this. Hadn’t her father said as much, over and over?
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hit you.” Kevin put his arm over her shoulders, his voice gentler. “You just made me so mad. I care about you so much. Don’t you see that? You pushed me into it. But I don’t want to hurt you.”
Adrianna shirked out of his embrace. Her sobbing transformed into tears of rage in an instant. “You think that makes it better? Don’t touch me. Please.”
Stumbling away, Adrianna staggered in her heels, crying and unsure where she was headed. Behind her Kevin called out, “Adrianna, where are you going? I’ll take you home. Let’s get some ice for your face.”
But she didn’t stop or look back, and she hoped he wouldn’t follow. At that moment he was apologetic, but who knew what he was capable of if provoked? Spotting a coffee shop that was still open, she walked over and went inside, only then realizing how cold she was.
Shivering, she said to the cashier, trying to sound as normal as possible, “Can you call a cab for me?”
The cashier was a thin male about her age. His hair was greased back and a stubbly beard showed, but he looked friendly enough. “Are you okay?” he asked.
Adrianna touched the tender spot on her cheekbone. “I think so. I just…I fell.”
Thankfully, the cab came quickly and Adrianna slid into the back seat, grateful for the warmth of the heater. Leaning back in the seat as the cabbie pulled away, the impact of the evening’s incident began to sink in. As she teetered on the verge of losing self-control most of the time, the disturbing experience pushed her toward the depression she sought to avoid.
Closing her eyes, Adrianna attempted to block out the emotional pain threatening to drown her. Somewhere in the midst of the horror of what Kevin had done, the image of Sean brushing next to her during their dance soothed her. The touch of his lips, the smell of his cologne, and his warm smile were a balm to her torment.
If only she’d met him sooner. If only—but she hadn’t. At least the vision of Sean, the memory of being near him, was hers. No one could take that. And not even Kevin’s anger and subsequent attack could make her regret it. Possibly, that was all she would have, that one dance, that one touch.
Maybe Kevin was right that the punch he gave her was less than she deserved. In the end, a man like Kevin was probably who she’d be with. Thus far, life had put her in such situations, and she couldn’t explain why. Between her mother’s constant criticizing and her father’s outright abuse, it could be that Adrianna sought out the exact type of relationship she hated. Because it was all she knew.
Even knowing that, she’d been unable to avoid it. And it had happened again with Kevin. He’d been so nice, doing all the right things, and being the perfect guy. For once, Adrianna had hoped for better. And she’d stuck with it, trying. But the pattern refused to be broken, and once again, she was the target of rage and resentment.
It must be her fault. How else could she explain it? Cari and Shelby dated and didn’t have such issues. But then, they both had parents that really seemed to love them. That had to make a difference. Yet it was foreign to Adrianna. She’d never been blessed with such love, and had learned not to expect it.
*****
After paying the cab fare, Adrianna went inside, blinded at first by the bright living room lights. Her aunt looked up from her book, smiling, but then noticed Adrianna’s condition.
She rose from her chair in alarm. “What happened to your face, Adrianna? Are you okay?”
Adrianna collapsed into Krista’s arms, not even able to cry any more, but welcoming the hug. For a couple of minutes, they stood like that. Adrianna wasn’t sure how to explain, or even if she should dare talk for fear of breaking down.
“Let’s go in the kitchen, honey. You need to get some ice on that before it swells more.”
Aunt Krista led her to a chair and went to get an ice pack. Adrianna just sat, willing to let her aunt care for her injury, but emotionally dead. Placing the ice bag on her cheekbone, Krista put Adrianna’s hand on the plastic top to hold it in place.
She sat next to her niece and sighed. “Oh, honey. Who did this to you? Weren’t you with Kevin tonight?”
Adrianna nodded.
“Kevin? He did this?”
“Yes, I made him mad.”
“There is no excuse. None at all. I can’t believe he did this.”
I can’t either. But then, she knew she did believe it. Her dad was that way too. He’d explode, hit her or shove her, and then he was so sorry. He loved her so much. She just made him mad. It was her fault, always Adrianna was to blame.
“I’ll be okay. I’m sure it won’t happen again.” But she said it to reassure her aunt, not because she believed it. It always happened again. That she knew.
Krista gave her something for the pain and helped her upstairs. “We need to get you to a doctor, just to be sure.”
“Okay—next week, then. If it still looks swollen. But I don’t think anything broke.”
“All right, honey. Get some sleep. I’m here if you need anything. And I don’t work tomorrow, so I’ll be here when you wake up.”
If only her parents had been kind like her aunt, things might have been different. But they weren’t. And her life was ruined. It was all her fault. Though she fought the idea, she knew it was true. But there was no way to undo the past. It was there like an anchor around her neck, and Kevin striking her brought it all back.
She put on her robe and sat on the bed, hugging her pillow, pale moonlight illuminating the room. Stress weighed on her, pulling her down, the sadness nearly too much. Just beside the bed, in her drawer, Adrianna had some scissors, sharp ones. They would do. Her hand lurched slightly, impelling her to give in. It would feel so good; she imagined the slice into her skin, the blood, the mild euphoria. It would relieve the pain, give her relief from the dark emotion dragging her to some unbearable place, and would even dull the throbbing in her head.
It would be so easy, and it would only take a moment. Then she would be feel better. The urge was powerful, like an alcoholic looking at a bottle of booze. Worse, the cap was off and a glass sat propped against the bottle, waiting to be filled, waiting to do its work and numb the senses. The strength of the remedy made it addictive. Adrianna had worked so hard to break free of her addiction, and she’d avoided falling back into the trap over the past few months.
But tonight? The outcome was uncertain. The night’s disappointment was magnified by the fact that Adrianna had been so close to Sean, tasting his goodness, and knowing she could never have him. Even Kevin’s brutality would be almost bearable if she’d never known anything else. But to see what she might have had, if things had worked out differently, left her with a bitter taste in her mouth and heaviness in her chest.
Arianna looked at the silver handle of the drawer to the night table. All she had to do was reach out, slide it open, and reach inside for the implement. Could she resist? Did she even want to? Tears rolled down her cheeks and nausea hit her belly. Desperately, she clung to the fluffy pillow, the insignificant cloth filled with feathers, the only thing between her and the destructive impulse that might yet win.
 



Chapter 11
Not long after Adrianna left the club, Sean left too. It seemed his buddies were going to take off with the girls they’d met and check out some other dance places—and find some beer, if Sean knew them as well as he thought he did.
Tomas gave him the keys to his car to drive it back, and Sean grabbed his coat. In the parking lot, he looked around for Adrianna. It was stupid. She’d left half an hour before, so there was no way he’d see her. Still he looked, and observing no other activity in the lot, he hopped into the gold Mustang and drove home.
It was cold out but not snowing. He cranked up the heater and listened to the music Tomas had loaded into the system. But all he could think about was Adrianna, and he was kicking himself for letting her leave with Kevin.
Maybe they were together that very moment in Kevin’s bed, doing things that Sean wanted to be doing. Yet he had trouble imagining it. Adrianna didn’t seem like the kind of girl that would fall into bed easily. Not sure how he knew that, he just knew. So Adrianna with Kevin didn’t fit. He had trouble envisioning it.
Which was good. Because when he did think of them in bed together, touching each other, it enraged him. Adrianna was special, and she deserved to be treated accordingly. Somehow he didn’t think Not Exactly was up to the task. Sean hoped that they were not exactly having a sexual relationship. Maybe it was still in the early dating stage and they hadn’t gotten to it yet.
Sean didn’t call Nell; he didn’t have to. After her shift, she showed up at his apartment again, tired and a little ruffled from work but willing for Sean to make it better. They downed some of the whiskey she’d brought earlier, but even that didn’t warm him up to her. Nell cajoled, teased, and pouted, but nothing seemed to rouse the interest she’d hoped.
“What’s wrong with you tonight?” Nell looked at him, demanding an answer.
“Oh, bad night. It’s not you, Nell. You’re as beautiful as ever. I’m just not into it, I guess.”
“Well, that’s a first,” she said, grabbing her coat from the sofa. “I’ll find someone else to drink with, then. I hope you snap out of it.”
“I do too. Sorry.”
Sean sat alone, drinking until the wee hours of the morning, hoping to wipe out thoughts of Adrianna. There was nothing he could do right then to make things right. It was the middle of the night. What was he going to do, go knock on her door and ask her if she’d been with Kevin? And what then?
Thankfully, Sean passed out on the sofa when he had enough alcohol in his system. When he woke up, sun streamed through his living room windows. He squinted and lifted his head, a mistake. His skull felt like someone had been beating on him all night with a bat, and when he rose to a sitting position, queasiness roiled in his gut. Good thing it was Sunday, because he didn’t think he’d have any hope of working with the raging hangover he was sporting.
After a hot shower and swallowing some tablets Nell had left in his kitchen, he felt a little better. She’d said they were a hangover cure. Sean wasn’t sure about that, but with his head pounding, he was willing to try anything. Food was out of the question, so, dressed in his gray sweats, he went out for a jog to labor out of his dull state.
Whether the jog would help or not, he wasn’t sure, but the blast of freezing air that hit him when he stepped onto the sidewalk slapped him into alertness. His urban high rise was nestled among the brownstones and quaint shops, near the southern edge of Beacon Hill. Nearby Boston Common’s twisty, labyrinthine walkways made an ideal jogging route. Music from street musicians cut through the beautiful serenity of the area, piercing the tranquility with life and entertainment.
Sean strutted across the park as he had in all seasons, in all kinds of weather. A little cold didn’t dissuade him. Not far away, tall office buildings rose above the trees, the manmade structures contrasted against the natural beauty surrounding him. Frog Pond was no longer iced over, and the skaters that frequented it had moved on to other activities.
Taking one of his longer routes, Sean jogged twice his usual distance, pushing harder to wear himself out. Back at the apartment, he stripped, took a second shower, and tended to his personal grooming at the glass-bowl sink and counter in his steamy bathroom.
Hunger finally gnawed at his stomach, so he drove to a nearby coffee shop for a sausage with cheese muffin and a triple espresso. Drinking the night before, and the oblivion that followed, had done little to bring him closer to Adrianna. But the hard workout and strong coffee had jogged something in his mind. The fact was he was going to seduce Adrianna.
Clearly, she wasn’t going to fall into his arms easily, so stronger measures were called for. He hadn’t known of any woman to resist him when he really poured on the charm, and Sean hoped Adrianna had the same weakness.
Reinvigorated with food and exercise, his confidence boosted with new resolve, Sean felt better. But he wasn’t going to feel right, and the ache in his gut wasn’t going to go away, until he had her in his arms. And he intended for that to be sooner rather than later.
*****
Monday seemed to take forever to arrive; the hours ticked by slower than molasses. When at last Sean was in his car headed for the law office, his excited anticipation became a knot in his belly. More than once, he’d asked to see Adrianna, and on each occasion she’d turned him down. This time would be different.
Adrianna arrived first again, and Sean saw her talking to Emmett in the conference room. Taking his time, strolling down the hall, he gazed at her profile. She wore a powder-blue jacket, the pastel color against her porcelain skin and golden blond hair, making her look like an angel. She seemed out of place in the structured business environment. He imagined her reclining on the soft sheets of a canopy bed or sipping wine on the veranda of an estate. Adrianna was all class—too classy for Sean, really, but that wasn’t going to stop him.
“Oh, Sean, good morning,” Emmett said when he entered the room. “Adrianna was just showing me some ideas she’s come up with, and I’d like to see what you think.”
First of all, Sean was impressed that she’d produced ideas on the graphics when they’d spent so little time discussing the subject. She must have logged in and studied all the notes on strategy he’d entered into the group project. Smart girl.
Sean took the liberty of looking over Adrianna’s shoulder to assess the specific designs Emmett referred to. Preferring to lean close to her and inhale her perfume over sitting at a distance, Sean put his hand on the back of her chair as he studied her work.
Intentionally, he let his hand rub against her back, wanting to touch her, if only through fabric. And even with the wool of her jacket blocking any real contact with her skin, the light touch seared his fingertips, sending heat up his arm and down to his crotch.
As if burned, Sean pulled back and casually plopped in a chair across from Emmett, with Adrianna to his right. “Good, very good,” he said, though he’d barely noticed what was on the page.
“Excellent. I’m glad to see getting you two together is working out. I’ll leave you to it, then.” Emmett stood and, taking his notepad with him, left the room.
The silence he left behind was heavy. Sean wanted to say so much, ask so much. He’d planned to be very suave and forthcoming. Yet so close, near enough to lean over and kiss Adrianna, something froze inside him. If he dared, if he let go with his urge to have her, Sean wouldn’t be able to hold back. That he knew. So he waited, allowing her to make the first move.
Sensing something was different, he studied her. Was the dance they shared as memorable for her as it was for him? He hoped that was the case, and that Adrianna felt differently towards him because of it. Unable to even conceive that she’d left the club and fallen into the arms of her date, Sean blocked that out, focusing on the emotion he saw in her expression. If only he knew what it was he saw.
“You’re a good dancer,” she said, but didn’t smile.
“With you I am.”
Adrianna flushed then shuffled some papers, as if looking for something.
“I think I’m going to have trouble concentrating on work today.”
“Oh, why is that?” Adrianna didn’t look up, and Sean noticed that her hair fell in soft curls across her cheeks, her bangs touching her eyebrows. It must be a different hairstyle, he thought, as he didn’t recall it being so wavy. But he liked how the blond wisps fell forward.
“Because you are so beautiful.”
Adrianna clasped her hands together tightly and studied her notes. Not the reaction he expected.
“Are you okay today?”
“Yes, fine,” she said, but her words didn’t seem to match what he witnessed. Sean wanted to hold her, and any reason would do. The fact that she seemed to need it made him want to that much more.
“Fine, huh?”
“Yes.” She glanced at him.
“I think you need some coffee. That will perk you up.” Sean stood.
“We can’t leave every time we meet. We’ll never get anything done.”
“Not out for coffee. I just meant go to the break room. I could smell it brewing when I walked down the hall. Let’s go see what they’ve got.” He opened the heavy door and waited for her.
Adrianna pushed her chair back slowly and stood up. As she walked by Sean, her head was tilted slightly down, her hair covering her beautiful face. In the narrow doorway, her shoulder brushed against Sean’s chest, and the touch made his heart pound.
He followed her down the hall, where the aroma of ground coffee was strong, and they went into the room. Like any employee lounge, it was decorated with laminated tables and chairs—no artwork, no rugs. Utilitarian at best, it served its purpose with a huge refrigerator, microwave, and coffee pot. Sean reached into the cupboard and retrieved two ceramic mugs.
“So, how was your weekend…after you saw me?” Sean poured hot coffee into two mugs and set them on one of the tables.
Adrianna followed him and sat in a chair to his right. “Fine.”
“Everything’s just a little too ‘fine.’ I think you’re not talking to me.”
“I’m talking.”
“If you say so.” Sean took a sip of the steaming brew. It was standard fare, likely grocery store coffee. But he could have been drinking colored water for all he cared. The lunchroom retreat offered an opportunity to be with Adrianna. Thus, the white walls, linoleum floors, and sturdy plastic furniture had a sensual air merely from her proximity to them.
“What did you do…the rest of the weekend?” Adrianna blew over the hot coffee, the innocent gesture causing a ripple of sensation in Sean.
“The highlight? Got drunk.”
“What for?”
“Not that I need a reason. But do you really want to know?”
“You think I shouldn’t know?”
“Actually, you should.”
Adrianna looked at him and widened her eyes, their blue color even bluer next to the same-color jacket she wore.
Sean swigged his coffee. “I got drunk because you left me. You were with another guy. And it was killing me.” Looking at her, feeling her nearness, Sean’s heart raced.
Adrianna stared back, but didn’t react. If only she would say something, tell him she felt the same way. Anything.
“I think we should go back to work,” she said softly. There was no real intention in her voice. The words were just words, their meaning not matching their sound. It sounded to Sean as though she’d said something completely different. The melody of her voice, the softness with which she spoke, conveyed some hope to Sean, some vague impression that she felt like he did.
That must have been why he lost it; his casual demeanor was gone. The moment was highly charged between them. It was as if a window opened, and an opportunity was presented. It was the right moment; if he let it pass it might never come again. Sean reached out and put his hand over Adrianna’s.
She didn’t pull back. Sadness came into her eyes and a knife stabbed Sean’s heart. He lifted her hand to his lips and pressed her soft skin to his mouth. Breathing in her fragrance, his eyes fluttered. When his mouth touched her hand, Adrianna flinched, barely perceptibly. Taking it for shyness, Sean rubbed the inside of her wrist with his fingertips.
“Adrianna,” he mouthed.
She looked at him with big eyes, and it seemed for a fleeting moment, the wall she’d erected between them dissolved. In that brief flash, Sean saw it, the feeling she had for him. Finally, something he recognized—something he understood. Encouraged, he lifted her chin and leaned closer. Her hair fell back, skimming her shoulders. With his other hand, he put his palm on her soft cheek.
And she winced. Suddenly, Adrianna pulled back and turned away. But it was too late. Sean had seen it. When he’d touched her and her hair brushed back, he saw the injury to her cheek. She’d done well to cover it up with makeup, and without getting so close Sean would never have known.
The new hairstyle and making a point to sit with her left side toward him were ways to ensure the injury to her the right side of her face wasn’t visible. The hair and the makeup were intended to hide the redness and slight swelling under her cheekbone. Her behavior made sense.
“What happened?”
Adrianna bit her lip. Maybe if she’d answered right away Sean might have believed her. But she hesitated. “I fell.”
His heart went out to her. For some reason, she was hiding the truth. And maybe Sean should have let it go. But he couldn’t. If anything or anyone hurt Adrianna, he wanted to know. He had to know. She meant something to him.
“I don’t believe you.” Sean said, holding her hand, unwilling to let her go.
“Why not?”
“Because the injury you are hiding is from a fist. I’ve been in enough fights to know.” Sean waited, but she didn’t argue. “And you were hesitant to tell me. You’ve been keeping your injury out of view, on purpose.” Still no disagreement from Adrianna.
“I didn’t fall,” she said.
“What happened? Who did this?”
“I can’t discuss it here. I shouldn’t be telling you anyway.”
“I’m the one you should be telling.”
Adrianna went silent, as if thinking that over. Shifting in her chair and looking away, she tried to skirt the issue. Then, sighing, she said, “Why? Why should I tell you?”
Sean looked at her, emotion swirling inside him. “Because…I’m the one that cares about you.”
The moments that followed seemed dreamlike. Sean couldn’t believe Adrianna was leaving with him. There was no way he could work, knowing that something was wrong, something he needed to fix. Sticking his head in Emmett’s office, he let him know he was headed home; he and Adrianna would work on their respective assignments and email an update.
Sean helped Adrianna get her coat on and guided her to the elevator. The feeling between them was new. A barrier had broken down. Just a little, she’d let him inside by revealing the truth. Finally, he understood something about her, something intimate. It was a start. Once in the car, he headed toward his apartment.
Adrianna watched the scenery fly by. The day was dark and cold, the buildings stark. But all of it was a backdrop to her beauty in Sean’s mind. Thus, it was one of the more perfect days he could recall.
“Where are we going?”
“My apartment.”
“I didn’t hear you ask me.”
“I didn’t.” Sean kept driving, his eyes on the road, but acutely aware of the gorgeous woman next to him. Every move she made, every breath, and even her feminine scent was heady stuff. If anything, Sean felt a bit high, though he’d had nothing to make him so. Except Adrianna. Beautiful Adrianna.
 



Chapter 12
It was a bad idea to go home with Sean. But she’d done it. Now Adrianna stood in front of the huge window of his apartment looking out to Boston Common, backed up to the tall financial district buildings. She gazed at the activity below, from high above, as if in an urban tree house.
The view was hardly a distraction from Sean’s presence. He stood behind her, so close Adrianna felt the heat of his body. She could have touched him. And she wanted to. But she dare not do so for fear that everything would all fall apart. The idea that she was alone, with this man she was impossibly attracted to, rattled her.
She hugged her arms around her body as security against what might happen next. Maybe Sean would take her in his arms, and she wanted that. But a part of her hoped he wouldn’t. That would make it harder—very much harder to resist. Questioning her motives for being there at all, she sighed.
“I didn’t know you lived so close to the financial district. You have a lovely view.” Adrianna admired the stark concrete buildings silhouetted against the deep blue sky, stalling for time.
“Yes.” Sean didn’t move. Just stood behind her.
Then his hand touched her shoulder, gently. Adrianna stopped breathing. All she’d ever known was harsh treatment and rough handling. The sensation of Sean’s hand was new—different. One simple touch conveyed kindness, care. More than she could easily tolerate. Abuse she knew; that she understood. But kindness unglued her from the inside, and Adrianna was at a loss.
Slowly, Sean turned her to face him, and looked at her with his hands on her upper arms. The feeling was sensual, and the electricity of being close to him, touching him, radiated through her. An entirely new emotion engulfed her body, one she didn’t recognize and couldn’t name.
Looking into Sean’s deep brown eyes was like falling—it was the sensation of falling into the warmth of a man. A warmth Adrianna was unfamiliar with. She wanted to drown in it, make him put his arms around her and never let her go. It was safe, secure, and something else—something vivid, if intangible. Her eyes half closed.
Reaching out, Sean touched her jaw with his fingertips. The gesture made her tremble. Lost, unsure what to do or how to act, Adrianna just watched his expression. His jaw was set, his eyes intense. In their depth she saw simmering anger, softened only by her presence. The tenderness he showed never wavered, despite a coarser emotion that threatened to surface.
“Who did this to you?” Sean looked at her cheek, and she was sure that under close scrutiny the swelling was evident.
Adrianna looked down, away from Sean’s piercing gaze. He wanted to know all, and she wasn’t sure if she was prepared to tell him. Secrecy had always been a part of it, a key to her torment. Things that were done were mistakes, anger she prompted with her errant ways. Thus, it was taken for granted that she wouldn’t reveal the source of the blow, struck in momentary upset and regretted immediately.
“It was Kevin, wasn’t it?”
Adrianna put her hand over her face. If only all of this would go away; if only magically she would wake up from the bad dream. She’d find out the things she suffered from never happened. They couldn’t have; they were too awful. Definitely too awful to talk to Sean about.
“He didn’t mean to,” Adrianna said in a quiet voice, as if to diffuse any upset. “I provoked him.”
Sean was silent.
“He apologized afterwards. It’s just something that happened. You shouldn’t even know about it. I did my best to cover up the injury. I probably should have stayed home today. I just can’t afford to lose this contract.”
Even as she said it, Adrianna knew that wasn’t all of it. The prospect of seeing Sean had dissuaded her from staying home. Again, she’d made a mistake. The error of opting to go where she knew Sean would be, over taking the safe route, now had her standing in his apartment telling more than she should.
Through the veil of regret and guilt, Adrianna felt Sean’s arms wrap around her and pull her body close to his. The feeling was so good, so unexpected. Without a word, he held her to him. Feeling the hardness of his chest against her face, and his strong arms wrapped around her, Adrianna relaxed, just a little. If Sean were there to protect her, life would be different.
That would never be. But Adrianna blotted that out. Nothing mattered except Sean, his feel, his touch, his kind words. The silence was a welcome reprieve and she was grateful he didn’t press for more, just took what she offered. And seemed to care. That was what she couldn’t fathom: he seemed to care. She closed her eyes, unwilling to break the spell, and just let him hold her.
Sean stroked her hair and ran his fingers down her spine. But it wasn’t sympathy she felt. No, it was a hot sensation, as if his desire for her burned through her with each touch. Yet he didn’t make a move, letting Adrianna settle next to him, trust him. She wanted to trust him, really she did. But that wouldn’t be easy.
After an eternity, Sean leaned back just a little and lifted her chin until her eyes met his. The softness of his caramel eyes melted her. The sensuality he exuded made her weak. There was no resistance in her, not to his disarming nature. Rubbing the pad of his thumb across her lower lip he caused a tingling sensation inside her.
To his credit, Sean didn’t take advantage of her weakened state; he didn’t make a pass at her. Instead, his eyes crinkled into a smile.
“Come,” he said, and led her to the kitchen. He lifted her onto one of the low countertops and went to the cupboard. After pulling out a bottle of whiskey and a small glass, he came back.
“I don’t drink.”
“Today you do,” he said. “Oh, don’t worry, I’ve got my eyes on you. I know you have rules. Two bites, right?”
Adrianna smiled despite herself.
“Okay then. Two sips.” Sean poured out just the right amount and handed it to her.
Holding the glass of amber liquid, Adrianna realized the stress she’d been under. She put the glass to her lips and sipped. The burn felt good, and when it hit her lungs she coughed. Then she laughed.
And Sean laughed too. He lifted the whiskey and swigged directly from the bottle.
“Again,” he said, nodding toward her glass.
And Adrianna took her second sip. Unused to alcohol, she felt it immediately. A slight dizziness hit her and she gripped the edge of the counter.
Sean moved in front of her, pressing his hips against the granite. Resting between her legs, he took another swig, larger this time, and then set the bottle aside. Adrianna looked up at him.
He reached out and brushed back her hair so it drifted behind her shoulders. Grazing his fingers along her jaw, he said, “Now. Tell me.”
Adrianna’s normal inhibitions jarred loose with the sips of whiskey, but not that much. Though calmer and feeling a little better, she had no inclination to confide in him.
Sean stared at her. “I know you don’t want to tell me. I understand why. But you can’t keep their secrets anymore. I won’t let you.”
As her cheeks warmed and her body flushed with the heat of the alcohol, Adrianna felt less certain of her silence. The attitude Sean exhibited, as if it were normal to talk about things, urged her to speak about subjects she never had before.
“I know you are afraid that I’ll go find Kevin and beat him to a pulp. Don’t think it hasn’t crossed my mind. But I’m here with you, Adrianna.” Sean looked at her, unrelenting. “I want to know.”
Tears burned down her cheeks, and Adrianna was powerless to stop them. No one had dared cross the barrier before and ask her. Yet Sean was bold enough to demand that she tell him. All she could do was cry. The words wouldn’t come. She didn’t know where to start.
Sean held her against his chest while she sobbed, never interrupting, or telling her everything was okay. She knew it wasn’t, and he knew it too. How he knew, she wasn’t sure. But the only reason she considered opening up to him was because he didn’t do the normal stuff or say the normal things. Admitting it was bad, and allowing him to know too, was more than she ever expected.
When she stopped crying, Sean held her face between his palms and repeated: “Tell me.”
Adrianna could see the black of her mascara smeared everywhere. Sean grabbed the hem of his shirt and, wadding it in his hand, lifted it to her eyes to dry them. Then he waited.
With her legs against his hips and his arms around her, Adrianna started to talk—a little at first, then more. Once she started, it seemed impossible to stop. Some of what she told him was just the tip of the iceberg. Yet it was more than she’d ever revealed to anyone before.
Her relationship with Kevin was the easiest to face; it was more recent. Going back, Adrianna skimmed over some details about her father: how he got angry with her so easily, slapped her, berated her. Thus, men like Kevin seemed to be all she knew, so like her father, hated yet unavoidable. But—she didn’t tell all. She couldn’t.
Sean didn’t cut in, merely prompted her at the right times. He listened intently, interested. If Adrianna stopped, regaining her train of thought or finding the next bit to tell, he just waited. As a result, she found herself pouring her heart out. Why she felt so comfortable with him, Adrianna couldn’t explain. Having no defense against something she’d never experienced before, she fell prey to Sean’s openness.
She’d never met anyone so kind; it was foreign to her. But she reacted to it as anyone would, her trust growing with every word she uttered. On and on she talked until she felt like she’d said it all, at least for then. There was no way to relay a lifetime of torment concisely. That would take time—if she even told more later. Adrianna would have to see.
Finished talking, she sat there looking at Sean, unsure what his reaction would be. Of course, she hadn’t told him everything. But she had shared more than she ever had with anyone. Nervously, she waited for his response, fully prepared for criticism. It was all her fault anyway.
Sean gave her a smile. “Are you hungry?”
Breakfast had never happened, and lunch had slipped by without notice. Sean had not only gotten her to talk, he’d gotten her to talk a lot. Hours had passed, seeming like minutes.
Adrianna’s stomach growled, giving Sean his answer. They laughed together.
He scooped her off the counter, her body sliding against his until her feet touched the floor. There she was, backed against the counter with Sean pressed against her. Adrianna’s heart raced. He leaned down, so close she felt his hot breath on her skin. His lips touched hers, just as they had when he’d danced with her.
Only this time, he kissed her. It was a tender kiss, light, teasing. But he lingered, their lips touching—for so long. He wanted more. She wanted more.
“Adrianna.” The sound of his deep voice seduced her. Just saying her name was enough. The way he said it—it was more than she’d ever had before.
Then Sean slowly pulled back, his face flushed. He pulled her toward the door, grabbing their coats on the way out. “You like Italian?”
“Sure.” Adrianna let him help her with her coat, loving how his fingers touched her shoulders as it slipped on.
*****
Sean wanted Adrianna more than anything, and it would be so easy to take her. She trusted him. The way she looked at him.
But not that way. He didn’t want her that way, when she was vulnerable. But Sean couldn’t imagine what had gotten into him. Never had he held back—not with a woman. It went against his nature, and he fought it. Everything inside shouted at him to take her. She wouldn’t resist; he knew she wouldn’t.
But Adrianna was different. She was unlike any woman he’d known. There was something special about her. And Sean would have her—had to have her. But it would be when she wanted it too, for the right reason. Not because some creep had knocked her around and Sean came to the rescue.
No, he was no hero. Desire for Adrianna flamed inside him He had no delusions that he would be gentle when the passion exploded. So Adrianna would need to be equally inflamed, wanting him just as much as he wanted her.
The look he saw in her beautiful blue eyes told him that moment wasn’t far off. Patience was not one of his virtues; it occurred to him that Adrianna must really mean something to him. And he didn’t want to blow it. He wouldn’t be able to take it if she said no. Not again. This time she wouldn’t refuse him.
*****
The warmth of the restaurant wrapped around them. Music, an Italian harmony, played through the speakers in the ceiling. They were too early for the dinner crowd and the place was virtually empty. The dim interior was lit by candlelight at the tables. The maroon and gold décor against dark wood floors and furniture was sexy.
Everything was sexy. It seemed so. Since the moment Sean had swept her away, life had been like a dream, a wonderful dream. Adrianna admired the rough, muscled man across from her. Sean had removed his leather jacket, and she could see the mascara smears on his shirt, which he hadn’t bothered to change. The cotton shirt fit snugly, outlining his well-developed pecs.
“You must work out.”
Sean looked up from his menu and smiled. “Checking me out, huh?”
Adrianna nodded. “I like what I see.” She couldn’t believe she’d said that. What had gotten into her?
Sean beamed. “There’s more.”
Adrianna felt her checks heat. “I’m sure.” She looked down, studying her own menu.
Ordering went by in a haze; all Adrianna could think about was Sean. He was rough looking, in a sexy sort of way. The kind of guy you didn’t mess with and, as a woman, you wanted to protect you.
The bulge of his biceps under the sleeves of his shirt caught her eye. Adrianna imagined him holding her and knew she wouldn’t want to get free. Her fingers itched to touch his fine muscles, feel their hardness and dip into the chiseled crevices.
It didn’t take much imagination to know that his stomach was flat and hard as a board, even without seeing it. Adrianna wondered what it would feel like to reach under his shirt and run her palms along his bare skin. Her mouth felt dry.
Adrianna had ordered Coke, the only thing she didn’t do “diet.” Diet Coke tasted weird. She’d had enough alcohol. It had worn off, anyway. Sugar and caffeine were what she needed, both fortification for the raging emotions inside her.
The plates of spaghetti were served promptly and they both dived into their meal. Adrianna forgot about her two bite limit. Sean had been right: the pasta at that place was the best in the city. Not that she normally ate pasta. But what could be better than this?
Of course, eating with Sean in view would make anything delicious. As she gulped down another bit, Adrianna looked up to see him staring at her.
“What?”
“It’s good to see you have an appetite.” Sean’s eyes gleamed.
The double meaning to his words didn’t get by her.
“Oh, you have no idea.” Adrianna had no clue how to handle Sean; he unnerved her with his sexy body and warm personality. She refocused on her food, pretending to be casual about everything, but suspected that Sean wasn’t fooled.
 



Chapter 13
Sean lingered at the restaurant, like he had all the time in the world. His carefree attitude began to rub off on Adrianna and she found herself laughing and joking with him. Yet everything he did made her like him more. Like—was that all?
The only thing Adrianna knew was that something special was happening. She felt warm, almost happy, and every time Sean looked at her it made her body tingle. And when he slid his foot under the table and rubbed his ankle against her calf, the heat she felt centered low in her body. Her craving for him had escalated, and no matter what happened in the future, Adrianna wanted him.
That day, right then, she wanted him so much; she cared about nothing else. There seemed to be nothing in the world but Sean. All her worries, her tragedy of a life, had vanished. Nothing existed except the two of them. When he reached across the table and took her hand, Adrianna squeezed, needing him.
“Let’s get out of here.” Sean grabbed his coat and stood to help Adrianna out of the booth.
The drive back was tantalizing foreplay. The afternoon had turned to evening, and darkness surrounded the car like a blanket. The roar of the engine, the music blaring, and Sean’s hand on her thigh kept Adrianna’s desire blossoming. The hem of her skirt edged up and his hand moved higher, just shy of where she wanted it. With one strong hand on her bare skin and the other on the steering wheel, he somehow made it back to his building.
This time Adrianna didn’t question where they were going. There was only one place they could go—to his apartment. The intensity between them was a magnetism that could not be denied. Neither of them could refuse, nor did they want to.
Things had progressed to a point where being together was a stronger pull than any voice of reason. As soon as Sean pulled into his parking stall and shut off the engine, he leaned over and pulled Adrianna to him.
He kissed her, but not tenderly this time. A soft moan escaped as she parted her lips to accept him. Adrianna’s tongue dipped inside his hot mouth as his found hers. The kiss lasted deliciously long, leaving her breathless. And they might not have stopped, but the temperature in the car was dropping fast.
Sean pressed into another hard kiss before letting her go and jumping out of the car. He jogged over to open her door, pulling her into his arms and kissing her again. Then he put his arm around her to guide her inside, and Adrianna’s heart pounded. If she could have ripped his clothes off in the elevator she would have.
But Sean was stronger. He pressed her against the wall, kissing her wildly, ignoring the ding when they arrived at his floor. The flurry of kisses down her neck made her gasp with pleasure. When he swept her up into his arms and carried her to his door, Adrianna nuzzled his neck, licking and kissing.
Inside, he went straight to the bedroom. Both of them kicked off their shoes, and Adrianna plopped onto the bed, her feet dangling. The heavy curtains were drawn, blocking out the black night sky. The bedroom was very dark. Sean pushed a button, turning on low-volume music, and reached to turn on a bedside lamp.
“No.” Adrianna grabbed his wrist.
Sean stopped.
“I like it dark.”
Sean grabbed her in his arms and fell on his back with her on top. He touched her face with his fingers, his fingertips drifting over her cheek and across her lips. “You’re so beautiful.”
He swept her hair away from her face and grabbed it in one fist, pulling her head back. “I want you, Adrianna,” Sean said in a throaty voice.
He slid her off of him, so he was beside her, and leaned down for another kiss. This time he savored the moment. Adrianna felt his lips, soft against hers. She could smell the faint citrus of his cologne, overpowered by his male scent. Breathing it in turned her on all the more. Sean was so male, so strong.
One minute he was kissing her, and the next desire overtook them. Alone, secluded in the dark room, there was nothing to keep them apart. Not anymore. Sean slipped her top off and pressed his lips to the curve of her breast.
Adrianna arched her back in response, and Sean reached behind to undo her bra. She let him slide it off and toss it away. His hands found her bare breasts and he cupped them, moaning deep in his throat as he squeezed. It felt so good, so right.
Running her hands through his short-cropped hair, Adrianna felt the silky strands. With one hand against the back of his head, she pressed him closer. Sean kissed her lips then lowered his mouth over one of her nipples and sucked. God, the feeling was amazing.
He flicked the distended tip with his tongue several times. Devouring her, Sean licked and sucked her nipples alternately, seeming to never get enough. Adrianna pressed her head against the mattress in pleasure. Then she felt his hand up under her skirt.
His palm pressed against her inner thigh and she spread her legs in response. Sean reached behind to unzip her skirt and pull it off of her. His hand pressed on her flat belly and drifted down. Cupping her sex, he lifted, holding her in his grasp.
Needing him, Adrianna pushed up against his hand and Sean pressed back, giving more pressure. Panting and moaning, she rocked her hips, enjoying the way his palm grazed her most sensitive area. It drove Sean crazy and he yanked her panties down. Placing his hand over her bare sex, he rubbed, tantalizing her.
In one quick motion, Sean removed his shirt—and, without pause, undid his pants and shed them, along with his socks. Adrianna reached up and cupped the bulge in his shorts. The loud groan he emitted encouraged her to rub and squeeze. His erection, pressing against the cotton briefs, was huge.
Rubbing it made Adrianna’s clit tighten, even more than it already was. He was so huge that the thick knob poked out the top of his waistband, and she ran her fingers around the rim. Moisture seeped from the top and she dipped into it, loving the evidence of Sean’s excitement. He grabbed the waistband of his shorts and pulled them down and off, letting his hot shaft bounce free.
Even in the thick darkness, Adrianna could see the outline of his cock. He was big, and when she grasped the stalk the thrill made her so wet she thought moisture might drip down her leg. With both hands she fisted his cock, loving the feel of the velvet skin over the steel of his erection. With her thumb she rimmed the thick knob, making Sean groan.
He lifted her higher on the bed and spread her legs. The feel of his mouth between her legs was insanely sexy. Adrianna let her thighs fall open, welcoming him. Sean sucked at her juices and raked his tongue over her wet slit. His thumb rubbed her clit, and Adrianna shuddered. It wouldn’t take much for her to come.
Leaning up, Sean kissed her lips, and she could taste her own flavor on his lips.
“You taste so good,” he whispered. With one hand, he fingered the curls of the patch of hair between her legs. She writhed under his touch and reached out to touch back.
His cock was hot and swollen. She wanted him so badly. Deep in her core, she needed his size to fill her. At the base, she cupped his balls, tight under his erection, and tangled her fingers in his pubic hair. Everything about him—every touch, every smell—was impossible to resist. He was perfect.
Sean bit her lower lip, holding it in his teeth. Then he kissed her, dipping his tongue deep in her mouth and swirling around, tasting and loving. His hands caressed her breasts and pinched her nipples until she couldn’t take any more.
“I want you, Sean,” she gasped. “Please. I need you.”
He reached to the side table and retrieved a condom from the drawer. Expertly, he ripped the packet open and rolled the rubber over his bulging cock. Straddling Adrianna, he pinned her wrists to the bed and kissed her hard. Then he showered her with hot kisses over her cheeks, eyelids, jaw, and neck.
When he lowered his head to her breasts, he sucked fervently at her nipples and nipped the flesh around them. Adrianna whimpered and arched her back, pushing her breasts into his mouth. He blew on the wet, taut nipples, pushing her to the precipice. Reaching down, she grabbed his sheathed member and squeezed.
Sean panted loudly, breathing hard. He fingered her clit and dipped into her moist opening. Adrianna panted in a fast tempo, and her heart beat wildly in anticipation.
“Now. Please, now.” She gasped and Sean gripped the base of his cock to angle it toward her wet sex.
Adrianna felt the tip penetrate her, and she cried out, unable to contain her pleasure. His width stretched her as it pressed in, and it felt so good. She wanted more, and lifted her hips to take his length. Sean pushed and slowly he filled her up. Adrianna rocked her hips, pushing him as deep as he would go.
Restraint, if there had been any, broke loose. Adrianna panted and moaned, moving in time with Sean’s penetrations. The sound of his deep groans carried her to greater heights of sensation. Knowing the depth of his arousal magnified every sensation.
“Adrianna. Adrianna.” Sean kept repeating her name like poetry. And each time he said it, her heart swelled with desire. As he plunged into her deeper, harder, and faster, Adrianna lost track of everything but the wonderful feeling of him.
Pumping ferociously, sweating, Sean took and gave all he could. His desire for her was evident in every stroke, every touch, and she could feel the moisture on his skin from his efforts. Adrianna kept in rhythm with his loving of her, increasing her speed with his, until they were slapping together in abandon.
“Come with me,” Sean gasped out.
Adrianna’s core was flooded with molten heat, all sensation centered in her depths, with her clit stiff. Her nipples tightened and her belly went hard as steel, then she was screaming. And Sean was yelling with her. Panting and gasping, they pushed even harder, wanting more, wanting everything.
Her strong inner muscles convulsed and Adrianna felt Sean pulse powerfully inside her. His loud, extended yell was so virile, so male, it intensified her orgasm. As she cried out, she pushed against Sean, never wanting him to leave her, always wanting him deep inside her. The waves rocketed through her body without mercy, sending her to heights of sensation she’d never known before.
Even as the intensity subsided, Sean kept pumping, wanting, and rubbing against her. When at last Adrianna fell limp under him, and the pulsing of his cock ceased, he dropped to the bed beside her. For a moment, neither of them moved; they couldn’t. All energy was sapped. They’d held nothing back.
Sean was the first to move. He removed the condom and leaned over to set it in a receptacle by the bed. Then he put his arm under Adrianna’s neck and she rested her head against his sweaty chest. The hair on his chest was wet from exertion, and she fingered it affectionately.
In the darkness, he held her close. Stroking her hair, Sean said, “You are special, Adrianna. Very special.”
She’d never felt that way before, but somehow, hearing Sean say it the way he did, Adrianna felt special. And she liked it. Whether it lasted or not, she’d never forget that feeling. Something inside her had changed, though she couldn’t have said what. Hugging tight to Sean’s muscled chest, Adrianna closed her eyes, floating in a calm ecstasy. This must be what it feels like to be happy.
 



Chapter 14
The room was still dark when Sean opened his eyes. For a second he couldn’t remember where he was, but then it all flooded back. Adrianna. He smiled.
He wasn’t sure how long he’d been sleeping; it couldn’t have been long. Reaching out, Sean felt only an empty bed and sat up. A light under the door of the master bath drew his attention. Adrianna must be in there.
Stretching, Sean leaned over to turn on a light and squinted at the brightness. Dangling his feet over the side of the bed, he reached for his briefs, unaware of Adrianna’s approach.
“What’s that tattoo…across your upper back?”
Turning, Sean noted that his love was fully dressed, which seemed odd.
“Ah, it’s just a tattoo. We all got them in high school, my buddies and me.”
“Hmm, I like it. Does it symbolize something, the design stretching between your shoulder blades?”
“It’s a tribal knot. We’re Irish, you know. Tough guys.” Sean leaned across the bed and grabbed Adrianna’s wrist, pulling her down on the mattress.
Adrianna giggled. “It says ‘dangerous’ in the middle of the design. Were you dangerous?”
“You know it, baby. Very dangerous.” Sean grabbed a handful of her hair. “I think you found that out.” He pulled her close and kissed her then pulled back. “Why are you dressed?”
“So you can take me home.”
*****
“Why would I do that?” Sean’s eyes sparkled and he wrapped his arms around her.
“Because I need you to.” Adrianna kissed him lightly on the lips. He did look so yummy after sleeping.
“I thought you could spend the night. I might even let you sleep a little bit.”
Adrianna shook her head.
“Don’t tell me your aunt would worry.”
Actually, Adrianna had thought of telling him exactly that. But she couldn’t lie to Sean. “No, that’s not it.” Looking into Sean’s eyes, still filled with emotion from their recent lovemaking, Adrianna nearly relented.
“Why, then?”
“I just…need to go.”
“You are a mystery, Adrianna. I’m doing this against my better judgment. I’m inclined not to let you out of my sight.”
Sean released her and he retrieved his clothing one item at a time. As he got dressed, he said, “You have to promise not to let Kevin near you. I don’t care if he did apologize. You’re with me now.”
Adrianna hesitated.
“What? You aren’t considering going back with him, are you? Not after tonight.” The look on Sean’s face was heart-wrenching. The evening had meant something to him; that much was clear.
“No, I’ve been ignoring his calls. I’d just feel better sleeping in my own room. Tonight was…it was amazing, Sean. It’s just that…well…it’s a lot to take in. Can you understand that?”
Sean grinned. “You seemed to take it just fine.”
Adrianna grinned back despite herself.
“All right, wait here. Let me get cleaned up.” Sean headed for the bathroom. “I’ll take you home. Just this once. But I’m not making it a habit, so don’t get used to it.”
*****
Once again, Sean sat in the car watching Adrianna walk up the steps to her aunt’s home. He had her phone number this time, though. And she’d agreed he could call. Progress.
The memory of being with her, in his bed, stirred his loins. If she’d stayed the night, sleep would have been minimal. There was no way to keep his hands off such a beauty.
Then he ran his fingers through his hair. Having a hot night together didn’t fix everything. If only he could protect her. But the woman he craved seemed to be the victim of cowardly men who liked to beat up on the opposite sex.
Sean didn’t like it at all, but wasn’t sure what to do about it. If Adrianna wasn’t returning Kevin’s calls then she was out of harm’s way. Maybe. A feeling of doom hovered, and he pushed it aside. As long as he was around, nobody was going to hurt Adrianna and get away with it. He’d just have to be around more, that was all.
Back at his apartment, Sean did some work before heading for bed. Sex with Adrianna was hot, a lot hotter than he’d even imagined. The experience had moved him deeply. The thought of going back to an empty bedroom made him feel alone. Living by himself, Sean was alone a lot of the time. But he’d never felt alone. Now he did.
Having Adrianna changed everything.
*****
After leaving Sean and going up to her room without waking her aunt, Adrianna took a warm shower. Snuggled in her bed with faint city light shining through her window, she thought of Sean.
Able to still feel his arms around her, the touch of his lips to hers, Adrianna hugged the comforter up to her chin and sighed. What an amazing day it had been. Unforgettable.
She wouldn’t think about tomorrow. Life had taught her not to depend on others, a lesson that was hard to unlearn. Closing her eyes and savoring the memories of the amazing man she desired, though he’d likely never be hers, Adrianna drifted off to sleep.
Loud talking downstairs the next morning woke her. Opening her eyes to the sun lighting her window, she realized she’d slept deeply all night; the nightmare she’d come to fear hadn’t bothered her. The peaceful sleep had calmed her, and yawning, she pulled back the covers.
The noise was louder. It was yelling. Then she recognized the voice. No. Quickly shedding her nightgown and pulling on her jogging clothes, Adrianna was in a hurry to get downstairs. One look in the mirror told her the redness was nearly gone from her cheek, but she quickly dabbed on some makeup, not willing to take the chance that her mother would notice the injury and ask about it.
The sound of her mother’s voice startled her out of her dream world composed of treasured memories of the day before. Hearing the loud bickering had instantly knotted her stomach. At the bottom of the stairs, she stopped to overhear what the argument was about.
“I don’t mind her staying with you, Krista. But you are my sister. I would think you’d have the decency to at least try to help.” Hannah’s voice was shrill.
Stepping into the kitchen, Adrianna said, “Mother. What are you doing here?”
Her mother stood, and dressed in designer wear she looked out of place in the homey kitchen next to Krista, who wore jeans and a sweater. The perfume she wore was her favorite. The scent made Adrianna ill. It reminded her of so much; the cloying rose petal aroma was nearly suffocating.
“I’m your mother. I have a right to be here.”
“I didn’t say that you didn’t. But why are you yelling?”
“I’ll tell you why, Adrianna. You are my daughter. I don’t know how you got so high and mighty. I’ve left messages and you never call! Were you ever going to call?”
Adrianna slumped into a nearby chair. “Oh, mother. Of course I would call. I’m busy. Did you ever think of that?”
“How busy can you be?” Hannah’s makeup crinkled when she frowned, aging her on the spot.
Adrianna sighed. There was never a time when her wishes, her life, came first. It was always what her mother wanted. Nothing had changed. Hearing that Adrianna was busy meant nothing; if it didn’t involve Hannah, then it couldn’t be important.
“I’m an adult, mother. I’m living my life. I work, you know. Not that it means anything to you.”
“If you wouldn’t be so stubborn, you wouldn’t have to work.”
Adrianna’s ire rose to a new level. “No. Forget it. I am not taking any money from my father. I already told you that. I’m not going to college, and I don’t need your money.”
“You’re ungrateful. That’s what you are. After all we’ve done for you, and this is how you behave.”
Adrianna noticed Krista walking out of the kitchen, leaving them alone to fight it out.
“This is embarrassing, mother. Krista is kind enough to let me live here until I get my own place. How do you think she feels having you storm in here, shouting?”
“I don’t care how she feels. Krista is my sister. She should back me up. Instead, I get the distinct impression she’s on your side.”
“There shouldn’t be sides. This is ridiculous. What exactly do you want? And I know it isn’t for me to give you a call. So what is it, mother?”
“Don’t ask me in that tone of voice.”
Adrianna crossed her arms and just looked at her mother.
“It’s for your father. His club is having a father-daughter event. He’d like for you to go with him, and you haven’t spoken to him since you left home. I don’t think he felt comfortable asking. So I’m asking.”
“No.”
“What is he supposed to tell his friends, Adrianna? Did you ever think of that?”
“I don’t care what he tells them. I’m not twelve years old, mother. And I’m not going to a father-daughter event. Ever. Again.”
“You’re being selfish.”
The familiar refrain made Adrianna grimace.
Her mother sighed heavily. “Have you put on some weight? Your hips look wide in those pants.”
Suddenly, Adrianna felt guilty for eating the spaghetti the night before. “They are sweatpants, mother. Everybody looks wide in sweatpants.”
Hannah scanned her daughter’s figure, either to verify the truth of the statement or to uncover some other flaw.
“Now…I’m on my way out for a jog. It’s time for you to leave, mother.”
Standing reluctantly, her mother made a final stab. “And what happened with Kevin?”
Oh, God. “How do you know about Kevin?”
“We do business with his father’s investment company, and Kevin works there.”
How could Adrianna have not known that? But then, the Brooks Investment Company had many connections, and in conversation, she’d just never happen to say, “Hey, Kevin. What does your father do for a living?” It was a reflection, however, in how little interest she really had in her ex-boyfriend.
Giving time for her mother’s statement to sink in, finally Adrianna sarcastically responded, “Of course he does.”
“So, what? You’re too snooty to be with him? He’s a nice boy. I know his parents.”
“Who I see is none of your business. None. Understood?”
“You’ve really changed, Adrianna. You used to be such a good girl. It makes me sad. You’re such a disappointment to us.” Shaking her head, Hannah took a step away.
Despite the defiance Adrianna had shown, her mother’s words hurt. It had to be the thousandth time she’d heard what a disappointment she was to her parents. Though she steeled her resolve and reminded herself she didn’t care, still the sentiment cut deep.
“Just. Leave.” Adrianna fought back tears, unwilling to let her mother see the effect she’d had. Turning away, she gritted her teeth, hoping when she looked again Hannah would be gone. Then she heard the click of heels on the tile, confirmation of her mother’s departure.
Closing her eyes, Adrianna trembled. The adrenaline flooding her veins was too much. Anger subsided, and she plummeted down the slope of depression. It was one thing to say she didn’t care. It was another to really not care.
“Adrianna.”
She turned around to face her Aunt Krista.
“She’s always been like that. Hannah is my sister but she’s got a bitter side to her.”
“I’m sorry you had to get involved. I’ll try to get my own place soon so you don’t have to put up with this.”
“Oh, don’t worry about me.”
“I had no idea she’d come over here.”
“Well, she’s gone. Would you like some coffee?” Krista stepped over to the espresso system tucked in a corner of the counter area.
“Not now, thanks. I’m going for a jog.” She gave her aunt a quick hug before slipping out of the kitchen, wanting to get out before she really fell apart.
Adrianna kept a fast pace to burn off the anger she felt. It was one way for her to stay in control: jogging instead of dangerous alternatives to emotional distress. She knew the alternatives all too well.
But since she’d been away from her parents, it had gotten easier. Then her mother had to come over and ruin everything, bringing back negative emotions that seemed to never die. Depression and desperation had a way of receding, only to return given the right provocation.
The night before hadn’t happened. Or so it felt. Sean saying she was special, caring about her, and loving her. It was so much dandelion fluff. The dark heaviness of her life, of her inner self, would destroy any goodness. Love and kindness didn’t stand a chance.
To let it continue, to lead Sean on, would only make it harder when it all came crashing down. And it would. It always did. Tears touched her cheeks, turning to icicles against her skin in the cold air. Not caring, Adrianna let them fall. The little pricks of pain felt good in a strange way. Pain was a relief.
Which meant Adrianna had to be strong. The tirade she’d endured in the kitchen gave her a reason to seek release. But she couldn’t give in. No matter how much she hurt inside. Knowing she had to make sure it was over with Sean made it worse, unbearably worse.
As soon as she was back in her room, Adrianna texted Cari about going shopping. They’d been planning to go. It would be a diversion Adrianna needed. Badly. She had to get out of the house, and being in the company of her lively, chatty friend might just save her.
Cari responded instantly with the time of her last class, saying she’d come by right after. Only a couple of hours. Adrianna could hold on. She had to. Stripping off her sweaty jogging clothes, she got into a hot shower and stayed in for as long as she could. Trying not to think about the bad stuff, she purposely forced her thoughts to the graphics she needed to complete.
Her computer, a savior more than once, provided focus in an otherwise tumultuous world. Involved with the designs she’d been working on for her clients, Adrianna lost track of everything else. When the doorbell rang, she jumped up to get her bag and go down to meet Cari. She grabbed her phone. The blinking light indicated another message. Dumping it in her purse, Adrianna didn’t waste time retrieving the voicemail. Since she’d been ignoring Kevin’s calls, and now Sean’s, there was no reason to listen.
“Hey, I made it as quick as I could. I have to study later, but I have a couple of hours.” Cari wore jeans and a suede jacket, looking like a Vogue model. She looked that way in anything she wore.
“A couple hours will be fine. I just need to get out for a while.”
“I tried to get Shelby, but she had a late class. So I guess it’s just us.”
“Fine.”
They locked the door behind them, since Krista had left for work, and got in Cari’s Mercedes.
“Sometimes I think this car is too much for me. It’s pretty and all.”
“Just kinda big.”
“Yeah.” Cari laughed. “Kinda big. Hey, so how’s it going with Kevin? You guys left early the other night. Is something going on you haven’t told me?” Cari grinned.
“Oh, Kevin. Well, that’s not so good.”
“No? I thought that one was working out. He seems so nice.”
“Yes, he does seem that way.”
“No?”
“No. He’s…well. You know what? Let’s not talk about it right now. I just want to shop. And shop. And shop.” Adrianna glanced over at her friend.
“Sounds good to me.” Cari cranked up the music, keeping her eyes on the road.
Adrianna felt her phone vibrate through the cloth purse she’d brought. Reaching inside, she turned it off and tried to focus on the music, mouthing the lyrics and looking out the window at the gloomy day. But her heart ached.
 



Chapter 15
Sean woke early despite the late night before. It annoyed him that it was too early to call Adrianna. While he waited for the sun to fully rise, he went for his morning jog and took a shower. Memories of Adrianna in his arms, the feel of her body, her feminine scent. How soft she was. And so sexy.
Enough to drive a man crazy. He couldn’t wait to see her again. Looking at the clock, Sean decided it was still a bit early. She had probably been up late too, and he didn’t want to wake her. There was plenty of work waiting for him.
After logging on to his computer, Sean dedicated himself to catching up on outstanding projects. He’d been gaining new clients, some of them heavy hitters. If things kept up, he’d have his own office soon. So many companies needed to tap social media but didn’t have a clue. Sean did, and his knowledge was worth a lot, it seemed.
Finally, he could wait no longer. Dialing Adrianna’s number, he felt excited. The prospect of seeing her had his blood pumping. But he got her voicemail.
It was still early. Maybe she was sleeping and had her phone off. He could wait. After several more hours of work and breakfast, he tried again. Still voicemail. Sean was disappointed. Surely, she’d be up by now.
The more times he called and didn’t get her, the more distracted he became. It was difficult to focus on work. The time he’d spent with Adrianna had been amazing. And he was sure she felt the same way.
Or he had been sure. If that were true then she’d return his call. Thinking back, he tried to figure out if something had gone wrong. Of course, he hadn’t wanted to drive her home. But there was little choice. He couldn’t lock her in the apartment.
But then he’d said, “You’re with me now.” His words rang in his mind. Sean assumed that was how she felt also. Realizing that she hadn’t responded disturbed him.
The night with her touched him deeply. Adrianna wasn’t just any woman; she was different. Was it even possible that she didn’t have the same feelings for him as he did for her?
Then panic struck. Kevin. That asshole might have gone to Adrianna’s, either late at night or in the morning. If he was angry or provoked, he could hurt her again.
Without further reflection, Sean grabbed his keys and sprinted to his car. He had to make sure she was okay. Without being able to reach her by phone, he had no way to know. She could be passed out somewhere, needing him, and he wouldn’t have a clue.
Screeching to a stop in front of her aunt’s house, Sean jumped out and took the stairs two at a time. He rang the bell repeatedly but couldn’t rouse anyone. Not home. That could mean anything. If Adrianna was in the hospital, Krista wouldn’t know to contact him.
Frustration consumed him. Sean had no idea where to look. Calling hospitals as a first option seemed absurd. Running his hands through his hair, Sean walked slowly back to the car. And he just sat, unsure what to do.
If Adrianna was to show up anywhere it would likely be at her aunt’s house. Sean alternated between staring at the front door of the house, as if she would suddenly appear, and at his phone, willing it to ring.
After two hours, he was just about to leave. Not that he had any backup plan. In his rearview mirror, he saw a car pull up. It was Adrianna and her friend. Thank God.
Sean got out and raced back to open the car door for her. But her expression wasn’t what he’d hoped to see. There was no sign that she’d missed him, no exuberant affection, and it made him feel like a fool.
“Hello, Sean.” Adrianna stood and took a step to open the back door and retrieve some packages.
“Hey, Sean.” Cari smiled at him; he’d met her just once before but she looked like a supermodel. She had stuck in his memory.
“Cari.” He nodded at her.
Adrianna leaned down to peer through the window. “Okay, see ya. Thanks for the shopping.”
“Sure. If you don’t have any shoes to go with that silver dress, let me know. I just thought of some I have that would be perfect.”
“Okay. I might need some. Call me this weekend.” Adrianna stood up, and Cari drove away.
“I was worried about you, you know. I called and called, but you didn’t answer. All I got was your voicemail. I thought something might have happened, and I’ve been sitting here for hours…wondering…concerned for your safety. Meanwhile, you were out shopping. Why didn’t you call me back?” Sean stared, waiting for a response that made sense.
Adrianna moved toward the house and set her packages on the lower step. She looked back at Sean.
“So…last night never happened?” Sean had to know. He couldn’t pretend everything was all right.
“It happened.” Adrianna blushed.
“So why are you acting this way?”
“How am I acting?”
“Like we don’t know each other.”
“No. I said hello.”
“Oh, well.” Sean expelled a breath, exasperated.
“Last night was wonderful. You should know that.”
“I do know that. But I’m wondering if you do.”
“I do, Sean. But the thing is…you don’t know me. Not really.”
“I think I know quite a bit after yesterday. If there’s more, tell me. I’m listening.”
Adrianna looked at him, her eyes bluer than ever in the afternoon sun. Her blond hair blew across her face in the light breeze. And Sean noticed that her injury was barely visible. Either good makeup or it was nearly healed. He suspected the latter.
“What you see isn’t what you get with me.” Adrianna looked sad.
“I’ve figured that out.” Sean wanted to touch her, hold her. Nothing was making sense. Things were clear to him, and he had trouble understanding why it was so complicated for her. Yet, he reminded himself that her experience with men hadn’t always been good, if ever.
“It was a wonderful night. But that’s all it was, Sean. That’s all it can be. Trust me.”
“I don’t agree, Adrianna. There is something between us. You can’t deny that.”
Adrianna didn’t say anything.
“So, I want to see you. I want to be with you. Why is that so hard to understand?”
“It just won’t work. And don’t ask me to explain it. I won’t right now. I’m doing you a favor. Please, just forget about me. We can work on the contract from home. We don’t even have to see each other. It will be better that way.”
“I wish you would just tell me what the problem is. You think I can’t deal with it? Is that it? Well, try me.”
Adrianna picked up her packages and started walking toward the door. Impulsively, Sean took her arm, and she stopped but didn’t look back.
“Look at me, Adrianna.”
She turned to face him.
“Look at me and tell me you don’t feel anything.” Sean’s heart was breaking in two.
“I can’t tell you that. But it doesn’t matter.”
“It’s all that matters, Adrianna.” He looked at her soft lips, her flawless skin, and her sad face. Sean wanted to kiss her and he did.
Leaning, he touched his lips to hers, feeling her breath and smelling her sweet scent. Tenderly he kissed her, barely restraining his fiercer emotions. Adrianna didn’t pull back. She pressed her lips to his, but there was no joy in it.
Pulling back, Sean looked at her.
“Goodbye, Sean,” she said softly, and went inside, closing the door behind her.
Standing on the porch for several minutes, hoping by some miracle Adrianna would reappear, Sean struggled for an answer. But he found none.
*****
Closing the door behind her, Adrianna let her packages drop to the floor. Tears welled in her eyes. Leaving Sean—of all the hard things she’d had to do, that was the hardest.
When she’d seen him waiting for her, it had weakened her resolve. Watching him walk toward Cari’s car when they’d pulled up, her heart had raced. Sean was so ruggedly handsome, and she knew what it felt like to be held in his strong arms. And she knew a lot more.
Unsure if she could be strong in the face of the overpowering emotions that had overtaken her, Adrianna had done her best to seem indifferent. She was anything but that. Every move he made had sent electricity through her. Looking into the depth of his eyes and seeing the hurt there when she’d told him it was over had been a vise around her heart.
Then he’d kissed her. Oh so sweetly. The touch of his lips, so soft. His breath mingling with hers. All she had to do was acquiesce. It was what she wanted to do, more than anything. Yet she couldn’t.
There was no way she could hurt Sean. It was bad enough now. Think how it would be if the relationship continued, only to come crashing apart like a boat pitted against cliffs in a storm. The pain would be unbearable. She—loved him. Yes, that was it. Adrianna loved him too much to hurt him that way.
It would end quickly now, or intolerably later. But it would end. Once Sean knew her, really, he wouldn’t want her. Pressing against the door, she covered her face with her hand. Somehow, she knew he hadn’t left. Just on the other side of the front door, he was there. Waiting.
Why did life have to be so hard?
*****
When Sean finally left, he didn’t know where to go. Back to the apartment wouldn’t do. He couldn’t work in his state of mind. And being alone was unwise. It was late in the afternoon, so he rang Nic to see where they were hanging out.
Meeting at Sylvie’s, later. It was another club, and this one allowed age eighteen and older but also served alcohol with proper ID. When Nic hung up, Sean dialed another number.
“Have any plans for tonight?”
“Now I do,” Nell said in her honey voice.
“I’ll be there in an hour. Get dressed. We’re going dancing at Sylvie’s.”
Sean was frustrated and angry. One too many times Adrianna had turned away from him. A guy’s ego could only take so much. She was just one woman. Yet even as he thought it, he knew he was lying to himself. There would never be another woman like Adrianna. But she didn’t want him. Get over it.
How many times did a woman have to reject him before he got the message? He wasn’t good enough for her, after all. That was probably it. He’d known that from the start. But he’d been dazzled by her beauty and dared to see the woman she really was inside, the passion she tried so hard to conceal.
Still—it wasn’t enough. Love wasn’t enough. He needed to stop being an idealist. Sometimes life just sucked. And this was one of those times. Sean had to get over her. He had to move on.
*****
Adrianna reclined on her bed, staring at the white plaster ceiling. Her aunt had come home and offered dinner, but she’d declined. In a matter of days, her life had blown up. She’d been so hopeful when she’d moved away from home, away from all the trouble.
It would be so good, a new start. And things had begun well. She’d gotten clients, and living with her aunt had been nice. Without her parents around, Adrianna had planned to change her life. Live it how she wanted to.
Then she had been blindsided by Kevin, which was a warning. But Sean had rescued her—wonderful Sean. Closing her eyes, Adrianna tried to block out the image of the handsome man she’d fallen for. But it was impossible not to think of him; Sean was all she could see.
Then without warning, it had all came crashing down the moment her mother slammed her back to reality. Adrianna had forgotten who she was, what she was—just for a few hours. It was one amazing night. But that was all. It was over.
 



Chapter 16
Everything was an electric violet, even Nell’s ivory satin dress. The booming rock of Volbeat’s “Fallen” vibrated the very walls of the club; even the dance floor was unsteady under the pounding. The Beyond Hell/Above Heaven album, one of Sean’s favorites, transcended life. It was larger than life—it was beyond, just as the title said.
Sweating, his heart pounding, Sean felt no pain. Surrounded by crowds of dancers he was barely aware of, letting his body bend with the deep bass of the song, Sean danced. And danced. Nell rubbed against him, but he barely felt it. The song ended and the lights became a mesmerizing lavender.
It occurred to Sean that he needed another drink. The plan had been to stow the whiskey in the car; he hadn’t wanted to get Nell in trouble by sipping her cocktail at the table. Darn, it was inconvenient being under twenty-one.
“I need a drink, Nellie,” he shouted. Taking her hand, he pulled her toward the door.
Outside, he crossed the street. In the corner of an adjacent lot sat his Dodge. He could see Nic and Tomas inside.
“They beat us out here.” Sean stumbled in a rough patch of the gravel.
“Hope you guys don’t run out of whiskey. You’ll send me for more and I don’t want to leave.” Nell clung to his hand, barely keeping up with him.
“Naah. They left some for me.” Sean watched his friends get out of the vehicle.
“Just came out for a quick drink,” Nic said. “Better get back. Left some beauties inside waiting for us.”
Sean dropped into the front passenger seat and fell back. “Okay, hope you left some for me.”
Nell stood by the car. Sean craned his head up and could see her long legs. Then he heard a whistle; it sounded like it was coming from a few cars over.
“Hey, baby, wanna dance?” The gruff male voice posed a challenge to Sean. Some asshole was talking to his date.
Sean sat up in the car to see what was going on. Under the yellow parking lot lights, he saw four guys walking toward Nell. Behind them and to the left, both Nic and Tomas had stopped to watch.
“Sorry, buddy. I have a date.” Nell put her hand on her hip and tossed her thick hair over her shoulder. That should have been enough.
“That guy? You can do better than that. Let us show you a good time, sweetie.”
That was it. Sean stood up from the car, weaving only slightly. “Back off. She’s with me.”
Sean was vaguely aware of Nic and Tomas moving in, behind the aggressors.
“She was with you.”
Sean stepped forward so that Nell was behind him. “I’ll handle this.”
One of the four stepped closer. It was dark outside, but the face looked familiar. Tom Keene. He was always a thug, and harassing women had been a sport with him. Sean hadn’t seen him in a long time. He thought he’d beaten some sense into him in high school, but maybe not.
“Sean,” the bully said. “Still think the women take to you, huh? Why don’t you let your girlfriend pick. Maybe she wants to go party with us. She’s a looker.”
Sean stepped forward. He was inches taller than Tom, but the guy was bulky. “This is the last time I’m going to say it. Back off. I thought you had better manners, Tom.”
When you do things enough, they become second nature. Sean knew that in a fight there was a tendency to become stiff and rigid, thus the punches connected with more force. Stay loose so you can move with the effort and take less of a blow. Relaxed, confident, Sean took a step toward Tom and the three behind him.
Nic and Tomas fanned out behind the group of attackers. It wouldn’t be four against one, as Tom thought. Though Sean was in a mood to take them all on. He was ready for a fight. Relished it, actually.
In street fights anything goes, and Sean had been in plenty. No rules. The best tactic was to get out of the fight as quickly as possible, and that meant taking shortcuts. Knowing Tom, kicking in the groin or plowing a toe into the opponent’s kneecap wouldn’t be above him.
But Sean had been enough clashes, and had even tangled with Tom before. Losing never occurred to him. He watched Tom move near, fists up. Then everything broke loose.
Two of the guys behind Tom hit the ground when Nic and Tomas jumped them from the rear, pinning them to the asphalt. Simultaneously, Nell sprang out from behind Sean and flew into the third guy. Her knee hit his groin just right and he doubled over.
Tom threw a punch at Sean, which he dodged. With the arm Tom had punched with close, Sean quickly stuck his leg behind Tom’s knee, thrusting a palm into his chin while pulling the back of Tom’s stringy hair, propelling him towards the ground with the momentum. When Tom’s head smacked into the gravel, he groaned.
“Like I said, asshole. She’s with me.” Sean took Nell’s hand and began walking toward the club, noticing that the other three were quick to retreat, and not anxious to fight once the odds weren’t in their favor.
“Creeps,” Nell said, strutting across the rough surface in her high heels. Nic and Tomas walked a few steps ahead, not even breathing heavily.
Then from behind, Tom said, “I thought the fight was just starting.”
Sean turned and a meaty fist smacked into his right eye. In a split second, angling his right hand so it was perpendicular to his forearm, and driving it forward using his hip, shoulder, and elbow to generate force like a fulcrum, Sean drove the meaty part of his palm into Tom’s nose in one powerful motion.
Blood poured out, running over Tom’s face.
“I warned you.” Sean stood in front of his opponent, ready for his next move.
“I think you broke it.” Tom had his hand over his nose.
“Probably. You’re lucky I went easy on you. It could have been worse.” Sean put his arm around Nell and headed off again.
“Idiot,” Tomas said. “I thought we left him back in high school.”
Nic just rolled his shoulders, working out the kinks after the encounter.
The evening went downhill from there. The unexpected interference had distracted Sean from the drink he went out to get. Probably just as well. He persuaded Nell to leave with him and go to a place two blocks over for some food. She moaned about leaving; she wanted to dance more.
Wolfing down the special of steak and eggs, Sean realized how hungry he was. He watched Nell pick at her fries and sip Pepsi. What was it with women and eating? The parking lot fight was probably fortunate. Had Tom and his sissy pals not shown up, Sean would have kept drinking. He’d been known to do it on more than one occasion.
As Sean ate, the alcohol wore off. Then he remembered why he was drinking in the first place. Adrianna. Briefly, he’d numbed himself with his favorite poison: good whiskey. But it didn’t last. He wasn’t even fully sober yet and he was already thinking about her. He wondered if she was okay.
Somehow he knew she wasn’t.
“You owe me another dancing date.” Nell pouted.
Sean looked up. Her dark hair was tousled, but otherwise there was no evidence she’d been in a fight. Working at a nightclub had inspired Nell to learn self-defense. Her recent attacker hadn’t expected her to be able to defend herself. The thought made Sean smile.
“You pack a punch, Nell.”
“What, the kick? It’s pretty effective. Fortunately, I don’t have to use it often. But good to know for when I do.”
“Yep.” Sean grinned again.
“Well, that’s the first smile I’ve seen out of you all evening.”
“Just moody, I guess.”
“Well, we better get some ice for that eye. It’s going to swell more. You’ll be black and blue for a while. Tom does know how to punch.”
“Yeah, I shouldn’t have given him the chance. Wasn’t paying attention.” Sean touched his eye and jerked his hand away. It did hurt.
*****
Nell was right: the next morning, Sean’s eye was black and blue. But she wasn’t there to see it. Mad and hurt, he’d tried to put Adrianna out of his mind. She’d ended it. What choice did he have?
So be it. The night before, Nell had been there and willing. Still semi-drunk, Sean had kissed her in his kitchen, leaning up against the counter. But it had felt all wrong. The only thing he could think of was the afternoon Adrianna had sat on that counter. He could still feel her knees pressing against his hips, and remembered her beautiful smile when he’d made the joke about drinking two sips of whiskey.
Wrapping his arms around Nell, he’d held her against his chest, at a loss.
“There’s another woman, isn’t there?”
“I guess. But she won’t have me.”
Nell had leaned back and looked up at Sean. “I can’t imagine.”
Sean had smiled at her.
“Well, if you give up on her, let me know.” Nell had slipped her heels back on, and Sean had taken her home.
Now, the morning didn’t look any more promising than the night before had. Sean was alone with his computer, determined to work if nothing else. What good would it do to call Adrianna? He had no idea what to say.
He tried to focus, but it was useless. And he didn’t even have the prospect of seeing Adrianna at the law firm. She’d said they could do the work from their respective offices. For the most part, that was true. The point was that there was no meeting set, thus nothing to look forward to.
The project for the law office had been coming along, but Sean was dragging his feet. He didn’t want it to end. It was the only attachment he had to Adrianna. If it finished, he might never see her, unless he decided to stalk her at that club she liked so well. Which was a definite possibility.
That day went by, and the next. Sean attempted to lose himself in the world of social media, putting in a lot of time on the contracts he had. In the back of his mind loomed the irrational idea that if he made good, Adrianna would come back to him. All along he’d thought she’d rebuffed him because he didn’t measure up.
It was crazy that living on a different street—going to a different church, residing in a different style of home—could create such a chasm. But it did. However, Sean intended to cross it. If he had his way, he’d be able to buy any home in Beacon Hill. Any home, anywhere. Adrianna would accept him, and he’d ace out her preppy dates.
On the third day, Sean was working on the setup work for the law firm, and called Emmett with a question. He could have emailed, but wanted to bounce around some ideas.
“Sean, good to hear from you. I’ve been seeing your daily emails. You’ve made a lot of progress.”
“Yes, I should be able to wrap this up soon.”
“That’s good to know. Although we will want to keep you on in a consulting capacity.”
“I can probably work that out.” Sean proceeded to go over a couple of things with Emmett, rapidly losing interest, unable to stop from wondering about Adrianna.
After he’d finished discussing what he’d called for, Sean said, “Have you heard from Adrianna?”
“Sure, every day. You get her emails too, correct?”
“Yes. I just wondered, well, if she was going to bring any samples by.” Sean knew as he said it that it made no sense. Nearly everything could be sent electronically.
“No.”
Sean’s heart sank.
“But she is coming by around three just to drop off a couple of additional forms—employment stuff. I’m sure I’ll chat with her then, just to see if there’s anything new.”
“Sure. Sure. That sounds good.”
Sean’s heart raced. It was only two. He had time to make it. Quickly he changed out of his sweats, dressing for business—the business of winning Adrianna back. Sweeping his jacket up from the chair where he’d left it, Sean jogged to the garage elevator. He had no plan, nothing.
But if he could just see her. Maybe. He’d think of something.
Traffic wasn’t too bad. His place wasn’t that far from the law office, but navigating the business district could be tricky. As it was, he made it there early. Glancing at the wall clock as he entered the lobby, he noticed it was two forty-five. Perfect.
Taking some deep breaths as the elevator glided upward, Sean felt momentarily silly. Racing in and saying he’d driven there as soon as he heard she was stopping by wasn’t too cool. Before he could think of a brilliant approach, the elevator opened. Inside the firm, a well-dressed brunette receptionist was on the phone.
Sean looked around but didn’t see Adrianna. It was unlikely she’d be standing in the lobby anyway. He drummed his fingers on the counter until the receptionist ended the call and looked up.
“Yes?”
“I’m here to meet Adrianna Brooks. She was supposed to see Emmett.”
“And you are?”
“Sean Reid. I’m working on the social media project.”
“Oh yes, Mr. Reid.”
“Has she arrived?”
“You just missed her. She was here, said she was early. But Emmett met with her and she left probably, uh, ten minutes ago.” The receptionist looked at Sean, but offered nothing more.
“Do you know where she went?” Sean asked, trying to sound calm and businesslike.
“I’m not certain. She mentioned grabbing a cup of coffee, and I suggested The Hut—you know, the new coffee shop at the Crossing.”
Sean was already walking out the door. “Thanks.”
He raced back to the elevator. Please be there. He hit the button several times, as if that would open it sooner. After some interminable seconds, there was a ding and the doors opened. Fortunately, he was alone for the ride down, so didn’t have to deal with any annoying stops at other floors.
Downtown Crossing, a pedestrian-only shopping area, was just west of the financial district. Sean considered running the distance, but decided it was faster to drive even though he had to re-park. Signals took forever to change, and other drivers were slower than ever. Tourists. They should walk or take the subway.
Finally, Sean made it to the parking structure on Arch Street. It wouldn’t be long now. Hoping Adrianna had driven and had to negotiate parking as well, he nevertheless hurried. How long could it take to drink a cup of coffee? Maybe she’d already left.
He didn’t want to miss her again. Sean jogged to the shopping area, vaguely remembering where the new coffee shop was. Another of his clients in the financial district had raved about it, though he couldn’t see what could be so different about coffee from one shop to another.
The city had finally edged into spring, and for once it wasn’t freezing outside. Turning the corner, he looked down Winter Street toward Boston Common and had no idea where the coffee shop was. He tried to recall what his client had described. Something about Winter Street. A big red banner of a body and bath shop, whatever that was, caught his eye and he looked up.
Maybe he’d go in and ask directions.
“Sean. What are you doing here?”
He looked back down, and there in front of the entrance to the shop was Adrianna. Her blond hair gleamed in the sun and her pouty lips looked so kissable. Sean’s pulse pounded.
“Adrianna. I thought you were getting coffee.”
Her eyes widened. “How did you know that? Are you following me?”
“Yes.”
Adrianna didn’t say anything for a moment. Then she stepped closer.
“What happened to your eye?”
“Nothing. Some idiot punched me.”
“Fighting?”
“You could say that. Anyway, I didn’t come to talk about me.”
“No? What did you come to talk about?”
Sean just wanted to kiss her, hold her, and carry her away. Seeing her so close brought it all back. How much he wanted her. If only he could think of the right thing to say.
 



Chapter 17
Adrianna waited for a reply from the gorgeous man only inches from her. Sean shifted from one foot to the other. He was more sumptuous than ever, and his awkwardness was endearing. The solid black T-shirt he’d worn made him look tough, the way it hugged his broad chest and accented his biceps.
The ruggedness of his face seemed to contradict the softness of his brown eyes. His short hair was messy, like he’d raced after her without taking time to get ready. Adrianna had a feeling that’s what had happened, and it pierced her veil of indifference. She wasn’t indifferent at all.
Looking at Sean’s black and blue eye made her think of his dangerous tattoo. He was a fighter, rough around the edges, imperfectly dressed, approachable; the opposite of every man she’d known. But he was passionate and definitely a little dangerous. Being with him was risky. Was that why her heart was pounding heavily?
“Want to walk?”
Sean seemed relieved at her suggestion; his shoulders relaxed. “Sure.”
Carrying her light package, Adrianna fell in step next to him. At first, neither spoke. Merely walking next to Sean excited her—another new experience. There was something just so different about him—many things, really.
The faint scent of his cologne wafted over, making her a little weak. Out of the corner of her eye she could see his sculpted thighs, outlined under faded jeans. If only she could just fall into his arms and make the world go away. If only she could have him, in her arms, with her, and it would never end. If only.
“So you’re talking to me.” Sean was the first to speak.
“Yes, I’m talking to you.”
“I don’t understand you, Adrianna.”
That had to be true. She couldn’t understand her own feelings half the time, so how could he be expected to? “I know, Sean.” Adrianna paused. “I don’t understand you either.”
“Me? I’m an open book. I like you…I like you a lot. I want to be with you. What’s so hard to understand about that?”
The way he said the word like, it had depth, emotion, as if it meant more than the word implied. “It’s hard for me, you know.”
“No, I don’t know. Tell me. I want to know.”
“To trust.”
“Oh.”
“How can I explain it?” Adrianna looked around at the row of shops, at the cobblestone street, reaching for a way to make Sean understand.
Sean glanced over at her.
“I’ve only known…well…what I’ve known.”
“Which is?” Sean looked over at her again.
“I don’t measure up, you know. I’m not sure why you keep pursuing me.” That was it, or some of it. Adrianna knew that once all the truth came out, Sean would be gone. She could let him in, for a while anyway, but was that worth the pain? How it would feel later when he realized she was flawed goods?
“You are talking in riddles. ‘Don’t measure up’…means what?”
Adrianna didn’t continue.
“Adrianna, I know that things have been rough for you sometimes. I don’t know all of it. You only told me some of it. Your father hasn’t been the father he should have been to you. And Kevin, maybe others, have roughed you up—which pisses me off, by the way. But that doesn’t reflect on you.”
“But it does. You just don’t see it.”
“Your father slapping you, or whatever else he did, was out of line. I know what I’m talking about. You can’t believe you are the cause, or that you deserved such treatment.”
“You don’t know me.”
“I’m trying to.”
“Sean, I’m trying to tell you, I’m not the girl for you.”
“Yes. You are the girl for me.”
“No, I’ll break your heart.”
Sean gave a weak smile. “You already are…breaking my heart.”
Slowly, they strolled down the street, hardly noticing the busy shops. Sean looked down at the sidewalk and Adrianna kept looking over at him. He took her hand and she let him. It felt so good, his warmth, his strong hand. Inside she was crying out for him, but there was no way to give in to that weakness. She just couldn’t.
Sean squeezed her hand. It was so sensual. The light pressure sent sensation trickling through her chest, arousing her more than a kiss or a touch ever had with another man. All he needed to do was stand near her, brush against her, look at her, or say her name. Every tiny thing swamped her with emotion.
It was more than she knew how to deal with. Having faced a lot of pain, both emotional and physical, Adrianna dealt with life’s vagaries. But Sean was something new. How he made her feel was new. She liked it, while at the same time it frightened her. Hate was a method she’d used as a protection, to wall herself off.
But love—how was she to deal with that? If it even was love. She’d never felt it before, so how would she know - for sure?
“Did you ever get that coffee?” Sean said in his friendly way. In the sun and shadows of the day, his muscles were outlined, as though some cameraman had set up lighting to accentuate his best features. The soft sunlight gleamed over him; the lines of his body etched into fullness. The black T-shirt and slight don’t-mess-with-me stance made Adrianna envision him challenging some unseen oppressor, welcoming a fight.
Sean looked behind her and nodded toward a shop as he spoke. Adrianna glanced up to see the signage of the coffee shop, announcing The Hut. Her breath caught; she hadn’t realized how far they’d walked.
Before she could reply, or even think of how to handle the situation, Kevin stepped out of the coffee shop, holding the door wide. He wore a white shirt with the top button open under a light gray blazer. Even in the nice weather he would never go out in just a T-shirt. Something about that bugged her.
“Adrianna, you’re here.” The smug look he gave Sean made Adrianna cringe inside.
“Sean.” Looking at his face, Adrianna felt a knife stab her heart. Kevin’s unexpected presence hurt Sean; the look on his face revealed his inner reaction. It was as bad as if she’d slapped him, probably worse. She struggled with what to say, how to correct the course of her world, rapidly tipping out of balance.
“I get it.” Sean glared at Adrianna for a moment but refused to look at Kevin. Then he strode away without another word.
Adrianna stood, riveted to the concrete, her heart ripped into pieces. Looking over at Kevin’s sharp features, perfectly groomed hair, and haughty expression, she felt ill.
“Forget about him.” Kevin held the door open, waiting for Adrianna to go inside.
The shop smelled of freshly brewed coffee, and the wood with metal décor was trendy, in keeping with university style. Many customers, some probably students, sat glued to their laptops. On another day, it would have been an inviting atmosphere. But not that day.
Adrianna slid into a curved wood chair across from Kevin.
“What would you like? I’ll get it for you.”
“Nothing.” That was exactly how she felt. Adrianna didn’t want to be there with Kevin, or in the shop. Nor did she want any of the coffee shop’s offerings. With blinding clarity, she knew the only thing she wanted was the one thing she couldn’t have: Sean.
“Adrianna.” His voice softened, but his pallid skin and greenish eyes reminded her of a vampire. The unreality of it all made her head spin.
“What did you want to talk about, Kevin?” She wished she hadn’t agreed to meet him. Her life was falling apart, and it seemed everything she did only made it worse.
“You know.” Kevin looked at her, putting on his most honest expression. She’d seen it before. Her father used to pull that. And she’d fallen for it for years before figuring out it was fake—just as fake as Kevin’s designer clothes and nice-guy personality.
“No, I’m not sure I do.”
“I don’t think you accepted my apology.”
“So you had to complain—at work, I guess. Because my father seems to know that you think I’ve mistreated you.”
“He talked to you?”
“No. My mother stopped by and she happened to mention it,” Adrianna said sharply.
“I’m sorry about that. I may have mentioned it to a co-worker, this guy I play tennis with. But I had no idea he’d blab about it.”
“Didn’t you?” Adrianna was in a sour mood and it was getting worse the more she listened to the excuses.
“No, but I guess things get around fast in the business world.”
“I guess they do. And how is it that you never mentioned that you work in your father’s business?”
“I would have. We didn’t talk about my side job, just about college. I’m only there part time.”
“Right.” Why did Adrianna feel like she was losing some argument?
“Anyway, I want you to know that what happened…that night…will never happen again. I just…lost my temper. I feel terrible about it.”
Adrianna looked at him. Unwillingly, she felt a tinge of pity for him. Maybe he was sorry, at least a little bit.
“You got the roses I sent you?”
“Yes, they were beautiful.” Adrianna looked down at the table.
“I hope I haven’t ruined everything. I’d like to still see you, Adrianna. You know I care about you.”
Adrianna looked at him. Old feelings rose, clouding her mind. A man like Kevin was her fate. She’d be lucky to get such an accomplished, handsome, intelligent man from a respected family. Similar words had been uttered in one form or the other since she’d been old enough to wear dresses.
Most of the time, it was difficult to separate one feeling from the other. Did she believe that she deserved the life she’d been handed? She must. It must be her failings, her weakness, her imperfections that caused the trouble. After all, if bad things kept happening, it must have something to do with her.
“Kevin, I just need some time.”
“We can take it slow.”
“Let me…I just need time to think. A lot has happened. I accept your apology. Okay?”
“Okay.” Kevin looked dejected. “But you’ll think about us?”
“I’ll let you know.” Adrianna stood, suddenly suffocating in the warm, coffee-scented, enclosed shop. She took her bag and left without looking back.
Walking back down the sidewalk the way she had come, the obvious lack of Sean’s presence hit her. The void, the emptiness, left a gaping hole inside her. It hurt. Tears ran down her cheeks, and she walked faster, angry and frustrated. She’d fought so hard not to resort to her one destructive outlet for the emotional trauma that consumed her.
Involuntarily rubbing her left wrist, she thought of the last time. Strong. She had to be strong. But she was starting to wonder why, and if it really helped. Because it would feel so good—relief from everything she couldn’t control. Focus. Something to focus her attention away from the issues at hand, that was what she needed. Something compelling that would force her to forget, at least for a little while, even a few minutes.
Sobbing, she walked block after block, not even caring if people saw her crying. What did it matter? Who cared anyway?
Sean did. Struck with the truth of that, Adrianna stopped and leaned against the side of a building, covering her face with her hands. Crying harder, crying for the loss of love she would never know. It was her fate, and she could blame no one but herself.
*****
Sean walked away from the coffee shop, upset and conflicted. He shouldn’t have left her with Kevin, knowing what the man was capable of. But it was Adrianna’s choice. She’d made the decision.
Even while Sean had strolled down the street with her, talking, trying to work things out, Adrianna had planned to meet Kevin. There was no clearer signal he needed. She’d thrown it in his face, led him right to the door of the shop, knowing the man who’d abused her would be there.
Was that what she liked, being knocked around? When he’d talked to her, Adrianna had seemed to want something different, had seemed disgusted with the abuse. Yet she went back to it. Sean couldn’t understand that. A guy abuses a girl, she leaves. Nothing else was logical.
Frustration mounted and Sean clenched his fists. Damn. It was tearing him apart. He couldn’t leave her in the hands of that asshole. Sooner or later, he’d do it again. Sean knew guys like that; he’d pounded on guys like that, even as recently as the other night. You couldn’t trust them. They didn’t change.
Surely Adrianna wouldn’t believe Kevin’s backpedaling. Sean could only imagine the “I’m sorry” with the fake sincere look. Come on, the guy’s a stereotype. Guys like him were everywhere; guys that got their jollies beating up on women. But the idea of him doing that to Adrianna made him sick.
Yet he was helpless to rescue her. Adrianna had gone back of her own free will. Kevin hadn’t abducted her and carried her off to the coffee shop. No, she’d agreed to meet him there. He was waiting for her—as planned. And Sean had little to say about it. Well, that preppy idiot better not put a hand on Adrianna again or he’d answer to Sean. It was a mistake to let it go the first time. It wouldn’t happen again.
 



Chapter 18
Sean needed a good workout to blow off some steam. He texted his brother to meet him, and once back in his car, Sean headed over. He kept his bag of gear in the trunk since he often hit the gym at odd times.
Waterfront Fitness was packed. It was always packed. The clanging of weights and swishing strokes of the elliptical machines drowned out the piped-in music. The smell of sweat mingled with the distinctive odor every facility he’d ever been to had: a heated metal and vinyl kind of smell.
He changed and stowed his gear, then went out to the treadmill to run until his brother got there. Huffing and sweating, Sean nodded at Bradan when he showed up and hopped onto an open machine. A couple of women in the vicinity glanced over.
His brother was all muscle, and though medium height, he cut an impressive figure. The ladies melted under his blue-eyed gaze, so he had no trouble with the opposite sex. His brown hair was getting longer, shaggy; he didn’t opt for the short cut like Sean.
They did their usual routine, spotting each other for the heavier stuff. There wasn’t much time for talking. The effort required complete focus. After an hour of intense work, sweating, and breathing hard, Bradan said, “How ’bout we shower up and go eat? I’m starting to feel weak, brother.” He slapped Sean on the back and laughed at his own joke.
“That will be the day…that you’re weak.”
After a quick shower, they walked the two blocks to Henry’s, a burger place they often went to. Like everywhere in the city, it was crowded, but they found an empty table and placed orders. Swigging down iced teas, they chatted.
“Glad the timing worked for you. I thought you might be with Amber.”
Bradan leaned back in the chair. “Not during the week. She works days.”
“Oh, right.”
“I’m thinking of asking her to move in with me. I’m not sure what she’ll say. It’s a big step.”
“True. You think she’s ready for that?”
“Not sure. I think I am. Might talk it over with her.”
“How’s work?”
“Good. But I’m thinking of doing something on my own, like you.”
“Well, you are smart when it comes to business.”
“I’d like to think so. Who knows? Maybe I could start the next Google.”
“You are the best techie I know.”
The hamburgers and fries were served up. The aroma of grilled beef made Sean’s mouth water. He took a big bite. Henry’s did make good burgers.
Through a mouthful of food, Bradan asked, “What about you? You’re seeing Adrianna, right?”
“Was.”
“Was?”
“I don’t understand her, man. She came over to my place. We had an unforgettable night. She’s talking to me, even crying, really personal stuff, you know. And the sex. Sweet Jesus, she’s hot.”
“So what’s the problem?”
“I don’t see a problem. But she won’t see me. Nothing she says makes any sense. And then, get this.” Sean stopped to take another bite. “She was dating this college guy, and out of the blue, he punches her.”
“Hit her?”
“Yes, with his fist. Her cheek is swollen. She tells me about it. And then…” Sean stopped, his insides ripping apart.
Bradan looked at Sean, a French fry dipped in catsup held in midair.
“I’m walking down the street with her, thinking we might be headed back in the right direction, and there’s this jerk-off again. She was meeting him at a coffee shop. Walks me right up to it and goes inside with him.”
“That’s cold, man.”
“Tell me about it. But it’s bad. Guys that hit don’t quit. Not that I’ve seen.”
“No, it’s like a compulsion with them. They need somebody like you or me to beat the crap out of them, see how it feels.”
“I’m at a loss. I’m out of my depth. And the worst part is…I’m hooked on this girl. I can’t walk away, even if I wanted to. She’s…there’s something about her.”
Bradan looked across the table, thoughtful. “There’s something you don’t know about this girl. It’s not adding up.”
“Yeah.”
“I haven’t heard anything about her, just seen her from a distance, and only know what you’ve told me. Check with Tomas. Didn’t you say his sister had been to some parties with her? Maybe Alaina knows something.”
“Maybe. I’ll try it. I have to do something.”
Bradan raised his half-empty drink as if to toast to the idea, nodded his head once in affirmation, and then took a big gulp. Sean held up his glass in a mutual toasting motion, wishing he felt more confident that he could get anything useful through Tomas and his sister. But it was worth a try. Right then, he had nothing better.
*****
Adrianna wasn’t even looking forward to the party. It had only been days since the incident with Sean, and she felt more like covering her head with her pillow and wallowing in depression than being around other people.
But Cari wouldn’t hear of it. College parties were rowdy and wild, and it was exactly what Adrianna needed. “You need to let go. You’re too intense,” Cari said, searching through Adrianna’s closet for the right dress.
“Life’s intense.” Adrianna flopped back on her bed, staring at the ceiling.
“That’s why you need to party. You need to go out. Okay, so Kevin didn’t work. And I don’t know what happened to Sean. But there’s no shortage of male prospects in Boston. You just need to get out more.”
“That’s not what I need.”
“What do you need?”
Adrianna sat up, studying Cari in her short satin top and even shorter skirt. “I really don’t know.”
“Well, get dressed, then,” Cari said definitively, holding up a skimpy blue and silver dress. “Wear this. I brought the shoes that will go with it.”
Adrianna moaned, but she slid off the bed and took the dress from Cari. It would take more than a dress. Her makeup and hair needed help. But her friend was expert at such things. Being in no mood to do it herself, she let Cari fuss over her until satisfied that she was ready to be seen by the male population—at least the young males that would show up at the party.
Cari secured Adrianna into the passenger seat of her cream-colored luxury car, as if she feared her friend might make a run for it. With a satisfied smile, she went around to the driver’s side and got in. Adrianna tended to the music selection as Cari drove.
“You didn’t tell me it was at your house.”
“I just told you.” Cari shrugged.
“You just said it was a college party.”
“It is. It’s just that it’s at my house. You don’t think I want to go to some smelly dorm or frat house, do you?”
“Not your style.”
“Exactly. And anyway, I got permission. My parents are in Hawaii for a couple of weeks, and I have the house.”
“That’s frightening.” Adrianna smiled.
“You’re smiling. That’s better. Wait until you see all the guys I invited.”
“I can’t wait.”
A few cars were already parked in the huge driveway. Apparently, Cari had gotten the party started and left to get Adrianna. She pulled into the four-car garage and they both got out.
“Samuel’s inside. He’s taking care of things until I get back.”
“Good to know.” Adrianna wasn’t a partier like her friend. Tending toward shyness, she preferred the company of good friends, and not many at a time. Boldly seeking out male attention wasn’t her style.
“You look great.” Cari beamed, clearly pleased with the makeup job she’d done. “And those shoes are perfect.”
Adrianna could hear the music blasting inside. Maybe she could dance the night away. That prospect perked her up a bit. Inside, a few people mingled about in the large family room. It was typical of the type of home Cari lived in: huge room, expensive wood floors, wall of windows, and even a massive stone fireplace. But it looked friendly, lived in, so unlike the similar room Adrianna’s family had, which stayed pristine, untouched, and sterile.
Cari made some quick introductions. All the faces were new to Adrianna, and everyone nodded at her. The music was so loud it was difficult to start up any conversation, which was just as well. Adrianna followed her friend into the enormous kitchen, adorned with all stainless steel appliances, tall dark wood cupboards, and the same expensive wood flooring.
Cari opened the refrigerator to check on supplies. Trays of food covered the countertops, all types of finger food: plump shrimp, caviar on toast, lox and cream cheese.
“This is some college party.” Adrianna stabbed a shrimp with a plastic stick and held it up, but didn’t eat it.
“Nice, huh?”
“Hey, Cari.” A slender woman with light brown hair and big blue eyes walked into the kitchen. “Oh—hey, Adrianna,” she added.
“Hi, Alaina. I like that dress,” Adrianna said.
Tomas’s sister wore a tight ivory-colored dress that stretched over her minimal curves. “Oh, thanks. Just got it. I like yours too.” Alaina smiled and tossed her long brown hair over her shoulder with one hand. “Got any wine, Cari?”
“Sure. Red or white?”
“Wow, choices. White, I guess.” She took the bottle Cari offered and poured herself a glass.
“Is James here with you?” Cari asked.
“Yeah, he’s making his way in here.” Alaina took a sip of her wine. “By the way, Adrianna, before I get too distracted, or too drunk,”—she took another sip of wine—“I need to tell you something.”
“What’s that?” Adrianna didn’t know Alaina really well, but she chatted with her at the various parties Cari dragged her to.
“Tomas’ friend, Sean.” Alaina took another sip.
Just the mention of his name shook her. The party was supposed to be a distraction, but she couldn’t get away from the source of the pain in her heart.
“Yeah, what about him?”
“He’s sweet on you.” Alaina grinned. “And he’s a hunk, if I ever saw one. If I wasn’t with James, I might try for him myself. But I don’t think anyone stands a chance against you.”
“You’re mistaken. We aren’t even dating.”
“Well, I overheard him talking to Tomas, and dating or not, the guy’s hot for you.”
Adrianna felt her skin flush despite her best effort to appear cool. “Well, I don’t know what he said but there’s nothing between us.” The lie felt strange on her tongue.
“No, huh? Well, he sent Tomas to ask me about you. Can’t figure you out, he says. Wants to know more about you. Wants to know anything I know, anything about you at all. What guy does that? He’s hooked, Adrianna. I’m telling you. I don’t know what you did to him, but he’s got it bad.”
Adrianna just shook her head. Things were getting out of control. Now Sean was asking others about her. He wouldn’t quit, and it was hard to believe that he was still interested. Especially after the other day.
“What did you tell him?” Adrianna wasn’t sure she wanted to know.
“That you are a weird, psycho chick with lots of issues.” Cari kept a straight face.
Adrianna tilted her head to the side and rolled her eyes in mock disbelief. “What did you really tell him?”
“I said you are a nice girl from a respectable family and you’ve been a ton of beauty pageants—even won some—so you’re out of his league.”
“Ugh, that’s worse.” Adrianna wrinkled her nose.
“No. Come on, girlfriend. I’m not going to tell him anything. It’s up to him to find out, right?” Cari raised her wine glass in the air with a smug grin.
“I need a drink,” Adrianna said disgustedly.
“Oh, no. Not you,” Cari said. “You know you don’t deal with that well.”
“I meant Coke,” Adrianna said, lying again.
“Well, I’m going to find James. He must have gotten lost. But I thought you should know: Sean’s not giving up. And he usually gets what he wants, from what I’ve seen.” Alaina exited the kitchen.
“Coke,” Adrianna said, holding out her hand.
“Coming. Coming,” Cari said, digging in the fridge.
Adrianna knew she hadn’t wanted to come to the party. Now she wished she’d refused. It was hard to pretend to have fun when her heart felt like someone had a big fist around it and was squeezing. Watching Cari flit around the kitchen, seeing to food details and grinning at anyone who entered, Adrianna tried to imagine what that must feel like.
To be happy, not burdened by guilt or self-abasement, seemed like an impossible goal. That was one reason she liked her friend so much. Just being around her lightened even the heaviest gloom. A couple of gulps of Coke helped. Caffeine was a good mood enhancer, and Adrianna needed all the mood enhancing she could get.
“Go on out. Mingle. I’ll be out shortly. I just have to cut the Brie.” Cari waved her hand.
Clutching her glass of Coke like it were an anchor in a storm, Adrianna went back to the family room that was now crowded with people. The lights were dimmed and it took a minute for her eyes to adjust. There was a jump rope game she’d played as a child where two ropes are going at the same time in opposite directions, and the trick was to find the right time to jump in. That was how she felt—like she needed a place to jump in but could find none.
She spotted Samuel over by the music system adjusting the volume—up, of course. In a sea of strangers, Adrianna was ill at ease. Casually, she walked over to say hello. After whispering a few pleasantries and making some music requests, Adrianna turned to face the crowd.
Everyone seemed involved, laughing, talking, and motioning dramatically with their hands. They were having fun. That was what Adrianna should be doing. She hoped the dancing would start soon so she could get lost in the music and forget that she was so out of place. Thankful that at least that the lights were low, making it easier not to be seen, she wound her way through the packed room, out to the hall. She needed some air.
 



Chapter 19
Away from the claustrophobia of the crowded room, Adrianna felt a little better. She walked down the familiar hallway, making her way outside to the patio. Stepping through the open door, she noticed Cari had everything set up for guests out there too. Trays of food were strategically placed on a long table under the covered porch.
Some partiers had migrated to the lower deck; the weather was pleasant so it was nice to be out. Beyond the flagstone patio was a long lap pool, with the light on, turning the water a vibrant blue. Many times Adrianna had come over to lie in the sun on the padded lounges, and talk about everything with her friend. It had been a sort of reprieve from pressures at home.
Cari’s house was warm, the atmosphere relaxed. The huge built-in barbecue brought back memories of get-togethers throughout their time in high school. Grilling burgers, mounds of potato salad, and dill pickles—one of Adrianna’s favorites. The aroma seemed ever present under the redwood patio awning, such was the vividness of those earlier times.
All along the back wall were planters filled with thriving vines and shrubs. Adrianna’s favorite was the one starting to bloom tiny blue flowers, indicating spring had arrived; blue-cloud, Cari called it. Going down the steps and around the pool, Adrianna sat on one of the low wooden benches and touched the delicate flowers. Beyond the wall, the treetops of Boston Common looked like a black mass, and the financial district buildings rose into the sky, illuminated by the city lights.
More people were making it out to the patio. Music came on—Samuel must have flipped the switch, because music started to play through the speakers mounted under the patio cover, around the pool, and even in the ground. Adrianna had always loved the outdoor music feature, and frequently Cari had cranked up the volume when they were alone. When Adrianna had a home of her one that was one thing she was definitely going to include.
A group of people drifted down to the sunken fire-pit area, drinking and talking. The fire was blazing though not really needed, but it did add to the atmosphere. Cari appeared in the doorway, carrying a tray of drinks, and gracefully navigated the stairs to the pit. Chatting and smiling, she offered her wares to her friends. If she was going to be running around all evening serving, she’d be worn out. But Adrianna suspected that Lana would be there with her small maid service crew to take over and to clean up afterwards. Lana was a regular at the parties.
Adrianna sipped her Coke and shivered when a light breeze blew over her, momentarily chilling the pleasant evening. She watched Cari go back inside. The garden and patio lights made it easy to see, though subtle enough to not ruin the ambiance.
Semi-hidden out by the back wall, watching, Adrianna noted that the party was pretty tame as far as college parties went. Maybe the classy tone Cari set had subdued everyone, or maybe it was early and things hadn’t gotten started yet.
It was hard being one of the few—sometimes the only one—who didn’t drink. As the evening ramped up, conversations got less discernible, and as a non-drinker, Adrianna often felt that the others spoke a language she didn’t understand. But she really did. It was not that she’d never been drunk; it was that not drinking at a college party was awkward. She didn’t fit in.
Two couples came out and looked around for friends. Smiling, they made their way to where a group sat packed around a wooden table. How many people had Cari invited?
Just behind them, Tomas entered. Alaina hadn’t mentioned that he was coming; maybe she didn’t know. At least he was a friendly face. Adrianna stood to go over and say hello but stopped short.
Right behind him a handsome face appeared. Sean. Followed by the other guy he hung out with, the Italian. Oh God. Now what? Should she bolt? There was nowhere to go. The only way out was around the pool, in Sean’s direct view. Her heart fluttered and she stopped breathing.
She watched Sean greet several people who knew him, giving a high five to one of them. He looked so relaxed and confident, everything she wasn’t. And how did he know so many people there? The friendliness she’d experienced from him was not in short supply. You’d think everyone was his best friend the way he was kidding around, laughing, and making his way unhurriedly through the crowd.
Then Sean looked out at the pool and saw her. His expression revealed nothing, or if it did, it was too dark to see. God, he must hate her after the other day. Adrianna was glued to the spot, too horrified to move, unsure what to do. After saying something to his buddy, Sean walked in her direction.
He wore tight black jeans and a soft white cotton T-shirt. His short hair was combed but naturally a bit messy. With his casual gait and his muscles flexing as he walked, Adrianna viewed him as a sexy predator. She felt a little dizzy.
Sean stood in front of her and Adrianna gawked.
“Nice dress,” he said, as if his being at the party was expected.
“Why is it that everywhere I go, you’re there?” The rude comment spilled out before Adrianna could stop herself. She was tied up in knots of contradictions. The effect Sean had on her was powerful and her need surfaced despite her determination to hide it.
“I like being around you.” Sean’s eyes gleamed, the deep color rich in the subdued outdoor lighting.
There is was again. The honesty. To Sean, it was all so simple. He’d said he liked her and wanted to be with her. Simple. Why couldn’t he understand it wasn’t that simple for her?
Sean took a sip of his beer.
“Your eye looks better.” Seated, with Sean’s waist about eye level, Adrianna purposefully looked up at him to avoid looking where she really wanted to.
Sean shrugged. “It doesn’t bother me.” He glanced at the long bench, turned, and sat down beside her.
“Did I say you could?”
“What?”
“Sit by me?”
“Nope.”
His warm body blocked the coolness of the evening; his rock-hard thigh rested next to hers. A light fragrance of cologne and body wash wafted over and aroused her.
“So, why were you having Tomas ask his sister about me?”
Sean looked over, his expression serious. “You know about that?”
“Of course. Friends don’t keep secrets.”
“Then we aren’t friends?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You have secrets from me.” Even in the low light, she could see the look in his eyes. He was being sincere—exactly what Adrianna had no idea how to deal with.
“So. Who says I have to tell you everything.”
“I say.” Sean didn’t look away. “I think you need to. Whatever it is you think you’re doing, you’re making a mistake.”
“Kevin? Is that what you’re referring to?” Adrianna lifted her chin, challenging him to question her choices.
Sean gulped his beer then looked back. “Yes, Kevin.”
Adrianna didn’t say anything.
“And is he going to show up here, like he did at the coffee shop?”
“No,” Adrianna said, insulted. “I didn’t even know you were going to be here tonight, so I seriously doubt that’s my plan.”
“It was fairly effective the other day.”
“Sean, that part was a mistake. How was I to know you’d come running after me? Suddenly, there you were.”
“You could have told me.”
“What? Like: ‘Hi, Sean—by the way, I’m meeting Kevin so can you say what you need to and move on’? Something like that?”
“No, you wouldn’t have had to say it like that. But you could have clued me in. Instead, you made a fool out of me.”
“I didn’t mean to.” Why did Adrianna feel like she was always apologizing?
“So you’re dating him again?”
“No. Not that it’s any of your business.”
“You meet at coffee shops for non-dates?”
“Ooh, Sean, you are so…maddening sometimes.”
Sean stared at her, and for a fleeting second Adrianna thought he was going to kiss her.
“Adrianna.” Sean’s tone changed, and his bicep bunched like he wanted to reach out but didn’t.
Adrianna looked away, annoyance clouded out by sensations she seemed unable to control. Weakness flooded her body, and she feared looking into Sean’s eyes would be dangerous right then.
“I’m not seeing Kevin right now,” she said, keeping her eyes on the glimmering pool water. “He wanted to apologize for what happened the other night.”
“The roses weren’t enough?” Sean’s caustic comment hung in the air between them.
Adriana thought of countering but didn’t. “He came to say he was sorry, in person.”
“He’s not sorry, Adrianna. I know guys like that.”
“Sean, I’m not saying it makes everything okay. All right?” She looked up. Sean watched her intently. “I’m just saying that he wanted to talk about it. So we talked.”
“And?” Sean asked in a quiet voice.
Adrianna looked into his eyes, overwhelmed by the feeling that consumed her. An urge to wrap her arms around him and press her mouth to his soft lips rose within her. She was unable to look away, or to ignore the attraction. “And…I’m here with you.”
Sean touched her cheek.
“He wants to keep seeing me. But I didn’t agree to that.”
The pool, the music, the partying crowd seemed to disappear. There, seated by the planter with leaves brushing against her shoulder and the dull city lights sparkling behind her, Adrianna was in a world apart. Only Sean existed. The radiant pool light enhanced his handsome face and his lips begged to be kissed.
Sean lost his hand in her hair and pulled her closer, touching his soft lips to hers. His breath smelled of beer—just one more aphrodisiac to her. Everything about him was a turn-on. Male pheromones engulfed her, drugging her, and Adrianna couldn’t have said no, even if she’d wanted to.
The kiss was long and sweet. Adrianna kissed back, glad to be with him, wanting his affection. Whatever had gone on before she couldn’t recall. There was only now. And there was only Sean. His fingers stroked her back, and the tenderness nearly made her cry. She’d never had anyone be so good to her.
Nor had she ever felt the way she did around Sean. Before, with other men, she’d felt like she was pretending. But this was real. Very real. The feel of him swamped all her senses. All Adrianna could feel was his strong hand against her back and his wet tongue caressing hers. All she could taste was him, the beer mingled with Sean’s own flavor. All she could smell was the maleness of him.
When he pulled back from the kiss, Sean held her, pressing her cheek to his. No words were spoken. In the silence, the emotion that radiated between them said it all. The attraction she’d fought now blossomed into a heady ecstasy, and Adrianna dared not move, not wanting to break the spell.
Sean had set his beer aside long before, and now, with his palms on her cheeks, he kissed her again. Adrianna felt as if she could kiss him forever; there was no desire to stop. The more he kissed her, the more she wanted. There was no way to get enough, not of Sean. Wrapped in the sensuality of the encounter, excitement mounted.
Leaning back, Sean had a look in his eyes that melted her. A bout of shyness surfaced and Adrianna shifted on the wooden bench that she hadn’t even felt underneath her until then. Unsure and suddenly awkward, she ran her hand through her hair and stood. Her legs were shaky.
“I’ll be right back,” she said.
Sean stood and pulled her against his chest. “Don’t be long.”
Adrianna walked on rubbery legs around the huge pool, ignoring those around her, still mentally with Sean. The way he had kissed her was amazing. It was filled with emotion, tender and loving. Nothing like she’d ever experienced. Kisses like that she could become addicted to.
The music volume inside was even louder than out, and the party had reached a new level. There was some shouting a couple of rooms over. Otherwise, it was a rumble of voices drowned out by the rock tune reverberating against the walls. Winding through people, Adrianna found the stairwell and, holding to the polished wood railing, made it to the top.
Just to the right was one of the guest bathrooms, and the door was open. She went inside and locked the door. Putting her hand against her cheek, Adrianna expelled a breath. “Whew.” Sean was hot. Oh my God.
Lightheaded, Adrianna used the facilities and then looked in the mirror. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes glassy. She needed to get it together. Taking a couple of deep breaths, she turned toward the door. The bathroom was large and had its own lounge, complete with a padded reclining sofa in maroon fabric. The sink area was tiled but the anteroom was carpeted with a thick beige rug. It had never struck her before, but the design was decadent.
Reaching for the doorknob, she closed her eyes, summoning strength. There was no way to resist Sean. She didn’t want to anymore. But her lack of experience with such a passionate man made her anxious. The anxiety, together with the excitement she felt, made butterflies race in her stomach. Adrianna hesitated, but only for a moment, then excitement won out.
She opened the door and looked out to the hall to get her bearings. There, leaning against the wall, was Sean. He didn’t say anything, just stepped closer. Adrianna backed up. Taking one more step, Sean entered the lounge room and shut the door behind him. Swiftly, he locked it.
Adrianna’s heart was beating hard. Heat ran through her veins and desire flooded her. Unable to speak, or even move, she stared into Sean’s caramel eyes. The lust she saw there made her mouth dry.
With his arms around her, Sean kissed her lightly on the lips, sending an electric wave through her. “Adrianna.”
She wrapped her arms around his waist, loving the feel of his muscled body.
In a sexy whisper, Sean said, “Do you ever do things just for the thrill?”
Adrianna swallowed thickly. “I…haven’t.”
Sean kissed her again, first on the lips and then on each eyelid.
“How about now?” His words were laden with feeling, like a growl deep in his throat. Sean’s hands slid down her spine to the curve of her hip, resting there, making her throb.
Adrianna parted her lips, welcoming Sean’s deep kiss. Her tongue found his.
Yes. Yes. Now.
 



Chapter 20
Kissing deeply, raking his tongue against hers, Sean tasted her sweetness. Any thought of holding back was long since gone. He knew Adrianna wanted him; he could see it in her eyes. And that inflamed him, burning away the last remnants of restraint.
Beyond the door was the roar of the party. No one would miss them. Alone with the door locked, the thrill of being together burned inside Sean. For so long he’d wanted Adrianna, and the one time she’d allowed him in had fueled his desire beyond quenching. Nothing could satisfy his thirst for her—except having her.
Grabbing the hem of his shirt, Sean pulled it off over his head, baring his chest. Adrianna’s gaze drifted over his muscles, turning him on. She leaned in and kissed his pecs and then his nipples. It seemed special, like something she’d just thought of, her way of showing how she felt.
Sean looked down at the tops of her breasts spilling out the top of the dress, and he leaned down to kiss them. Once he started, he couldn’t stop. Adrianna smelled like a field of flowers, so feminine. And her skin tasted so good. It was soft and warm. He pulled down the thin straps of her dress, and the lacy top of her bra peeked out.
Aroused, he reached behind to unzip the shiny dress, slip her arms out, and lower the top to her waist. The sight of her breasts, swollen underneath the lace bra, made him pulse. Adrianna was so beautiful. She was an angel. Reaching behind, he undid the clasp. Looking into her eyes, Sean saw acceptance.
He slid the straps down her arms, letting the bra fall away. In the light, he stared at her lovely breasts. So many times he’d imagined seeing them bare, touching their softness. Before, he’d only felt them in the darkness. Seeing her now, Sean was overcome. She was all woman, and stunningly curvaceous. 
He cupped her breasts and leaned down to kiss her warm skin. Adrianna breathed heavily and ran her hands through his hair. Sean kissed her pink nipples, loving that they were so hard. That her body responded to him, that she wanted him, sent him to a new level of excitement.
Running his hands over her ribs, Sean stopped at her waist, holding her. Standing before him with her blond hair tousled, her flawless skin flushed, and her naked breasts still wet from his tongue, Adrianna touched him deep in his core. Aching for her underneath his jeans, Sean undid the buttons and kicked off his shoes. Then he yanked off his socks and removed his pants.
In just his briefs, he looked back at her, satisfied to see Adrianna staring at the bulge that was no longer hidden. Her eyes raked over his ripped abs and down to his lean thighs, then back up to meet his. She kicked off her shoes, sinking into the thick carpet in her bare feet.
Kneeling before her, Sean grasped her dress and started to tug. With a gasp, Adrianna put her hands over his to stop him. A panicked look came into her eyes and she bit her lower lip.
Sean stopped. Looking up, he saw the distress she wrestled with. Taking it for unexplainable shyness, his heart fell for a moment, hoping she wouldn’t refuse him. Not now.
“What, love?” he said gently.
Adrianna looked into his eyes, searching. It was as if she sought an answer, but Sean wasn’t sure of the question.
“It’s okay,” he whispered.
Still Adrianna just looked back, uncertain.
Sean waited.
“Don’t be afraid,” he said. Tugging just a little, he felt Adrianna release her grip on his hands.
Slowly he lowered the dress, but never looked away from Adrianna, watching her reaction every second. Whatever was happening, he wanted to do the right thing. He wanted to understand.
Adrianna bit her lower lip again, her eyes riveted on Sean.
He dropped the dress to the floor and she stepped out of it. Fear flashed in her eyes, and Sean wondered what happened to make her like this. He ran his palms along her thighs and looked down. He felt Adrianna tense.
She wore lace panties that matched her delicate bra. Her legs were long and shapely, the skin creamy and enticing. In the white light of the intimate room, he saw the skin on her inner thighs and remembered her words when he’d started to turn on a light the last time they were together: “No. I like it dark.”
She hadn’t wanted him to see. The scars. Jagged red scars etched in a wild pattern on her inner thighs. Sean was about to ask who did that to her when he realized. Gently he touched the marks with his fingertips.
“You cut,” he whispered, unable to completely hide his shock.
There was no answer from Adrianna.
He looked up. Tears welled in her eyes.
Sean stood, took her in his arms, and held her. “It’s okay, love.”
She trembled in his arms.
“Did you think I’d care? Could you possibly think I wouldn’t love you because of that?”
Adrianna relaxed, just a little, against him.
He lifted her chin, but she refused to look into his eyes.
“You don’t have to do that. Not anymore. I’m here…you need to cut, you come to me.”
A strange look came into Adrianna’s eyes. Hesitating, she said, “You love me?”
“I’ve loved you since the first time I saw you.”
Tears spilled out of her eyes, but this time Adrianna smiled through them.
“I love you, Adrianna,” he said, and then stroked her jaw. “Let me love you.”
And he carried her over to the long counter in front of the mirror. Sean leaned in and, sitting on the low surface, she wrapped her legs around him. He kissed her all over: her jaw, her collarbone, over the curve of her breasts, down her ribs, and between her thighs.
Then he kissed her scars with the same passion, the same love, as he did everyplace else. Sean loved her, everything about her, and he only objected to one thing about the scars: they meant she hurt inside and had no other way to express it. But now she didn’t need to do that. He’d make sure of that.
Sean removed her frilly panties and looked with admiration at Adrianna’s naked body. She was beautiful. Flawless. She was perfect.
Reaching out, she cupped the bulge in his pants and Sean moaned. She squeezed and then rubbed over the cotton.
“Now let me see you,” she said.
Sean put his thumbs in the waistband and slid his shorts down, stepping out of them. His heavy cock swayed with his movement. Adrianna gasped. He realized that it had been dark that first time, and she hadn’t seen him either. With both hands she reached out to touch him. Just her fingers grazed along both sides.
The light, feathery touch drove him crazy. Pre-cum seeped out the top. Adrianna made a circle with one thumb and forefinger, sliding over his thick knob. She rubbed up and down that way, over the head only. Panting, Sean stilled her hand. “I can’t take that for very long.”
Propping her in the corner against the mirror, Sean bent one of her legs up, opening her sex to view. The tight curls of blond hair, trimmed just so, made her even more delicious. Her outer lips were red and swollen, evidence of her arousal. He ran his hands over her inner thighs and Adrianna whimpered.
Dropping to his knees, Sean buried his face in her pubic hair, loving the smell of her sex. He licked her plump labia and Adrianna squirmed. Kissing and licking, he sought to arouse her. The rapid panting he heard told him he was doing just that. Dipping his tongue inside, he tasted the sweet cream there.
Adrianna touched his hair lovingly, encouraging him. Putting his hands under her buttocks, Sean squeezed then pulled her out a little bit farther from the mirrors, letting her thigh fall back to open her. Looking at her wet slit made his cock lurch. He wanted so badly to be inside her.
Holding her open with his fingers, Sean swirled his tongue around her clit, careful not to touch the sensitive tip. Adrianna panted and whined, giving him the only signal he needed. He slipped two fingers inside her, easily entering because she was so wet. She was so hot inside, and Sean imagined his cock dipping into her.
Sucking gently over her clit, Sean moved his fingers in and out. At the same time, Adrianna pushed out against his mouth, wanting more. Deftly, he flicked his tongue over her clit in a fast rhythm, increasing the speed the more Adrianna whimpered. Then he curled his two fingers, bending them back and forth, to stimulate her in a new way.
Adrianna cried out, and arching her back, spread wider for him. One leg draped over the side of the marble counter, the other bent and falling open. Sean reached up with his other hand and felt her firm breasts. She was lovely, just so lovely. Adrianna gripped his shoulders, and in response, Sean sucked just so on her clit.
Sucking, his fingers still moving inside her, Sean felt her stiffen. As her body turned to steel, her muscles tightened on his fingers and pulsed. And then pulsed again. Her orgasm was strong, and he felt the convulsions as the waves coursed through her. Knowing the tip of her clit was too sensitive to touch, he swirled his tongue around it, propelling her to greater heights.
Adrianna cried out, long and loud. And when her body sagged, Sean stood and lifted her into his arms. Making her feel that good was beyond any pleasure he could recall. The scent she exuded was so sexy, so feminine. He felt her smooth back and then hugged her tighter. She hugged him too.
Bam, bam, bam. There was a loud thunder at the door. “Hey, anybody in there?”
“Use the other one. We’re busy,” Sean yelled, and the noise died away. The voice could be heard in the distance, shouting something at somebody else.
“Drunk,” Sean said.
Pressed against Adrianna as he was, Sean’s arousal was clear. The powerful need he had for her had not been subdued by her release but only heightened. She reached down and wrapped her fist around his thick cock, stroking.
“Oh God, Adrianna, I need you so much.” Sean leaned down to kiss her, loving her soft lips, her sweet breath.
Reaching down, he grabbed his jeans and searched in the back pocket, pulling out a condom.
“We don’t need it,” Adrianna said.
“We better.”
“It’s okay. I’m on birth control.”
“Since when?” He didn’t want to think of any other man touching her.
“For years. Just a precaution.” She looked into his eyes. “Nothing ever happened with Kevin, if that’s what you’re wondering.”
“Are you sure we don’t need it?” Sean held the tiny package in his hand.
Adrianna nodded.
Sean reached down and lifted her high with his hands under her ass. As she rose, her body rubbed over his aching cock and he groaned. Adrianna put her arms around his neck and kissed him hard, and he pressed back, in a lip-bruising response. Hot, the woman was so hot.
Grasping the root of his cock, Sean squeezed, desperate for some relief. Holding her high with one forearm underneath her, Sean angled the tip of his cock into her wet opening. He moaned with relief. Adrianna lowered over him, not gradually at all. She slid in one motion until his thick member was all the way inside.
Deep, with her warmth around him like a soft glove, Sean felt a heavy throb. He didn’t want to come so soon. He wanted to savor; wanted it to last forever.
“Don’t move,” he commanded.
He stood there, holding Adrianna against him, his cock buried in her. She clung to him with her cheek pressed against his. He thought of her, how beautiful she had been, legs spread, giving into the pleasure he gave her. Loving the closeness, her warmth, Sean cupped her round ass.
Her strong inner muscles convulsed around his cock, just a little pressure. But that was all it took. Sean could not hold back, powerless to control his reaction. His hard cock swelled, so stimulated it hurt, and in the next second pulsed fiercely. Then again. He unloaded into her, hard. And Adrianna gave him little squeezes, making the feeling more intense.
He could feel her nipples against his skin, poking into him, and in some corner of his mind he realized she was close again. Groaning and coming, he held tight under her ass. Then he felt her shudder along with him. Making little noises in her throat and panting rapidly, Adrianna came on the heels of his powerful orgasm.
As he began to relax, he felt her body go rigid, and her hot sex convulsed around his erection. It felt amazing—something about the timing. He was just coming down the other side of his orgasm, still hard, but more sensitive than ever. At that moment, her strong inner muscles pulsed around him over and over. He groaned long and deep in harmony with her cries.
When she relaxed, her legs slid down until her feet touched the rug. Sean grabbed a towel from the sink area to dry them. He felt slightly weak, and spotting the sofa along the other wall, he guided her over to it. Flopping on his back on the plush sofa, he opened his arms and Adrianna fell on top of him. She nuzzled under his chin, her hands on his shoulders.
Minutes passed. Then she lifted her head, looking at him. She was something to see: thick blond hair after-sex messy, lips swollen from kissing, skin flushed from orgasm. Adrianna smiled and touched his cheek. He took her hand and pressed it to his lips.
Then there was another knock at the door.
“Adrianna, you in there?”
Sliding off and grabbing her underwear, Adrianna called back, “Just a sec, Cari. I’ll be out.”
Sean found his briefs and started to dress, unwilling to take his eyes off Adrianna; she might just disappear. It had happened before.
 



Chapter 21
Adrianna did the best she could with her hair, and dabbed away the smeared black mascara from under her eyes. Turning, she nodded at Sean to open the door. He let her go out first then followed.
Cari stood at the top of the stairs and watched them walk into the hall together, hand in hand. Then she grinned.
“I was worried about you,” she said, looking at Adrianna. “I haven’t seen you for…a long time.” Then she grinned again. “Glad you’re enjoying the party.” Cari beamed and gave Sean a friendly punch in the shoulder.
“Good party.” Sean grinned back and wrapped his arm around Adrianna.
“Sean’s giving me a ride. I think we’re going to take off.” Moving closer to Cari, she gave her a quick hug.
“Sure. Have fun.” Cari kissed her on the cheek.
From downstairs, music boomed and the party showed no signs of waning. Cari raced ahead of them and disappeared from sight. Winding through partiers, drinking and rowdy, Sean carved a path to the front door and opened it.
Once outside, Adrianna said, “Didn’t you come with…who’s your friend, the Italian one?”
“Nic?”
“Yeah, him.”
“No, I drove. He came with Tomas.”
“Hmm. I take it you were confident about connecting with me?” Adrianna smiled.
“I hoped. I’m never sure about you.” Sean grinned. “But if not, guess I’d be going home alone—not my first choice.”
Once in the car, Sean put the keys in the ignition, but before starting the engine looked over at Adrianna. “Did you eat dinner?”
“Not really. I planned to eat at the party.”
“That’s what I thought. I’m pretty hungry too. How about Chason’s Grill? You been there before?”
“A couple times. That sounds fine.”
Sean turned the key and revved the engine, then turned up Foo Fighters singing “Rope.”
“Love this song,” Adrianna said loudly.
*****
The cozy Beacon Hill restaurant was romantic. It was decorated in all earth tones. The walls were painted a warm yellow that reminded Adrianna of sunshine. The padded booths were a pale rust color and the furniture was dark wood. Sconces and table candles cast the room in a bronze-hued light.
The greeter seated them at a table in the back of the warm nook of a restaurant, and Adrianna sank into the comfy darkness. Sean sat across from her, clearly wanting to be closer, because he boxed in her feet with his. Touching ankles and holding one of her hands, he used his other hand to flip pages of the menu.
“I’m going to have the sirloin steak sandwich, but I assume you want lighter fare.” He looked up, sexier than ever in the soft lighting.
“Mmm, I think so. I’ll have the roasted chicken breast. They do it with Meyer lemon and capers. I had that one time, and it was delicious.”
A waitress in a beige dress and blouse outfit took their orders and then promptly served the Cokes. Sipping, Adrianna looked at Sean. No matter how long she looked at him, she’d never tire of it. He leaned up on the table, something none of her preppy dates would ever do. His thick biceps bulged and Adrianna had trouble looking away.
Sean stared. “You’re beautiful, you know.”
Adrianna looked away, embarrassed.
“You puzzle me, Adrianna.”
“Why?”
“Well, like just then. You must know you’re absolutely gorgeous. Heck, you’ve been in who knows how many beauty contests. How could you not know?”
Adrianna shrugged. “Sometimes I don’t feel that way.”
“You should.”
“Maybe.”
“No, not maybe. You really should.” He was serious.
“Can we talk about something else?”
Sean hesitated.
“Do you still cut?”
Adrianna looked out the window into the darkness of the city. “Are you always so direct?”
“I try to be.” Sean held her hand up and leaned over to kiss her fingers. “I just want to know.”
“It’s been a while.”
“When was the last time?”
“When I lived at home.”
“It was rough there?”
Adrianna wanted to sink under the table. “Why do we have to talk about this?”
“You don’t. But I want to.” Sean’s look pierced into her. “It’s a big deal, Adrianna. You went out of your way to hide it from me. You hide it from everyone, don’t you?”
“If I could. Nobody can really understand. They’d just be upset.”
“How do you know that?”
“My mother was.” Adrianna looked down at the table. She’d said too much.
“What did she do?”
“She was furious. I hid it for as long as I could. But…the trouble was…she kept entering me in those stupid beauty contests. I kept saying no, but then there was one she just went ahead and entered me in.”
Sean squeezed her hand.
“Anyway, you can imagine what happened when I tried on the bathing suit.”
“She saw the scars?”
“She didn’t understand at first. I don’t think she’d ever heard of cutting. But she forced it out of me. How that happened. What I had done. It was awful.”
“Didn’t she see that you needed help?”
Adrianna gave a short laugh. “My mother? You don’t know her. She was furious. How was I to be in contests anymore, she raved. I tried to tell her that I didn’t want to. I never wanted to.”
“And?”
“That only made her madder.”
“So, what made you cut?”
A feeling of horror gripped Adrianna and her throat locked up. She just shook her head.
Sean reached across and touched her cheek. “You can’t tell me?”
Adrianna looked down and shook her head again. No way. Somehow Sean had pried more out of her than she had ever told. But there was no chance she would sit there over dinner and discuss her destructive behavior. Keeping it together was difficult enough. Talking would open the floodgates.
“Okay.” Sean took both her hands in his. “Just promise me that if it ever gets bad again, you’ll come to me.”
Adrianna rolled her shoulder, unwilling to make a promise she wasn’t sure she could keep.
“Try.” Sean looked into her eyes.
Adrianna nodded, though what he asked was unlikely to happen—especially after tonight. She cared what Sean thought. It was bad enough he knew she’d cut; she had no intention of making things worse by revealing deeper trauma.
The food came, and as they ate the conversation shifted to other subjects. Sean talked a little about his family, and Adrianna began to see how he’d turned out like he did. Apparently his family was close. It was heartwarming to hear about. Adrianna’s family unit sharply contrasted with Sean’s. A loving family was something she heard about, not anything she’d experienced.
The evening had Adrianna feeling good, but a little raw. In his magnetic, charming way, Sean had crossed an emotional barrier. It was no longer a simple matter to turn away from him, partly because he was so good, down to earth, and caring, leaving her at a loss. She’d never had a relationship like that, and knew she’d blow it. When he got to know her better, knew everything, Sean would see that he’d made a mistake. She hoped to delay that moment.
Sean stood and helped her up. He seemed happy and held Adrianna’s arm possessively, sending a sensual charge through her.
After pulling out of the parking lot, Sean stopped before entering traffic.
“Come home with me, Adrianna.” He looked over, his soft eyes melting her.
“Not tonight. You need to take me home.”
“You’re kidding. I’m not letting you slip through my hands again.”
“I won’t, Sean. Tonight was special. It was…more than I can tell you. Everything’s fine. I’m just not ready for that yet.”
Sean shook his head.
A horn honked behind them, and Sean edged out into the traffic lane. “You’re sure you’re okay?”
Adrianna touched his rock-hard thigh, her heart swelling with desire. A part of her—the bigger part, it seemed—wanted to go with him. She wanted to be with him and never leave his side. But that was folly. Life wasn’t like that.
“I’m okay, really.”
“I’m going to call you tomorrow. So don’t do something crazy like not take my calls.” He glanced over at her. “Understood?”
Adrianna rubbed her hand on his jeans. “I’m looking forward to your call already.”
Sean smiled.
In front of Adrianna’s place, in the dark of the car, they kissed and touched until it got too cold to stay outside. His kisses were warm and sexy, making Adrianna regret her decision not to spend the night. But she couldn’t. Sleep wasn’t an easy matter for her, and if she woke in the night screaming and sweating…no, that would be the worst.
At last Sean released her and reluctantly walked her to the front door, where he kissed her again, deeply. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he whispered, and turned to go. Adrianna went inside quickly before she changed her mind.
*****
The next morning, Adrianna went for an early jog and was surprised to see a text from Cari when she returned. After the late-night party, she never expected her friend to be up before noon.
The message said, “What happened with Sean?”
Smiling, Adrianna texted back: “Tell you later. Why are you up?”
“Been up all night.”
“Go to sleep.”
“Promise to tell me.”
“Promise.”
What had happened with Sean the night before had been a ray of hope. Singing, Adrianna stripped off her sweats and stepped into a hot shower. Her mind was filled with sexy images: Sean kissing her breasts, Sean sucking her just right until she screamed with pleasure. He was amazing.
In all the times she’d been with a man—and there really weren’t that many—Adrianna had never felt like that. Not like that. And it was a good feeling. It had never felt right before and now it did. For the first time.
She stood under the shower spray until the water got cold, thinking of Sean. Her nipples were taut, and the throb between her legs made her wish she’d said “yes” the night before. Waking up next to Sean would have been delicious. Finally, she toweled off and got dressed, trying to focus on something else. But it was impossible.
She was on her back, staring up at the ceiling with her ear buds in, rocking out and waiting for Sean’s call. Feeling the phone vibrate in her hand, she lifted it excitedly, only to see that it was her mother. Her first instinct was to send the call to voicemail, but she thought better of it. The last thing she needed was another unannounced visit.
“Hello.”
“Adrianna. I’m surprised you took the call.”
“You’re not happy if I do or I don’t. What is it, Mother?”
“Are you okay? You sound odd.”
What would her mother know about how she felt? “I’m fine. Just got back from a jog. Is that why you called—to ask how I am?”
“I called because I’m a little distressed over your choice of men.”
“You call me on a Sunday morning to discuss my dating habits?” Adrianna was annoyed but tried to keep her temper in check.
“Well, first you rebuff Kevin—who, I must say, is better than you might hope for.”
Adrianna rolled her eyes.
“I don’t see where you get off, rejecting a boy like him. He’s going to college, and will have a good career. You could live in the style you’re used to.”
“Mother, you’re getting carried away.”
“No, Adrianna, I’m not. You’re my daughter, and I’m interested in your welfare.”
Since when?
“Who is this Sean guy you’ve been seeing?”
Now her mother had gone too far. Sean was special; he was important to Adrianna. It was private and not open for discussion. What she felt in her heart had to be protected from her mother’s assault.
“I told you, Mother. I’m an adult. Who I see, or don’t, is none of your business.” She wondered how her mother knew about Sean anyway. But she didn’t have to wonder long.
“Well, Kevin seems to think that you’ve rejected him because you have a thing going with Sean.”
Adrianna closed her eyes tight and gritted her teeth. It would be so easy to explode. The coffee shop—Kevin had seen her with Sean at the door of the coffee shop. That had to be it.
“Kevin is assuming a lot. And considering that he’s trying to get me back, I wouldn’t believe everything he tells you.”
“What are you doing with your life, Adrianna?”
“I’m going to hang up now.”
“Why won’t you talk to me?”
“I am talking to you. Why won’t you listen?” Adrianna disconnected.
That was all she could take. Possibly, her mother would storm over in a fury to continue the argument. Even moving out and no longer being under her parents’ roof hadn’t seemed to remove them from her life. Still, her mother ragged on her incessantly.
Adrianna turned up the music, blotting out the bad feelings, pounding away her anger. Gradually she calmed down. There was nothing her mother could do. Maybe when she was a teenager living at home and unable to stand up for herself. But no longer. Her mother could yell and make a fuss, but it was Adrianna’s life and she was going to do what she wanted.
Downstairs, she rummaged in the kitchen for something to eat. Her aunt always kept the kitchen stocked, and Adrianna paid her share. She settled on cottage cheese and pineapple. Scooping some into a bowl, she sat at the table, and the doorbell rang. Her heart pounded. Maybe Sean had decided to come over without calling. Skipping to the door, she opened it.
There stood Kevin in beige slacks and a polo shirt. Adrianna’s stomach knotted.
“Hi, Adrianna.”
“Kevin, you can’t just come over here without calling.” What was it about this day? It certainly wasn’t going how she planned. What else?
“Well, you haven’t been calling me back.”
Adrianna just looked at him.
“Can I step inside?”
Moving away from the door, Adrianna opened it wider and make a sweeping motion with her arm. “Please, come in.”
Her facetious attitude wasn’t lost on Kevin. He gave her a funny look but walked right in.
“So, you’re in. What?”
“I wish you wouldn’t be so sharp with me. I have feelings, you know.”
For a second, Adrianna felt bad. She wasn’t totally heartless.
“Okay. Want to sit down?”
“Sure.”
In the living room, Kevin sat in the overstuffed chair, staring at Adrianna.
“I know you said you wanted to think things over. But it’s hard for us to fix our relationship if we never see each other.”
“It’s only been a few days. And besides, I haven’t decided to fix anything.”
“Well, it seems like forever to me.”
“Kevin, if you want to smooth things out with me, you are going about it the wrong way.”
“You mean coming over without calling.”
“Worse. Telling my mother you’re being rejected in place of Sean. You have a lot of nerve saying that. I have not shared my feelings with you…about anything. You’re just being mean, trying anything to get me back. I resent it.”
Kevin looked sheepish. “I’m sorry. I keep messing up.”
This time Adrianna didn’t feel a bit sorry for him.
“I was frustrated the other day. When we met, I’d hoped you’d see it my way. But you arrive to meet me with another man in tow. How am I supposed to feel?”
“I don’t know, Kevin. Honestly. But you have to knock it off.”
Kevin shifted in his seat, doing his best imitation of humility. “You’re right.”
Adrianna was about to get up and show him out. She’d had enough.
“I thought you might want to go dancing.”
“What?”
“At the club. I know you like it a lot there. We could spend some time together, get back on the right foot. If you’d give me another chance, I’d show you how good we’d be together.”
Adrianna shook her head. After being with Sean, she couldn’t imagine going out with Kevin. In fact, she wasn’t sure what she had seen in him in the first place. Everything he did grated on her nerves.
“No. I’m not going dancing with you. I don’t think it’s going to work out between us.”
Adrianna stood, and Kevin did too.
“I hope you change your mind, Adrianna. I won’t give up. You’ll see. You’ll never find anyone that will be better for you than me. Just give me a chance.”
Not bothering to respond to the comment, Adrianna went straight to the front door and opened it for Kevin to leave. On the way by, he touched her arm lightly, making her tense up. “I’ll call you,” he said, and started down the front steps. She shut the door behind him.
“Aaaaaah,” she cried. “My life. It’s making me crazy.”
 



Chapter 22
Having lost her appetite, Adrianna cleaned up her plate and started upstairs. In her hand, the phone vibrated. Almost afraid to look and see who it was, she held it up. Sean.
“Sean.”
“Adrianna. I’ve missed you.” The deep sound of his voice warmed her.
“I missed you too.” She felt better already.
“How was your morning?”
It was still only mid-morning. “You don’t want to know.”
“Something happen?”
“Never mind. It’s not important. Now that you called, everything’s okay.”
“I keep thinking about you.”
“You’re all I’ve been thinking about.” She could almost feel Sean’s smile over the phone.
“I’m going to my parents’ today. I want you to come with me.”
“Meet your parents? I don’t think so.”
“Sure. They’re easy. My dad’s an elementary school teacher, and my mom, well, everyone loves my mom. Half the neighborhood used to come over, eat our food, talk to my mom, hang out. There’s nothing to be worried about.”
“Sean, I’m not ready to meet your parents.”
“It’s not like that. They’ll love you. Honest, ask anyone—Patrick and Molli, they’re just part of the gang, second parents to my friends. You’ll do fine.”
“I can’t. I’m sorry. Maybe next time.”
“I’d skip it, but they’d be hurt. I see them once a month. My mom does a big meal. She makes the best shepherd’s pie. I live for her shepherd’s pie with those creamy mashed potatoes on top. Hey, I bet I could even get her to make a veggie burger for you.”
Adrianna didn’t say anything.
“We have Coke.”
Sean’s joking was softening her up. And she was sorely tempted. Yet Adrianna couldn’t say yes. Imagining a big family, friends—who knows who else would be there—she’d feel out of place. Family occasions had been hell for her since she could remember. Maybe it would be nice, but meeting Sean’s parents…she didn’t feel ready for that.
“Go, be with your family. I’ll see you tomorrow.” The loss she felt was hard to take. Adrianna wanted to see Sean. And really needed to after the morning she’d had.
“Not without you. I’ll call and bow out.”
“No. You won’t. I can tell your family means a lot to you. Your mother would be disappointed. I’m not seeing you if you don’t go.”
“Tease.”
Adrianna laughed.
“Okay, it doesn’t go late. I’ll take off in an hour or so, probably do a workout with my brother, Bradan, before we head over. Better hit the weights. Don’t want to start gettin’ a belly from my mom’s food. I figure I’ll be home before ten. Can I call you?”
“Sure.”
It was hard to hang up. Adrianna wanted to keep him on the line, hear his voice, and feel him near. But he had to go.
She tossed the phone on her bed and stood at the window looking out, admiring the view of the brick buildings of Beacon Hill with the tall structures of the financial district piercing the blue sky in the distance. Not so many months ago, Adrianna had left home and been so sure about her life. Getting away from her parents and supporting herself were big goals. Now that she’d done it, maybe it wasn’t enough.
Before Sean, it had been. Now being apart from him was painful. Her heart ached, and she craved having his arms around her. Being close to him—that was all she wanted. Even her work paled in comparison. Life was alive, vibrant when Sean was around. She’d never met a man like him, so passionate, so loving.
Was that why she’d said no? She couldn’t take that next step and meet his family. Adrianna was used to keeping her distance; it was safe. Too safe. Suddenly, the urge to throw caution to the wind came over her. She was in love. The night before Sean had said he loved her, but she hadn’t told him how she felt.
She turned, walked over to desk, and sat facing her computer. Late-night stints had allowed her to keep up with her clients’ work. She couldn’t afford to let that slide, and her enjoyment of the work made it easy. There was more she could do, and would need to as a distraction from continuously thinking about Sean. Even her annoying life wasn’t enough to pull her thoughts away from him.
Adrianna leaned back in the chair and looked up at the ceiling. Growing up, it seemed the ceiling of her room gave her an escape. Locking her door, she’d often reclined on her bed, staring at it for hours—sometimes listening to music, sometimes not. The blank white surface was calming, and staring at the nothingness, she often came to decisions or resolved problems.
The one in her room at Krista’s had sparkles on it, and she liked that. It added a little frivolity, and her thoughts didn’t seem quite so serious. The truth was, she wanted to be with Sean and was beginning to trust him. If he said it would be okay at his family’s house, maybe it would. Something shifted for her, and with new clarity Adrianna rejected what life handed her. She was fed up. Having tasted of something better, she was no longer willing to settle.
A tinge of fear gripped Adrianna. Fear of what, she wasn’t quite sure. But then a firmer resolve compelled her to cross the line. Sean had shown over and over that he cared about her. It was time for her to show him, do something just for him. Knowing he’d be pleased if she went to his parents’ house, she picked up her phone.
Yes, she could do it, despite her trepidation. For Sean. It would be a good thing. Before dialing, she pressed the phone to her cheek. A new idea occurred to her. Adrianna would surprise him. She’d drive over and just show up before he left. She could wait in the car while he worked out with Bradan. It would be a fun day. A sign of the new turn her life would take.
Rushing to get ready, she envisioned his face when he saw her. It would be romantic. He’d pull her into his arms and hold her. It would all be worth it. And it might not be so bad after all. If his family were anything like him, the dinner, the whole thing, would be a good experience. She hoped.
Since Sean hadn’t planned to leave for an hour, she’d have time to get there. This was an occasion to drive her red car. Speed was important, and luckily his apartment wasn’t far from hers. Adrianna could make it in time. With her Trampled Sun disc cranked up, she sang to “Falling Down,” feeling wild of heart, brave, bold.
Pulling into the parking structure, she spotted a couple of empty guest slots. Easing forward, she angled her car to the right to slide in. Then, halfway down the aisle to her left, she saw him. Sean.
Her heart leapt. He was here. Adrianna couldn’t wait to fall into his arms. Good thing she drove over right away or she might have missed him. With her hand on the car door, she hesitated. Something caught her eye. It looked like Sean was talking to someone.
He wore a sand-colored sweater and army-green pants; Adrianna was distracted by the view of his tight ass and sculpted thighs. Then he turned to the side and she could see her—a woman. A stunning woman with long, thick dark hair, wearing a short-sleeved light gray dress was talking animatedly to Sean. A neighbor? Who else?
If Sean had a sister, he’d never mentioned it. The gorgeous woman had long, slender legs that looked even longer in the high heels she wore. Adrianna’s heart sank. What if…?
No, it couldn’t be. Then Sean opened his arms and the woman leaned against him. He hugged her and Adrianna’s blood went cold. Watching them in a loving embrace was such a shock that she froze, unable to look away.
Leaning back, Sean looked down at the beautiful woman, who smiled at him. Even from a distance, Adrianna could feel the affection between them. The woman was no neighbor, and no stranger. And then to add to her horror, the woman stood high on her toes and kissed Sean. She kissed him!
Adrianna could hardly see through her tears. The woman began to walk toward the other side of the car. Sean swatted her on the bottom as she walked away, and the woman grinned. Grief washed over Adrianna, and she watched the man she loved walk casually back to the parking elevator as if nothing had happened.
Long after the woman had driven away, the smug look on her face making Adrianna ill with jealousy, the tears kept coming. Collapsed against the seat of her car, still unable to believe what she’d seen, time ticked by. In the recess of her mind, the thought that Sean might come out to leave and see her, shocked her into action.
Starting up the engine, Adrianna backed out and peeled away furiously. Sobbing, barely able to see, she drove and drove. It was so obvious, now that it had happened. How could she have expected Sean to be true? No one ever had been. Why should he be the first?
But it didn’t help. Nothing helped. Adrianna had reached outside her zone of safety, foolishly opening her heart. Only to be crushed. Life seemed dark, impossible, and too heavy to endure. She didn’t want to live, not without Sean. The brightness and joy he offered turned to blackness, a horrible, depressive darkness she couldn’t face.
How many times had she told herself he’d never be hers? And then, in a moment of weakness, she’d hoped. Adrianna had tried; dug deep and found feeling she thought was lost for good. Love for a man, and trust, were out of reach to her. Always out of reach. It was her fate; she knew that. Why did she fight it? Why did she let herself believe?
Of course Sean had a girlfriend. It was stupid to think he didn’t. A charming, sexy man like Sean could have any woman he wanted. And repeatedly, Adrianna had rejected him. That he was in the arms of another woman made sense, too much sense. Just because one night had been magical for her, meant something to her, didn’t mean it changed everything.
Sure, Sean wanted to hang out, but he had a girlfriend to go back to. Clearly he’d never left her. The image of the gorgeous woman kissing Sean made her entire body hurt. The pain, both physical and emotional, overwhelmed her. Despite all the progress she’d made, Adrianna was right back where she had started. No, she was worse.
At least before, she hadn’t known there could be anything better. Sean had to go and ruin that. Why couldn’t he have gone away the first time she said it wouldn’t work between them—or even the second time? But no, he had to keep pursuing her. It was a guy thing, the conquest. Well, he had his conquest, and Adrianna was the casualty.
*****
Being home was a good feeling. The men watched the game while dinner was prepared. The Celtics were winning which only increased the volume of yelling in the family room. Even Nic and Tomas came over, used to the family routine, looking forward to the Irish cooking. They all drank beer and munched on peanuts, shouting at the game and talking about cars, work, and women until the meal was served. Sean loved his family and his friends; he always would. He only wished Adrianna had decided to come with him.
Then it would have been perfect. Adrianna would have felt comfortable immediately. His mother would have hugged her and swept her into the kitchen for women talk while the guys watched the game. And at dinner, he could have held her hand and watched her smile. His love didn’t smile enough. His family would have taken to her, and she to them. He knew it.
After the game, everyone moved to the kitchen, drinking more beer and hanging out. Molli outdid herself with the food, and put on a larger spread than usual. Sean ate his fill, including dessert, and leaned back in his chair enjoying the company of those he was closest to. It was a good day; being home was always good.
Begging off early, instead of being one of the last to leave like he normally was, –anxious to call Adrianna –he dialed as soon as he was on the road. After four rings, the voicemail picked up: “This is Adrianna…”
Where was she? Well, it was early. He’d said ten, and it was only nine. She could be taking a shower, not expecting his call yet. Give it a few.
After pulling into the garage, Sean dialed again on his way up in the elevator. Still voicemail. Damn phones. He hated them. Upstairs, he stood by the window looking out into the darkness, wishing Adrianna were next to him. To feel her in his arms, to hold her close, was all he wanted.
When the time edged past ten thirty and not one of his five calls had been returned, Sean became worried. Leaning forward at his table, his chin resting in his hands, he thought back. Adrianna hadn’t mentioned having plans. But then, he’d been so focused on his family get-together he hadn’t asked.
It nagged at him that she knew he’d call and yet wasn’t picking up. Something was wrong. Sean grabbed his keys and jogged to the elevator. He was going to find out. All the way over to her aunt’s house, he kept trying to call, to no avail. He pulled up, jumped out, and took the front steps two at a time.
Krista answered the door. “Hello.”
“Hello, I’m Sean. You must be Krista.”
“Oh, yes, Sean. She’s mentioned you.”
“I’m sorry to come by so late. I’ve been trying to call Adrianna but she’s not answering. Is she here?”
“No, she’s not. I’m not sure where she is. But then, she doesn’t usually tell me her plans. I work a lot.”
Sean shifted from one foot to the other.
“I’m sure she’s okay, though. Adrianna would call me if anything happened. She always calls if she’s going to be home after midnight, so I won’t worry.”
“Okay. Well, when she gets back, will you tell her I’m trying to reach her?”
“Of course.”
Sean wasn’t sure where Adrianna would go. The club, that was possible. He’d go there first. And he did, but felt more concerned afterwards. Kevin was there, and it was only out of his worry about Adrianna that he spoke to him. No, Kevin hadn’t seen her that night, didn’t know where she was.
What next? He just didn’t know her well enough. What a depressing thought. Sean should at least know places she liked to go, what she preferred. It was downright upsetting. He drove out to the harbor, looking for what, he wasn’t sure. Some clue? Hoping to see her walking down the street, getting into a cab?
He should have asked Krista if the red car was in the garage. At least that way he’d know if Adrianna had driven somewhere. That would help. But he hadn’t, so he cruised. A couple of times he spotted a blond woman, and for a second, thought it was her. Once he even pulled up next to a girl, scaring her half to death. But she wasn’t Adrianna.
Sean looked at the digital clock on his dash. He’d driven around for hours. All the clubs were closing up; Krista should know something by now. Pressing the accelerator, he sped back to her place, displeased that the house looked dark. Even if he woke them up, he had to know. Knocking lightly on the door roused no activity.
After ringing the bell over and over, Sean realized no one was home. Nobody could sleep through the ruckus he made. Krista would have come to the door. Great, now she was gone too. Sean smacked his fist into the thick wood door. Standing on the dark porch, he floundered for his next move.
Anxiety ate away inside. Something must have happened. Maybe her aunt took off to the hospital with no way to let Sean know. He swore that he was going to get Krista’s cell number at the first opportunity, once this crisis was over. Sean had no certainty that a hospital was involved. Even if that were true, he didn’t know which hospital. If Adrianna had taken her car, she could be anywhere.
Sean headed back to his apartment, needing to regroup. Driving all over the city, crazed with worry, wouldn’t help. If something had happened to Adrianna—and he didn’t know anything had—she would need him to be strong. Calm, he had to stay calm and keep a cool head no matter what came next.
 



Chapter 23
The rest of the night, Sean got little sleep. Having no idea where Adrianna had disappeared to, he tossed and turned, holding his phone in his hand in case she called. She had to call sooner or later. Fully dressed with his suede jacket draped over him, Sean was ready to spring into action if needed.
In his desperation, he thought of going back to her aunt’s house, but showing up there in the wee hours of the morning wasn’t a good idea. Krista had been friendly enough, but she didn’t really know him. It was better not to give the impression that he was some raving lunatic stalking Adrianna in the middle of the night.
After all, Krista said her niece was fine, that she always called if she was going to be late. The fact that she hadn’t called Sean was another matter. As long as she’d called her aunt, as long as she was all right, he’d deal with the other later. Though he couldn’t imagine why Adrianna didn’t call him back.
Replaying in his mind the conversation of that morning, Sean couldn’t see anything that would have caused her to be upset –unless it was that whole thing about meeting his parents. Maybe he’d pushed too hard. It was just that he was excited, and wanted his family to meet her. Including her in the closeness would be right; it would be good. But she wasn’t ready. She’d said so.
Admittedly, he didn’t understand Adrianna. There was more he needed to find out, a lot more. And with the knowledge that she was a cutter, Sean understood it was vital that he learn as much as he could. Otherwise, how could he help her? And she needed help, whether she knew it or not.
Adrianna, beautiful inside and out, suffered from issues powerful enough to make her cut her own skin. The oppressive thought made Sean feel worse. He should be there; he should be with her. Be there for her. But she was alone—somewhere.
If only she would call him –come to him if she felt the need to cut –like he’d asked.
“I’ll try,” she’d said. Try. Please, love, try.
Sometime before morning, Sean dozed. He woke with a start and blinked at the sun streaming through his window. Glancing at the clock, he sat up, rubbing his hands through his hair. It was nearly nine. Before Krista went to work or something, he had to get over there and find out what had happened. Find out if she’d heard from Adrianna.
Splashing water on his face, Sean tried to wake up. It had been a tough night. Within ten minutes he was in the car on his way to Krista’s once again. A new day meant new possibilities. Hoping he’d worried unnecessarily, Sean covered the distance in record time and pulled up to the curb. He bounded up the steps and knocked on the door, just as he had not so many hours earlier.
Krista opened the door after several interminable minutes. She looked at him, and Sean was self-conscious for a moment, realizing he was wearing the same clothes he’d had on the night before. He must look a rumpled mess, and he didn’t want to alarm her.
Sean smiled, trying to appear relaxed. “Good morning, Krista. It’s me again.”
Krista looked back, but didn’t smile.
“Have you heard from her?”
Without a word, she opened the door wider, signaling that Sean should step inside. Then she waved him into the kitchen. In the bright sunlight blazing through the windows, he saw the somber look on her face.
“Is she okay?”
“She will be. Sit for a minute, Sean.”
Reluctantly, he sat. All he wanted to do was see Adrianna, and he wished her aunt would talk faster. Spill it. Just say it. Waiting was making him insane.
“I know you’ve been seeing her recently.”
Sean nodded.
“I’m sure she’d be angry if I mention this, but I’m worried about her.”
Sean waited, tensing his jaw, pressing his palms on his thighs to keep from clenching his fists.
“Are you aware that she cuts?”
“Yes. I knew she did. She told me. Does she still?” Sean felt panic in the pit of his stomach.
“Last night she did.”
“Oh, God.”
“She’s okay for the moment. After you left last night, I got a call from an after-hours urgent care center.” Krista looked away, her eyes welling with tears.
“What happened?”
“I’m not sure. Adrianna didn’t want to talk to me. She’d given my phone number on the form when she signed in, as her closest relative. I went right over when I got the call.”
Sean ran his hand through his hair, emotion flooding his veins.
“The doctor was concerned about infection. He told me privately that he suspects she cut with jagged metal. The cut was uneven; it could have been the sharp edge of a can, or a pop top. Unable to get the details out of her, the doctor could only guess.”
“Where did she cut?”
“On the outside of her right thigh, a long gash, like it wasn’t thought out. More like she reached out and dug into her skin, with whatever was most available. That’s what I was told. Urgent care deals with cutters more often these days. That’s what it looked like to the doctor.”
“Why would she do that?”
“I don’t know, Sean. She’d been doing so well since she came to live with me. Or at least I thought so. But then, she doesn’t talk about her personal feelings, not like girls usually do. Not even with me.”
“Is she upstairs?”
Krista nodded.
“Can I go up and see her?” Sean had to see her.
“If you want. But don’t be surprised if she doesn’t tell you anything. All I got was the silent treatment. I’m hoping she’ll confide in me once she recovers. It will take time. Whatever it was, it must have been traumatic. At least to her it was.”
Sean left the kitchen and went directly upstairs. He opened the bedroom door without knocking. The sight of Adrianna buried under the covers, her blond hair in disarray over the fluffy pillow, was a relief. Finally, he could talk to her.
Stepping close, he saw her pale skin, and his heart ached. Sean wanted to hold her, tell her everything was okay; he was there. He reached out and touched her cheek with his fingertips, and she opened her eyes. Looking into the sky-blue depths, Sean searched for a welcoming response, some sign that she was glad to see him.
Her blue eyes were cold and vacant. Adrianna didn’t respond to his touch, didn’t even move.
“Adrianna, I’m here. What happened, love?”
Adrianna glared at him, life coming back into her. But she didn’t say a word.
“I know you don’t want to tell your aunt, but you can tell me. I love you, Adrianna.”
Tears formed in her eyes. “No.”
“No what, love?”
“Don’t touch me.”
Sean hesitated then pulled his fingers back. “Are you okay?”
“I will be when you leave.” The venomous sound of her words surprised Sean.
“You want me to go?”
Adrianna nodded.
“I’ll go if you want me to.” Sean felt a knife dig into his gut. “But I’ll be back. I’ll come back when you feel better, after you get some rest.”
“No.” Adrianna looked at him, disgust in her eyes.
Sean was lost, floundering for understanding of what was happening. He only knew his world was falling apart. Adrianna, injured, cutting again. And now kicking him out.
“You don’t want me to come back? You can’t mean that, Adrianna.”
“Don’t ever come back.” Tears rolled down her cheeks.
Sean had always known there was something she wouldn’t tell him. When he’d learned of the cutting, he’d thought that was it. Now it was clear there was more. The worst part was that he couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t talk to him.
“You can’t ask me to do that, Adrianna—leave and not come back. What about the other night? You can’t have forgotten that. So you didn’t want to meet my family. I’m sorry I pressed. Sometimes I’m just…I don’t know how you’ll react. But I never meant to upset you.”
Adrianna looked away from him.
“Or if it’s something else. Tell me. We can fix it.”
She looked back. “No, Sean. We can’t fix it.”
Her words stung.
“We don’t belong together. I told you that all along. But you wouldn’t listen.” Then she hesitated, as if considering her next words. “You’re not the man for me. Do you hear me? You’re not for me.”
Sean was stunned. “I’m not good enough, is that it? I didn’t grow up in your classy neighborhood, didn’t go to the right school, don’t have the right job. Is that it?”
Adrianna bit her lower lip and nodded.
Sean saw her body trembling, like she was holding back sobs. Why was she doing this?
“So you’re telling me that because I don’t wear the right clothes, and wasn’t born to a family your parents would consider their equal, that we—you and I—aren’t right for each other.”
Adrianna didn’t reply, just closed her eyes tight.
“I don’t believe you, Adrianna. I don’t believe you. Do you hear me?” Sean turned and took long strides out of the room, shutting the door behind him.
*****
As soon as the door clicked shut, Adrianna pulled the comforter over her face and sobbed. The tears gushed and there was no way to stop them. Telling Sean the one thing she knew would hurt him, the one thing that would make him go way, was the hardest thing she’d ever done.
Looking at his face and seeing the hurt there had touched her deeply. But she couldn’t relent. She knew the truth. As crushing as it was, the reality of what had happened could never be undone. It was over. And the sooner he realized it and left her alone, the sooner she could move on with her life. Though, really, she didn’t want to live at all.
It occurred to her that she could have easily thrown his behavior in his face. The incident with the other woman that she’d accidentally witnessed was reason enough to break up. But she knew men. He’d just lie and say it meant nothing. How many times had she heard similar excuses?
No, that wasn’t the way. It was better not to leave that opening, give him the chance to backpedal and try to make it all okay. Adrianna just had to end it for good. Yet hurting Sean that way made her feel sick. There was no way to deny that she still loved him. The urge to sacrifice herself, just to be with him, was strong.
It would have been so much easier to just fight it out and then make up. Until the next time. And there would be a next time. He’d betrayed her, and Adrianna had no doubt he’d do it again. Her heart was broken. It was over.
*****
Sean drove away, wanting to get drunk but knowing that would be the worst thing he could do. Somehow he had to show Adrianna that she was wrong. And getting in another drunken brawl wouldn’t be the way.
Not for a second did he believe Adrianna meant what she’d said. Sure, he’d thought the same many times. He wasn’t in her class, grew up in the wrong section of Beacon Hill. Still, he knew she said it to hurt him, to make him go away.
Why was what he couldn’t fathom. Something so bad, so devastating, had happened that made Adrianna cut again after abstaining for so long. And whatever that reason was, it was strong enough to make her send him away, at all costs. Cruelly, she’d said the one thing she knew would hurt him, the one reason he might agree to leave her.
And it did hurt. Bad. Old wounds scarred over but never really healed. Growing up, many of the fights had been over defending his pride and the honor of his family. Being Irish shouldn’t be a curse, but sometimes it seemed to be. If only his father were a banker not a teacher, and had been born in England, not Ireland.
It was all so ridiculous. But vivid. Given all that, Sean was sure Adrianna had seized upon his Achilles’ heel to cut him off and make him go away—which only told him how badly she needed him. If it was so bad she was willing to hurt him, and injure her own body by cutting, then she desperately needed help.
Some things he wasn’t sure of. His swagger and confident attitude were sometimes more learned behavior than how he actually felt. But there was one thing he was positive about: how Adrianna felt. When she’d trembled in his arms, kissed his lips, and shivered from his caresses, that had been real.
And it wasn’t just that. Sean could always tell by a woman’s eyes. And the look in Adrianna’s blue eyes after she’d come—draped over him with her hands on his shoulders—had been the look of a woman in love. Possibly, she didn’t even know it. But he did. Sean felt it, and it was a feeling he wouldn’t mistake.
 



Chapter 24
After another sleepless night, Sean showered and dressed for a meeting at the law firm. The majority of the work was done and Emmett had scheduled a conference to wrap it up. The possibility of seeing Adrianna was a shred of hope in an otherwise bleak day.
Though her leg was cut, a sign of emotional trauma, it was not incapacitating. If she wore a long skirt, no one would be the wiser. Sean anticipated seeing her, and was naïve enough to hope for a change in her mood. Not that he thought she’d just apologize and everything would be back to normal.
Even Sean wasn’t that starry-eyed. It would take more than that. But he was up to the task. He just needed an opening, anything to show him Adrianna was ready to try. Though it was a mere twenty-four hours since she’d shut the door on him, Sean still prayed for a change of heart.
Arriving early, Sean chatted with Emmett and sipped coffee, then paced the room while his client took a call.
“Yes, Adrianna.”
Sean’s ears perked up.
“I’m sorry to hear that. No problem. I’m sure we can manage. Yes. Please get better. I’ll email a summary of our meeting.”
Though Sean knew what he was going to say, a lump formed in his throat at Emmett’s words. “That was Adrianna, as I’m sure you heard. She’s ill today and won’t be able to make it to our meeting.”
Sean’s shoulders slumped. Demoralized, he plopped into a chair. Once again he failed to see Adrianna, and his chance of talking with her had vanished.
“I think we can conclude matters, just the two of us. Adrianna has been very responsive. If we need any modifications to her designs, I’ll email the change request.”
Sean barely heard anything after that. The short meeting seemed to drag, and when Emmett finally released him, he bolted for the elevator. He didn’t care if Adrianna wanted to see him or not. Enough. Sean was going to see her and talk some sense into her.
At her aunt’s house, he was disheartened to hear that Adrianna wasn’t home. She’d gone out with Cari, which was likely a good thing. Maybe it would lift her spirits. Krista’s upbeat take on the situation did nothing for Sean. The fact that she wasn’t home made it impossible to speak with her.
Recently his life had seemed filled with waiting, and he was tired of it. Calling would be pointless, knowing that Adrianna wouldn’t pick up. Given that it was a weekday, his pals would be either working or in class. Sean was alone, wallowing in misery. Nell wasn’t an option.
A killer workout would have to do, an outlet for the powerful emotions fighting inside him. Bradan was working too, so he’d have to attack the weights by himself. Whiskey sounded awfully tempting, but he fought the urge. The last thing he wanted to do was show up drunk to see Adrianna. That would finish the job of tearing them apart.
No, he had to stay lucid, as difficult as that was. If Adrianna was with Cari, they’d be shopping. And in a city like Boston, there were many options. His only choice was to seek a diversion until she returned. Eventually, she had to come home, and then he’d talk to her.
Two hours later, after huffing and sweating with the iron, Sean showered and strolled back to his car. Shopping was a bit of a mystery. Sometimes women could be gone all day shopping. He never understood how they found that enjoyable. Buy what you need and get out, that was how he did it.
Anyway, he’d worked up an appetite. Eating would waste another hour at least. Then he’d try again. At least he’d been smart enough to get Krista’s phone number this time. Driving over there several times a day was getting embarrassing. He loved Adrianna, but still. After his burger, he’d call.
Krista must be getting used to him. Without hesitation, she filled him in: “She came back from shopping. But she’s gone out. She changed into one of her new dresses and went out for the evening.”
Sean looked at the dashboard clock. It was late afternoon. Adrianna was going out early.
“Did she say where she was going?”
“No, I didn’t want to pry. She seems overly sensitive. And she didn’t volunteer any information. I had hoped she was going out with you.”
“No, unfortunately. Not me.”
“Okay, Sean. Well, I’m sorry. You seem so nice. I know you care about her. You just have to give her a little time. The whole incident was difficult…and it’s not the first time for Adrianna.”
“What do you mean?”
“Oh…just that she’s cut before.”
Sean had a vague sense that Krista held back from telling him more. A woman didn’t cut for no reason, and he knew so little about what went on inside Adrianna’s head.
“Okay. Thanks.”
Now what? Then inspiration struck. Cari—she would know. Adrianna’s best friend would have to know what was going on. He’d go see her. Feeling a bit more optimistic, Sean headed to the house where he’d so recently partied. Probably her parents were still away. Adrianna had mentioned they were on vacation.
Sean rang the bell and waited. After a brief wait, Cari opened the door, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt. Even in her casual garb with her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, she looked ready for a photo shoot. Some women just had the look.
“Sean.”
“Hi, Cari. Can I talk to you? It’s really important.”
“Sure, come in.” She walked toward the huge kitchen area, clearly assuming he’d follow.
Sliding up on a high stool, she dangled her bare feet and looked at him. “So, what’s this about?”
Sean slouched into one of the nook chairs.
“Want something to drink?” Cari asked.
“Yeah, got any whiskey?”
Cari grinned. “Sure.” She scampered over to a tall cupboard and opened it. Sean could see a variety of liquor. “Care what brand?”
“Nope.”
She poured the amber liquid into a shot glass and plunked it down on the table in front of him. Hopping back on the stool, she said, “Now. What?”
Sean downed his whiskey in one big gulp. “Well, you obviously know Adrianna and I were together the other night.”
“Obviously.” Cari grinned again.
“Something happened, Cari. And I don’t understand it.”
“Oh.” Her gaze fell to the countertop. “You mean the cutting.”
“Yes. It worries me.”
“She hasn’t done that in a long time.”
“I know, but now she has. What’s up with that? You’re her closest friend; you must know.”
“I don’t. She didn’t want to talk about it. I know she’ll tell me when she’s ready. We just went shopping. That’s the best thing. When she’s down, we go shopping. It always works.”
“Do you have any idea what got her so upset?”
Cari shook her head.
“Damn.”
“I know, Sean. She’s a tough one to understand sometimes. But Adrianna’s just had a rough time.”
“Everybody keeps saying that, but nobody tells me what that means.”
Cari flushed. “Well, she’d kill me if I said anything.”
“I won’t tell.”
“Even I don’t know it all. I just know that she’s sensitive. And her dad was, well, abusive.”
“He hit her?”
Cari nodded. “More than once.”
Sean shook his head.
“And her mother’s not much better. She rags on her about everything, always nitpicking and criticizing. Sometimes I can’t even take it. When she starts up and I’m around, I leave. But Adrianna couldn’t just leave. She lived there.”
Sean rubbed his hands through his hair. “Do you know where she is now?”
“No.”
“You don’t know who she’s with?”
“I didn’t say that.”
Sean glared at her.
“She went out with Kevin.”
Adrenaline pumped through Sean’s veins, the urge to fight surfacing. “That’s a guy I’d like to punch.”
“Jealous?”
“You could say. Plus, speaking of hitting…”
“Kevin hit her?”
Sean just looked back.
“God, she didn’t tell me. After the party I texted her, wanting to know about you guys. And next thing I know she’s talking about seeing Kevin tonight. Wouldn’t say a peep about what happened between you and her. I thought she was over Kevin.”
“Me too.”
Cari pulled on her ponytail. “I’m worried about her. This doesn’t sound good.”
“Any idea where they’d go?”
“There’s lots of places around here. It could be any one of them. I doubt she’ll go to our regular club. You’ve been there, and I have a feeling she doesn’t want to run into you.”
“Yeah, I’m sure.” Sean stared at the tile floor, thwarted once again. “Got any more of that whiskey?”
“Sure.” Cari poured him another drink, which he downed in one gulp, same as the first. Then he thanked her and left.
The sun was beginning to set, and there were lots of clubs in the vicinity. He’d better get started. Though it was unlikely Adrianna would go to Polarize, he couldn’t rule it out. He’d go there first. The whiskey had calmed his nerves, and the conversation had strengthened his resolve. Knowing Adrianna needed him, whether she knew it or not, was a strong motivation.
After several hours and numerous clubs, Sean began to see the folly of searching for her. The only logical course was to wait for her to return to Krista’s. There was always the chance she’d go home with Kevin, but Sean couldn’t think that. No, she’d come home like she did every night. Spending the night wasn’t her style; he knew that from personal experience.
The later it got, the hungrier Sean got. The burger had been hours earlier and wasn’t enough to sustain him all night. But he was unwilling to leave his post. Confidence that he’d see Adrianna before the night was over kept him from leaving. Listening to music, he closed his eyes, wondering what he would do when she finally did arrive.
Sean glanced at the time to see it was nearly eleven thirty. Then he heard a car behind him, and the headlights shone into his rearview mirror, blinding him. The car pulled along the curb a few car lengths ahead of him, and he saw Adrianna in the passenger seat. Before he could react, she jumped out of the car and started up the front steps.
Kevin was right behind her, and he yelled, “You’re such a bitch, Adrianna.” Racing up the steps two at a time, Kevin caught her by the arm.
Sean was out of his car, jogging toward them.
“Let me go. I told you I want to go in.”
The little weave Adrianna made when she tried to step made Sean hurry. And her words sounded slurred.
Kevin had his hands on her arms and was shouting. “I try to be nice to you, but you treat me like shit.”
Sean’s heart pounded. He could feel the anger, and could see the scene playing out in slow motion. But before Kevin could make another move, Sean had his arms around Adrianna.
“Stand back, asshole.”
“You again.” Kevin smirked.
Sean could smell alcohol on Adrianna’s breath. A lot of it.
“And she doesn’t drink, idiot. What have you been doing? Why are you letting her drink?”
Adrianna swooned and leaned against Sean. He held tight.
“I don’t let Adrianna do anything,” Kevin shouted. “She makes her own decisions. And I seem to recall she doesn’t want to see you.”
Sean held Adrianna’s head against his chest, and keeping her safe was the only thing that prevented him from going after Kevin with both fists.
“Buzz off.”
Kevin clenched his fists.
“Don’t even try it.” Sean stiffened. He could only take so much of this wimp. “You’ll be sorry. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“Adrianna.” Kevin looked at her in Sean’s arms and turned away. “Don’t be surprised if I don’t call. You may have lost your chance with me…bitch.”
Sean turned his back to him and lifted Adrianna’s chin to see what shape she was in.
She grinned at him a little sheepishly and batted her eyes.
“You’re drunk, love.”
“I’m drunk,” she echoed. “What do you care?”
“I care.”
“Liar.”
“It’s the truth. I care. We need to get you someplace where you can sober up. And I’m not letting you out of my sight. It never goes well when I let you go.”
Sean guided Adrianna back down the stairs, half carrying her.
“Where are we going?”
Sean got her into the passenger seat and belted her in. Sliding into the driver’s side, he looked over at her. Adrianna’s eyes were closed. Just as well, she could pass out. As long as she was safe, it didn’t matter. He’d take care of her. Now he’d take care of her.
He carried her up to his apartment, not sure she could walk on her own, and placed her lovingly on his bed. Then he removed her high heels and looked at her. She was still pretty much out of it, but she was beautiful. The red spandex dress she wore clung to her lush curves. The hem rode up to the top of her thighs, showing her shapely legs. A wide white bandage was wrapped around her right thigh, just above the knee.
Sean wanted to reach under her dress and touch her intimately. But now was not the time.
“I’m going to get some coffee.” He said it, unsure if she even heard. Her eyes were closed again.
While the coffee brewed, Sean came back and put a blanket over her. She stirred a little. God, she was lovely. An angel. Life shouldn’t be so hard for her, and he determined to make things right. Touching her cheek, he felt her soft skin, and she opened her eyes.
“Where did you bring me?” She was sounding a bit more coherent.
“My apartment.”
“Oh, no.”
“It’s okay, love. I’m just making you coffee. You’re safe.”
“Not with you.”
Sean ignored the comment and went to get the coffee. He made her a cup with cream and sugar, how he’d seen her do it, and brought it back. “Here, try this. It will wake you up.”
Adrianna took the cup in both hands and gingerly took a sip. “Pretty good.”
Sean smiled. It was so good to have her there, and even more, to see her feeling better.
“Guess you went dancing.”
Adrianna nodded.
“I waited for you.”
She took another sip. “Why?”
“I wanted to make sure you were okay.”
“I’m never okay.”
Sean brushed a stray lock of hair back over her shoulder. “We need to change that.”
Adrianna frowned. She was talking, but Sean could tell she was still half drunk.
“What are you thinking?”
“About you.” She looked at him, her beautiful blue eyes sad.
“I hope it’s something good.”
“No, it’s bad. Very bad.”
“Why? What did I do?”
Adrianna looked at him, hesitating, as if unsure if she wanted to say.
Then she blurted out: “You broke my heart.”
 



Chapter 25
Adrianna sat the coffee cup on the side table, and Sean helped guide it, seeing her wobbly motion.
“How could I have done that, Adrianna? All I’ve done is love you.” Sean sat beside her on the bed.
Adrianna glared at him. “And her.”
“Who?” Sean was lost.
“The woman in the parking lot.” Adrianna stumbled through the words without slurring.
“What woman? You are really losing me.”
“The woman with the dark hair, the sexy one in high heels. The one you hugged, Sean.”
Sean looked at her, trying to make sense of her words.
“The one you…kissed.” 
Adrianna’s stress of the word jogged something in Sean’s memory.
“Nell?”
“Ah, so you remember now?”
“You saw me kiss Nell?”
“Yes. I saw you, Sean. You can’t keep her a secret anymore. I know.”
Sean’s heart ached with the realization of what Adrianna thought she saw.
“It’s not like that. Let me explain.”
“No.” Adrianna threw off the blanket and tried to get off the bed. “Take me home. I don’t want to be here.”
“Wait.” Sean put his arms around her. “Just wait.”
“What, so you can explain? I’ve heard all the explanations I want to hear. Men are always explaining. They do whatever they want, and then they explain.”
“You’re going to listen to me, Adrianna. I’m tired of chasing after you. You don’t know what’s good for you. And you don’t know what you saw in the parking lot, even though you think you do.”
“Okay, tell me, then. I’m listening.”
“Nell is a friend.”
“You always kiss your friends like that.”
“She used to be more than a friend.”
“That’s closer to the truth.”
“Before you. I used to date Nell before you. But ever since you showed back up in my life it hasn’t been the same. I only want you. Only you, Adrianna. But Nell dropped by. She knew you had turned me away. There was no way she could have known we connected up at the party the other night.
“So I explained to her how it was. I couldn’t see her anymore, not like that. I told her that I love you, Adrianna. I told her the truth. But Nell’s been a good friend, she’s an amazing woman, and for the right guy…
“Anyway, I hugged her and sent her on her way. And apparently, you saw her give me a parting kiss. That’s all it was. A kiss to say she likes me, she’s sorry we can’t hang out anymore, but she understands. Nell knows that you have my heart.”
Adrianna sat very still. Her look softened.
Sean put his palm on her cheek and kissed her lips. “I love you, Adrianna. I love you.”
Wrapping his arms around her, Sean pulled her close. The realization that she’d cut because she’d mistakenly thought he’d betrayed her wrung his heart. He held her, and Adrianna ran her fingers down his spine.
“I didn’t know,” she said. “I should have trusted you. I just…”
“It’s okay, love. It’s over. You’re with me now. We’re together.”
*****
Adrianna relaxed into Sean’s strong arms, the only place she felt safe. Relief, over knowing what she’d thought was unfounded, washed over her. Life seemed real again, like a huge weight had been lifted. He should hate her for assuming the worst, for not having faith in him. But he didn’t. Instead, he held her close, telling her how much he loved her.
His kindness touched her, and Adrianna vowed never to doubt him again. The discussion had been sobering, and holding him close, the love she’d tried to suppress engulfed her. She loved Sean so much, more than anything. There was no way she deserved him, nor had she any idea how to act in the face of such goodness.
When he plunged his hands in her hair and kissed her deeply, the rest of the world seemed to drop away. There was Sean, only Sean. He made her feel beautiful; he made her feel good, even worthy and deserving of his love. His touches, his gentle caresses, melted her, and she kissed back. All the feeling, all the love she’d kept pent up for so long, burst free.
Adrianna no longer cared about safety, about being careful. Dangerous, that was what Sean was. His passion led them beyond anything she’d ever experienced before. Every time she was with him, it was thrilling. Sex with him was hot, and she was needy. Oh, so needy. Being apart had only made her want him more.
“Adrianna,” he said, pulling back from her breathlessly. Sean searched her face for reassurance.
She reached for the hem of his sweater and pulled it off over his head. The sight of his chiseled muscles made her weak. Leaning toward him, she kissed his warm skin, and couldn’t stop kissing him. All over, his shoulder, his neck, his nipples. She wanted to kiss him everywhere.
“Oh God, Adrianna.” Sean grabbed a fistful of her hair, pulled her head back, and kissed her neck. His mouth burned into her skin, and he nipped at her, biting and tugging.
Heat flooded her lower body. In the low bedroom light, Sean’s eyes looked dark, his muscles shadowed and inviting. Adrianna slid off the bed, and this time he didn’t try to stop her. All she wanted was to make Sean happy, give herself to him, and bask in his love.
Still a little tipsy, but recovered enough to stand steady, Adrianna reached mid-back to grasp the top of her zipper and pull it down. Sean’s eyes widened when she lowered the dress and let it drop to the floor. Standing in front of him, wearing only a skimpy bra and thong, turned her on. His eyes drifted over her swollen breasts, down her flat belly, and lingered between her legs.
Teasingly, she put her thumbs in the elastic of her satin thong but made no motion to remove them. Instead, she eyed the bulge in Sean’s pants and licked her lips. In response, he unbuttoned the jeans and slid them off, giving her a better view. Pressing against his cotton briefs was his huge erection.
Resisting the urge to fall on her knees and yank his hard member free of confinement, Adrianna looked back into his eyes. Slowly, she lowered the tiny thong and kicked it away. Sean was riveted to her. Reaching behind, she undid her bra and let it slip off, revealing her breasts. His gaze locked on the sight, making her nipples hard, as if he’d touched them.
Adrianna let him stare, drinking in his look of pleasure. Impulsively, she cupped her breasts, lifting them and letting them fall. Sean held his hands out, beckoning her to come to him and she did. With his hands on her buttocks, Adrianna leaned down to kiss him, feeling his soft mouth. Lips parted, he welcomed her and, lost in the tender touch, raking her tongue along his, a whimper escaped from her throat.
Placing his palms on her face, Sean said, “Turn around for me.”
Adrianna turned, feeling more naked faced away. She crossed her arms under her breasts. The feel of Sean’s palms on her skin made her close her eyes. He touched her shoulders, rubbing in slow circles. The gentle motion drifted down her spine and over her hips. Holding her, Sean kissed her low on her spine then on her ass. The burning kisses made her wet, and her nipples ached.
“You are beautiful, Adrianna…so beautiful.” His voice was deep and throaty, making her want to kiss him.
Turning around, she cupped his jaw and he leaned forward to kiss her ribs. Her skin tingled from his lips. Working his way up, Sean kissed the underside of her breasts. She’d never known they could be so sensitive. With both hands, he cupped them and squeezed lightly, then licked across her nipples.
Her soft panting was the only relief from the insane pleasure he gave her. Never had she known such gentle caresses could deliver such bliss. Sean sucked at her nipples, making her tense deep in her core. It wouldn’t be hard at all to come, standing there with him doing nothing more than flicking her nipples.
Sean grasped her ass, and he pulled her close with his mouth over one of her distended nipples. The heat under his briefs touched her skin and she clawed at his back. A little crazy with desire, Adrianna pulled at his hair and then dropped to her knees. The urge to have him was overpowering, and she yanked down the front of his cotton shorts.
With one hand, she pulled his cock free and gasped at its fullness. Her other hand dipped between his legs, and she cupped his balls, rolling them in her hand. Sean groaned and leaned back. The need to taste him drew her to cover the hard knob with her mouth and suck the delicious flavor.
He was musky and salty, the exotic combination enough to send her over the edge. Sean raised his hips up just enough to lower his underwear, and Adrianna pulled them the rest of the way off for him. Running her hands through his pubic hair, she tugged gently and held the base of his stalk in her other. Covering it with her lips, she dropped over him, feeling his thick member in her throat.
Smelling Sean engulfed her in his maleness. Holding his cock in her hand, burning hot, she looked up to see his expression. Her love’s eyes were half closed and he was the sexiest man alive. Adrianna licked up the side of his thick cock, looking into his eyes the whole time. He was panting, and spread his legs wider.
Staring at veins bulging along the side of his member, Adrianna felt such love. Letting her fingertips drift down, she touched the velvet skin over the steel erection. With both palms, she felt Sean’s rock-hard abs, and he moaned. Pulling her up to him, Sean kissed her deeply, open mouthed and needy.
She gripped his rounded shoulders, then moved down to his thick biceps and squeezed lightly. The sensation of his strength was exciting and just a little frightening. His power, his virility, had her so turned on, Adrianna couldn’t hold back.
“I want you, Sean,” she gasped. Straddling him, Adrianna sat on his lap with her knees bent. Sean kissed and licked her breasts while stroking her hair and her back. Touching her sex, Adrianna could feel her own wetness, and rising up on her knees, she fisted Sean’s erection to entice him.
“Adrianna,” he groaned through his panting.
Sean wrapped his hand over hers, and together they touched his thick knob to her sex. But he didn’t press into her. Instead, he moved the tip of his cock back and forth over her in a rapid motion. The rapid motions turned her clit rock hard and she whimpered.
“Ah, ah…I want you.” Adrianna threw her head back and Sean kissed the curve of her breasts.
“Come for me,” Sean growled.
He flicked her relentlessly and it felt so good, too amazing. Molten heat flooded through her and her muscles stiffened. The more he stimulated, the higher her ecstasy. Given no reprieve, Adrianna relaxed into a delicious orgasm. Her clit tensed and her inner muscles convulsed.
Sean held her upright with one strong hand on her back, and with his other, he flayed his hard knob against her most sensitive area. Adrianna screamed, a high-pitched sound of release, giving up to the waves of sensation pouring through her. The release gripped her hard then let her go, and she sagged onto Sean’s lap.
Kissing him, Adrianna felt never-ending desire. The wonderful release had propelled her to a new height of need. And she needed Sean in the only way that could completely satisfy her. Pressing against him, she felt his hot cock against her belly.
“Sean,” she gasped.
In one fluid motion, Sean stood and turned her underneath him so Adrianna was sitting on the bed. Holding her wrists, he lifted her arms up and pushed her against the mattress, kissing her wildly, non-stop. His tongue lashed against hers and roamed the interior of her mouth. Sean was devouring her, and Adrianna welcomed all of it.
Sean stood right by the bed. Adrianna’s feet dangled over the side. He leaned over, massaged her breasts, and pinched her nipples. Her panting speeded, but was drowned out by his course, heavy breathing. The low growls he emitted as he touched her sensitive skin and sucked at her nipples aroused Adrianna more and more.
Leaning over her, Sean fisted his cock then touched it to her wet slit.
“Yes. I need you.” Adrianna arched her back, pressing up toward him.
Sean entered her, stretching her opening, and it felt so good.
“Yes,” she gasped.
Moaning, Sean sank in, stretching her more. The deeper he got, the better it felt. Adrianna slid on the bed a little, trying to take him in all the way. Responding to her need, Sean shoved, slow but hard, until he filled her up. Reaching behind, she grabbed his hard ass, and squeezed, loving the sexy feel of it.
Flat on the bed, legs dangling over, Adrianna looked up at him and pressed harder on his ass to push him deep. Sean was so sexy; it made her throb. His feet were on the floor, but the bed was high, reaching to the top of his thighs. He leaned over, supporting his upper body with his hands, looking down while he fucked her.
Adrianna reached up and pinched his nipples, then touched her fingertips to his jaw. Putting her fingers behind his neck, she caressed his skin, touching the dangerous tattoo she knew was there. Sean’s eyes were glassy with desire, and in the dim light, he looked impossibly handsome. As he rocked into her, the muscles of his shoulders and chest flexed. It was a sight to see. A crescendo of pleasure mounted inside her.
Looking down, Adrianna saw Sean’s washboard abs, tight with effort. A tingle fingered through her core, expanding outward. The feel of his thick cock filling her up was too much. He leaned down to kiss her and then tugged on her lower lip. Then kissed her again, hard.
Adrianna lost it. Involuntarily, her sex clenched and her clit burned. Then she moaned, long and loud. In the same second, Sean throbbed inside her and his cock pulsed. As a new, more powerful orgasm ravaged her, Adrianna felt Sean come inside her. His body was hard, and he pulsed again and again.
Adrianna convulsed around him, propelling through the intensity of her release. Together they rose to a peak and balanced there in a shared moment. Right then, she felt so close to Sean, they were one. They felt the magnitude of the connection, let it take them, and pressed together, collapsed on the other side of it.
Sean’s chest touched hers, and Adrianna could feel his pulse still pounding. She ran her fingers through his hair and let her hands rest on his back, but he didn’t stir. Nothing could ever be as good as this.
Sliding onto the bed, Sean pulled her into his arms and held her in a loving embrace. He kissed the top of her head and squeezed her tight. “I love you,” he said. “You’re amazing.”
Adrianna looked up at Sean, feeling immense satisfaction. Her whole body tingled with pleasure and she felt warm deep inside. There was no reason to hold back, and she wanted so badly to tell him what she’d never had the chance to the other day.
“I love you, Sean. I love you so much.” The joy she saw in his eyes was something she’d never forget.
He smiled. “Don’t ever stop, love.” And he kept smiling. “Just don’t ever stop.”
No matter what happened, Adrianna was glad she’d said it. And she meant it. She loved Sean and nothing would ever change that.
 



Chapter 26
Despite the late hour—actually early, since it was after one in the morning—Sean made scrambled eggs while Adrianna freshened up. Missing dinner and then spending time reuniting had really helped work up an appetite.
He tossed some bacon into the skillet to go with the eggs and put a couple of pieces of bread in the toaster. Adrianna came out wearing one of his long-sleeved dress shirts, the tails reaching to her knees.
“You know, you’re cute when you’re drunk.” Sean had refilled her coffee and sat it on the table for her.
Adrianna slid into one of the wooden chairs. “I wasn’t that drunk.”
“You weren’t looking from where I was.” Sean grinned.
“You’re such a kidder.” Adrianna sipped the hot coffee.
After slipping the fluffy eggs onto two plates and tossing some crispy bacon on top, Sean served. He pushed the button to pop the toast and tossed it on top of the breakfast concoction, then sat next to her.
The aroma of the food made his stomach rumble. “Eat, please,” he said. “I have more plans for you.”
Sean scooped a big bite of eggs and followed it with a chunk of bacon. He pushed the butter and jam closer to Adrianna and nodded. She smiled and began slathering strawberry jam on her toast. He hadn’t seen her take a bite yet.
The food went down easily, filling the hole in his stomach. A plate of eggs and three slices of bacon later, he felt better. Munching on his toast, he looked over at Adrianna. He could swear she’d just moved the eggs around on her plate, because it looked as though there was just as much food there as when she started.
“I’m not a bad cook, you know.” He watched her take another sip of coffee. She looked beautiful and it wasn’t even the morning after. They were still cruising through the night before, if you could call one in the morning, night.
“It’s a good thing you texted my aunt. Otherwise she’d be worried.”
“As soon as I got you here, I let her know.”
“I didn’t even think you knew her.”
“Let’s just say I’ve gotten to know her recently.”
“I suppose.” Adrianna broke her toast in half and shook it to let any crumbs drop on her plate.
“How come you don’t drink?”
“I’m unstable…when I drink. I’m more likely to…”
“Cut?”
Adrianna nodded. “It’s kind of an…obsession, you might say. I’ve got lots of ways to resist it now; I’ve learned how to. Unless it gets really bad, I guess.”
“You can come to me, Adrianna, just like I told you. You don’t have to resist so hard, just lean on me.”
“Trade one obsession for another?” Adrianna raised one eyebrow.
“Exactly. I’m your new obsession…and I don’t want you to resist me.” Sean leaned across the table and kissed her, lingering just a moment.
Leaning back, he touched her jaw with his fingertips. “How’s your leg?”
“It’s okay. Doesn’t hurt.” She shrugged. “I might have a scar, though.”
“I’ll be surprised if you don’t. What did you use, a rusty can?” He winked at her.
“It’s your fault anyway.” But she was smiling.
“My fault? You jump to conclusions and it’s my fault?” He smiled at her.
Adrianna nibbled the edge of her strawberry jam-laden toast.
“What were you doing in the parking garage, anyway?”
“Isn’t that obvious?”
“Nothing about you is obvious.”
“I went to see you. I wanted to catch you before you left to go to your parents’ house.”
“You were going to come with me?”
Adrianna nodded. “That was the plan. Of course, you ruined it.”
Sean grinned and grabbed his second piece of toast. Swiping a pat of butter over it, he said, “I have a way of doing that, don’t I?’
Adrianna pushed her plate back, having made a mess of it without eating much.
“So, I have to ask. What’s with going on with Kevin? Were you that mad at me?”
“Yes, I was. But that’s not why.”
Sean raised his eyebrows.
“I didn’t want to be alone. It’s not good for me to be alone when I’m…”
“Oh, got it. Sure.” Sean put his hand over hers. “You’re not alone anymore.”
Without bothering to clean up, Sean turned off the light and guided her out of the kitchen. In the master bathroom he reached under the sink and came up with a toothbrush.
“Just in case you need this. I’m not planning on taking you back home tonight.”
“You just happen to have a spare toothbrush?”
“They come in a ten-pack.”
“Expecting a lot of company?”
“Just you. You’re my company. Now, don’t stay in here too long.”
Sean shut the door behind him and went to use the other bathroom. It sure felt a lot better having Adrianna with him. Maybe he’d actually get some sleep—at some point, anyway.
Once Adrianna slid into bed next to him in the dark, Sean knew sleep wasn’t going to come soon. Her naked body pressed against him made him hard, and he wanted her. Touching her and caressing her long into the early morning, Sean finally dozed with his love in his arms. Once asleep, they must have slept like the dead, because when he opened his eyes it was ten in the morning.
Adrianna woke up, yawning and rubbing against him. “What time is it?”
“Early, very early,” he whispered, cupping her bottom in his hand and pressing her close.
Adrianna looked into his eyes and smiled. “Insatiable.”
“Mmm, always.”
It was eleven before they rolled out of bed and went to shower together. Sean covered the bandage on her thigh with plastic so it wouldn’t get wet. Washing Adrianna was quite a pleasure, and fondling her under the hot water was even more so. Her moans gave him such pleasure. Sean was reluctant to ever leave the apartment. They could just stay in there forever, have food sent in, and be happy.
While Adrianna dried her hair, Sean checked email. It was a weekday, though it felt like a holiday with his love spending the night for the first time. One email in particular caught his attention. Good news, he liked that. In the short time he’d been in business he’d acquired some good connections. It had paid off.
Adrianna came out wearing the tight red dress, and Sean nearly took her right back to bed.
“This is all I have to wear.”
“We’ll stop by your house, and I’ll wait downstairs while you change.”
“Where are we going?”
“You’ll see.”
Sean was hungry again, so after they went by for Adrianna to change clothes and get a fresh bandage, he stopped at Bowden Coffee Shop. He ordered a tuna melt and Adrianna had a cup of clam chowder. They washed it down with sweetened ice tea. He watched her eat the steaming soup, one spoonful after the other, satisfied at seeing her enjoy it.
Sean took his last swig of tea. “You know you really missed out the other night?”
“What do you mean?”
“At my mom’s.”
“Yeah, well, something specific?”
“She made her New York cheesecake with blueberry sauce.”
“Mmm, now I really regret not going with you.” Adrianna grinned.
“She says you have to come meet her, too. She can see I’m smitten, and wants to see the lovely girl who has taken my heart. That’s how she put it.”
“Your mom sounds nice.”
“The best.”
“Okay, next time I’ll go.” Adrianna ran her fingertips over Sean’s hand. “Why won’t you tell me where we’re going now?”
“You’ll see soon enough.” The cotton shirt and macramé jacket Adrianna had changed into made her look adorable. The gold and pink colors suited her. Her freshly washed, blond hair fluffed out like in a magazine ad, as if an unseen fan blew on it.
“What are you looking at?”
“You.”
“What about me?”
“You do something to me, Adrianna. I mean it.”
She smiled demurely, and Sean’s heart skipped a beat.
“Come on, let’s go.”
He drove the short distance then navigated his Charger into the underground garage of the granite and stone building on Essex Street. Ignoring Adrianna’s puzzled look, he went around and opened her door. It was exciting, and he couldn’t wait to check it out. The guard checked his sheet when Sean gave his name. He reached into a drawer and handed over a key.
Taking Adrianna’s hand, Sean found the elevator to his floor, and in no time they were in the hallway. Using the key he’d been given, Sean opened the door wide and stepped in. Adrianna followed. The office space occupied one whole floor of the building. It was vacant but smelled clean.
The lobby had light blue walls and cream-colored flooring which Sean liked and thought he’d keep. He’d need to carpet some areas, furnish, and install cubicles in the production area. There was a conference room with a huge glass door; he’d be doing lots of business in there. Adrianna walked across the polished floor and went to the window to look out. Sean stood behind her, looking over the staggered heights of high rises in the financial district.
“Nice view.” Adrianna turned in his arms and looked up at him.
“Let’s look around.” It was a large space, enough to house a sizable staff—just what he had in mind. He took her down a long hall and they looked into several private offices. At the end was a large corner office that Sean planned to occupy.
Adrianna kept looking out all the windows as they went from room to room and examined the office space. “Big place. You have views in all directions.”
Sean nodded. “I’ve been here a couple of times, but it’s different when it’s yours.”
Adrianna stopped. “This is yours?”
“Well, not yet. But it will be. I’ve been building my business since high school. I have some high-profile clients now, and I’ll have more before too long. I need to staff up.”
“That’s impressive.”
“It is kinda. I can’t believe it myself.” He took her hands. “I’ve been addicted to social media since I first discovered it. My hobby seems to be paying off. Companies have to get a handle on their social media programs to keep ahead of the competition. I’ve been working hard, building relationships. This office is something I really wanted. But they’re hard to get.”
“So how’d you manage it?” Adrianna seemed really interested.
“I’ve done some pretty amazing things for one of my clients, made a lot of money for him with some good strategies. And he’s in commercial real estate. He’s the one that made it happen.”
“Can you afford it?”
“Right now, I’m doing his work for free in exchange for the cost of the lease. But soon I’ll be able to afford it on my own. This will give me the chance to really make it. I need a staff, so I can handle the bigger projects. Now I’ll be able to.”
“When do you move in?”
“I’ll get a loan to do the renovations like adding cubicles, getting some art work, redoing the kitchen. It has to be right. The type of clientele I’ll bring here need to see affluence. Otherwise they won’t think I know what I’m talking about.”
“How long will that take, the renovations?”
“Hard to say. Haven’t done anything like this before. But I’ve secured the building. That’s the first step.”
“It’s exciting.”
“Yes, very.” Sean grinned. “And I just happen to know an excellent graphic artist.”
Adrianna giggled.
“And I know I’m going to need one.” Sean held her close and kissed her, noting the faint scent of his shampoo in her hair. Somehow having her share in his victory, one step toward his ultimate business dream, made it so much better.
The rest of the day drifted by like a dream. Adrianna went to the HarborWalk with him, and they wound along the city’s waterfront through the downtown area. They talked about a lot of stuff, some important, plus a lot of nothing.
He loved seeing Adrianna laugh and smile. He teased her just to hear her giggle. For those few hours, there were no worries, no pressures—just the two of them, together. Sean really felt like he was getting to know her. He felt like it was going to be okay. His love was beautiful, and not just on the outside. She had a beautiful heart. She just needed a chance.
He resolved to make things easier for her. Whatever had hounded her in the past, and whoever tormented her, would have to answer to him. All he wanted to do was protect her—love and protect her. A simple enough goal, though it seemed huge to him. Adrianna was the woman he wanted in his life, and he promised himself he’d take care of her.
Sean stopped with his arm around her, deciding what to do next.
“Don’t tell me…you’re hungry again.” Adrianna laughed, and the sound was music to Sean’s ears.
“Well, since you asked…”
“Okay, lead on. I could use a Coke.”
“You’re eating too.”
“If you say so. Just take me someplace good.”
“You name it.”
“Let’s go to Adolpho’s in the North End. They have the best scampi I’ve ever had. And I love that romantic Italian music that plays, even in the restrooms.”
“Romantic. I’m your guy. I’ll buy you all the scampi you can eat.”
The dinner was romantic. Even Sean thought so. It was an evening he’d always remember. Adrianna glowed in the candlelight, and he never tired of her smile. The food was delicious, just as she had said. And the San Pellegrino with lime was pretty tasty, though beer would have been better.
At the end of the evening, Sean took Adrianna back to her aunt’s, something he delayed as long as possible. With her close, he felt whole; everything felt right. Without her, Sean felt lost. He had never felt that way before, but now he did. Nothing was the same without her, and he assured her that he’d be by the next afternoon. Forget the phone. He was fed up with that.
“Be ready. I’ll be here.”
Adrianna leaned up to kiss him, and Sean wrapped his arms around her. So far, the relationship had been like quicksilver, and reflecting on her unpredictability, an unwelcome thought nagged at him. He pushed it aside. Everything was okay now, and he’d make sure it stayed that way.
“Don’t be late,” she said, and went inside.
Sean stared at the closed door, resisting the impulse to go inside and get her. He didn’t want to leave. Slowly he turned and headed back to the car. It would go by fast; it was only a day. There was plenty of work to keep him busy and then they’d be together again. So why did his heart ache?
Does love always feel like this? Sean didn’t know. He’d never been in love before. Adrianna was his first love. But he knew he’d never stop loving her—no matter how much it hurt.
 



Chapter 27
Sean did come back the next day, and the next. As the weeks went by, Adrianna’s trust built, and her life was more idyllic than she could have ever imagined. She was in love and felt it in every inch of her body. A warm feeling swelled her heart with joy and inspired hope.
The gash on her thigh had healed but left a scar. The permanent mark reminded her of the boundless love she felt for Sean. It was a symbol of how deeply he’d affected her and how it would be impossible to live without him. So impossible, that Adrianna was unable to envision a future without him.
Many times she’d confided in Cari, telling her that Kevin was a mistake. Her friend understood what had happened, and was appalled at the abusive behavior. But mostly, Adrianna talked about Sean. It had never felt right with men before, but now it did. When she was with Sean passion surged, and when they were apart he was never far from her mind.
Even her visit to his family’s home had gone well, and Molli’s cooking was just as delicious as Sean had described. The Irish soda bread was memorable, so light and soft, and smothered in whipped butter it went down easily. Drinking her Coke, Adrianna had hovered in the kitchen, helping as she could to prepare the meal while the men entertained themselves in front of the television.
It was rare that she didn’t feel shy in social situations, but the visit to the Reid home was an exception. Patrick had chatted with her about graphics, apparently familiar from teaching his young students the basics. And Bradan was just as down to earth as his brother, comfortable to be around, and he treated Adrianna like part of the family. She wondered if Sean had any idea how lucky he was to be raised in such a warm environment with such wonderful parents.
The season moved well into spring, and the weather warmed. Adrianna’s jogs were part of her regular routine. Flowers bloomed and the trees turned many shades of green. Ivy-covered brick walls came to life with bright leaves. Red, pink, yellow, and orange tulips decorated gardens behind iron fences. There were even purple tulips that looked almost black. And lilacs perfumed the air with a delicate fragrance she loved to breathe in as she jogged past.
It was spring and the cherry trees blossomed confetti-like flowers with an intense rose scent. The magnolia trees were covered in pink and white flowers exuding a heavenly aroma. They smelled like sweet candy, tart lemon, or even violet depending on time of day, air temperature, or the humidity. Along the cobblestone streets and brick sidewalks, the sight of flowering trees against the aged streets of Beacon Hill was utterly romantic.
*****
Not long after Adrianna’s visit with Sean’s family, he sat on a metal stool in his mother’s kitchen, leaning on the marble center island. Talking with his mother was something he’d always done; he didn’t need to think about it. She always had something cooking or could find something to reheat. Sean took a big bite of sausage and potatoes, following it with a swig of Irish red ale.
“Delicious, Mom,” he said through another mouthful of food.
“More?”
Sean nodded and his mother scooped more onto his plate.
Molli Reid wore a ruffled apron over her light blue shirt, bringing out her pale blue eyes. Her wavy brown hair was held up in a clip, and a few strands fell across her cheek that she kept pushing away with the back of her hand.
“I’m so glad we got to meet Adrianna. She’s a wonderful girl.”
Sean nodded again and held up his glass for more beer.
As his mother poured more ale for him, Sean couldn’t help but wonder what life would have been like for Adrianna if she’d had a mother like his.
“How was she with you? I mean, did you talk?”
“She seems a little shy.” His mother dumped some dishes into the sink and turned to look at him. “And a little…how shall I say this…timid, like she’s afraid of something.”
Sean’s mother knew people, and probably understood more than he did. “Yes, she is that way.” He thought of how to phrase his next comment. “She’s been abused,” he said, not knowing how to be anything other than direct.
Molli raised an eyebrow. “Seems to fit.”
“Her father, I guess, mostly. She hasn’t told me everything, but I know he hit her. And then she was dating this real jerk and he started pounding on her.” Sean looked at his beer. “You know, Mom, that’s what I don’t get. Why would she go back to a guy who’d hit her? She broke if off, and then she went back.”
“That is hard. And it’s complicated.” She sat on a stool and folded her hands in her lap. “I don’t know her well enough to say for sure. But sometimes it’s self-esteem issue. A girl who has been abused is made to feel unworthy.”
Sean turned his beer glass around in his fingers. “Yes. I know her mother comes down on her a lot.”
“So that magnifies the issue—emotional abuse combined with the physical. And her confidence could be so eroded that Adrianna feels it’s all her fault in some way.”
“It worries me. She’s been fine recently. But she cuts. Or she has.”
“I don’t have experience with that.”
“I know a little about it. I did some research, you know, to help her. I need to know what I’m dealing with. Cutting makes the person feel a bit high, releases endorphins, like an intense workout would, and calms the body. One article I read said that abusive self-talk is immediately halted and the attention is shifted to the cut; it centers the person.
“I think Adrianna’s had to cope with feelings too difficult to bear, or something she felt unable to change. Something worse than I can imagine. That’s what makes it difficult to understand. I’ve never had to deal with issues like that. I’ve heard about it, but no one close to me has ever cut.”
“It’s good she has you, Sean. Otherwise…”
Sean looked into his mother’s eyes. “Otherwise what?”
“Just that a woman caught in a web of abuse…well, it can end badly.” She gazed off in the distance. “I never told you what happened to my younger sister.”
“She died back in Ireland?”
“Not just that. Her husband abused her for years. But I could never save her. No matter how many times he hurt her, Evelyn would go back. He’d apologize, be sweet to her, and promise it would never happen again.”
“What happened?”
“His abuse was humiliating, and I think she was ashamed. Over the years, it made her feel like less of a person…less of a woman. She even told me it was her fault, that she provoked him, that she deserved it.”
Molli looked up, her expression sad. “Once she did try to leave, but he came after her. And the abuse got worse. After that, I think she was too afraid to leave. Then one night she was taken to emergency with a head injury. He told the doctors she fell down the stairs, but I know that wasn’t true.
“She died, Sean. Of physical abuse. We could never prove anything. Evelyn had never filed complaints against her husband. There was no evidence, or not enough. But I know. I know what happened.”
Sean stroked his mother’s arm. “I had no idea.”
“No, we never told you boys. There was no reason to.” She looked at him, serious. “Don’t let anything happen to her, Sean. If you care about her, keep her safe.”
“I will. I promise you, I won’t let anything happen. She’s with me now.” Looking into his mother’s eyes, he said, “I love her, Mom. I really do.”
*****
Adrianna couldn’t imagine what was so important that she had to go see her mother. She’d rather keep working, and was making good progress on several projects for her clients. Her mother had said it was an urgent matter, leaving Adrianna no choice but to meet with her. Hopefully it would be quick. Sean usually phoned late in the day and she didn’t want to miss his call. She was looking forward to seeing him.
After pulling into the driveway of the family home, Adrianna got out of the red car and didn’t bother to lock it. She had made a point not to come home since she’d moved to Krista’s, and now she knew why. The sight of the familiar brick multi-story home was oppressive. The urge to turn and run was strong.
But she was an adult and should be able to have a civil conversation with her own mother. That is, if her mother could speak civilly. Adrianna reached for the doorknob of the ominous wooden front door and regretted her decision to come over. She should have just said no. What could be so important that they couldn’t talk on the phone?
The entryway felt sterile and smelled of her mother’s favorite air freshener. It smelled more like stale socks than the rose garden scent it claimed on the label. Adrianna walked into the enormous kitchen, noting the contrast between it and Molli’s. At the Reid home, the kitchen had been warm and inviting, a place for good food and conversation.
Hannah’s kitchen was pristine, like something in a home and garden magazine. The stainless steel appliances were spotless, the gleam near blinding under the bright overhead lights. The blond wood cupboards extended all the way to the ceiling, looming high and somewhat intimidating. Adrianna sat in one of the hard wooden stools at the massive granite counter.
Her mother made a grand entrance in designer slacks and a sleeveless top, wearing a bit too much jewelry. Clearly she was overdressed for a casual discussion with her daughter. But then, that was how she always dressed, as you never know who might drop by. Always her mother’s focus was other people and what they might think. It never ended.
“Adrianna. I see you made it.”
“Yes, Mother. I can’t imagine why you had to talk to me in-person.” Adrianna looked at her mother’s pale skin, smoothed to perfection with expensive foundation. There was no warmth there, and she wondered if there was a real woman underneath.
Hannah fluffed her blond hair, ensuring it was just so. “Do you want something to drink?”
“No thanks. Let’s just get this over with.” Adrianna sat up straight, unable to relax in a place that held unsavory memories.
Hannah poured some tea in a glass and sat across from her daughter. “See, that’s one thing we need to talk about. Your attitude.”
“I’m not a child anymore. I didn’t come over to discuss my attitude.”
“So why won’t you see Kevin?”
“Oh, Mother, please. Not this again.” Adrianna wished Kevin would just leave her alone. He kept sending flowers, and even notes. Uninterested in him or his apologies, Adrianna had ignored it all, and never returned his calls.
“You mistreat him.”
“No, I’m just not interested in him. Can we move on?”
“You should be. A boy like Kevin, willing to take you. And even after how you’ve acted towards him.”
“Unless you have some other reason you dragged me over here, I’m going to go.” Adrianna started to stand, but fell back to the chair when she saw her father enter.
She hated her father. And she was afraid of him. Frozen to the chair, she waited for him to speak.
Mathew Brooks cut an imposing figure in his pricey charcoal suit. His brown hair was gelled in a stiff business style that said investment banker. He’d grown a beard that was perfectly trimmed and had put on a few pounds since Adrianna had last seen him. But it was the eyes that startled her.
After all these months, the look in his eyes said he never forgot. When she was a child, those cold blue eyes had terrified her. Now, nineteen years old, her reaction was not that different. Her father had no smile for her. His jaw was set, and his eyes pierced to her soul.
“Adrianna.” He didn’t touch her or hug her. Her father stood there, glaring. “How have you been?”
“I’m fine.” Adrianna looked away, hardly breathing.
“Okay, well, I have some work to do in my office. I’ll let you ladies talk.”
He left the room, leaving Adrianna trembling, mostly from rage. That was the emotion her father aroused in her.
“Are we done, Mother?”
In a low voice, Hannah said, “No, we’ve barely started.”
Adrianna looked at her, wishing to be anywhere else but back at home.
“You’re a disappointment to us, Adrianna.”
Adrianna started to argue, but her mother held up her hand. “No, just wait. I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say.”
A feeling of foreboding unsettled Adrianna and knotted her stomach.
“Kevin will have a good career in investment banking once he graduates from college. Despite your demeaning attitude, it seems he would still like to take you out. You should be flattered.”
It was all too much. “I’m not flattered. I’m annoyed. I wish he would leave me alone, and I wish you would too.”
“So you can go off with whoever you like?”
Adrianna glared at her.
“Sean Reid, for example?”
Just hearing her mother voice the name of the man she loved made Adrianna’s blood boil. “It’s none of your business.”
“Oh, it is, Adrianna. And I won’t allow you to ruin our reputation in this community. It has to stop. All our friends wonder what has happened to you. You’re never at any of the functions, and I have to tell them that you are staying with your aunt.
“That’s bad enough, but you refuse to go to college. And now you’re seeing an Irish boy. Nobody knows his family, and he’s Catholic, for God’s sake. It’s an embarrassment.”
Adrianna gritted her teeth and gripped her hands together.
“You will stop seeing him.”
The rage Adrianna had been struggling to restrain exploded. “I will not. I’ll see whoever I want.”
The look in Hannah’s eyes turned ice cold. “You will stop. Because if you don’t”—her mother pointed a bony finger at her—“I’m prepared to tell him everything.”
The floor shifted under her, and Adrianna felt her cheeks heat with fury and horror. “You wouldn’t. Even you wouldn’t do that.”
“Oh, don’t doubt me. Do you think he will want you then?” Hannah paused. “He will know of your shame. I don’t think you want to see the look on his face after I tell him.”
The image of Sean’s face, his look of love wiped away, turned Adrianna’s stomach. Her mother’s words cut deep. She wished she would have already told him, and she might have if the time had ever been right. It was a difficult thing to talk about though.
“Yes. Make no mistake. I intend to do just that—let Sean know who you are, what you are, unless you stop seeing him. You’ll accept Kevin’s offer to go to the company dinner tonight. You’ll give him a chance, Adrianna. You’re my daughter, and you need to start behaving like it.”
“You can’t make me do that.” Though in shock at hearing her mother’s threat, Adrianna still fought—for her very life and happiness.
“If you care about Sean you will go.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Your father is very influential in this community. A word in the right ears, and Sean’s business would be gone. His life will be ruined, at least in this community.”
Adrianna’s cheeks burned.
“Oh, you think we don’t know about Sean. We know everything. Patrick Reid, a schoolteacher—his brother, his mother, we know everything. And doing business in Boston requires connections. You think businesses can thrive here, put themselves out on social media, without us knowing about it?
“Sean has accumulated some influential clients, I’ll give him that. But those clients have developed loyalties over the years, and word of mouth is powerful. Even the office suite Sean secured. Did you know the real estate tycoon that owns that building is an ally of your father’s?
“You’re so naïve, Adrianna. He won’t be able to get any clients. It would be over. Your father would see to that. Do you want that for him? Do you want him to blame you for his failure? Could you live with that?”
Adrianna couldn’t take that chance. Her father had been in business in the Boston area all her life, and his father before that. Combined with her mother’s influence, who knew what they could do? They were both ruthless, and not an enemy she wanted anywhere near the man she loved. Her parents would do anything to get what they wanted. Adrianna’s feelings, her life, meant nothing and never had.
“You will cut off the relationship, Adrianna, immediately—before it goes any further. Do you understand me? You won’t see Sean again.”
Adrianna nodded, struggling to find a way out, an effective counter threat, but found none. The only solution was to sacrifice herself, her happiness for Sean’s.
Her mother cut to the quick with her final demand. “And you better make it convincing. Make sure you leave Sean no choice. I don’t want him coming after you. Make it clear that it’s over permanently. He should realize that he wasn’t good enough for you from the start. He’s not in our class, no matter what business he pursues. He never will be.”
You aren’t good enough for him.
 



Chapter 28
The one thing Adrianna had tried so hard to forget had come to life, embodied in her mother’s harsh words. “I’m prepared to tell him everything.” Sean was so kind and so loving. But would he be if he knew the sordid truth?
Maybe he would. Sean wasn’t like any man she’d ever met, or ever would. Adrianna felt ruined by something that happened in her past. Something she could never change, could never undo. Possibly, she should have just told Sean. But she hadn’t been able to.
Even under the duress of her mother’s threat, Adrianna considered telling Sean before her mother could get to him. Hannah would never let her forget. Sooner or later, her mother would reveal everything; better that he hear it from her first. But it was too late, even for that. It wasn’t a singular threat; her mother had also stated her intention to destroy Sean, and his business prospects, if the relationship wasn’t ended.
Adrianna loved Sean with all her heart and she had to keep her parents away from him. Hannah’s ranting contained more than idle threats. Her mother’s obsession with respectability, or whatever her perverted concept of it was, had seen more than one casualty. It was death to cross her, and Adrianna’s father even more so.
At all costs, Adrianna must convince Sean to go. She couldn’t take the chance that he’d see through the ruse, or believe that she didn’t mean it when she told him it was over. The task was a difficult one, but protecting the man she loved was paramount. There had to be a way.
Sean would see through her if she tried to convince him that she didn’t love him anymore. And the thought of lying to him about that was distasteful. She might be many things, and she might have made mistake after mistake, but she’d never lied to Sean about how she felt. His honesty called for like sentiment.
Adrianna had damaged her own life. The important thing was that she couldn’t destroy Sean’s. The torment she’d suffered would haunt her into her grave. But how was she to convince him it was right to end things between them? It wouldn’t be easy, but she had to come up with a way to make him believe he should go away.
It felt as though Adrianna’s life had risen like a tidal wave to swallow her up, leaving total destruction in its path. Alone at her desk, staring at her computer screen, hopelessness swamped her. Though she’d been unwilling to face it, her fate was inevitable.
Then she began to type:
 
Dear Sean,
 
If what we had means as much to you as it did to me, please hear what I have to say.
You need to let me go.
 
I love you. I will always love you. That’s something I cannot lie about. Forever, I’ll treasure the time we had together. I’ll never forget you.
 
I’m not cut out for a life with you. I don’t fit. As much as I wish it were different, it’s not. And there’s nothing I can do to change it. I could pretend, for a while. But it would never work. I am who I am, and I don’t belong with you. Irrevocably, I’m entwined with my family, my past.
 
Please don’t worry. I won’t cut. I promised you I wouldn’t, and I will be true to my word.
 
Don’t come after me. This is hard, but it’s the best thing. I’m sorry to hurt you this way. It was never my intention. You’ll get over me, and find a woman deserving of you, someone who is right for you.
 
I ask that you honor what I say, and have faith that this is the correct path, for both of us. In time, you will see that I’m right.
 
Love,
Adrianna
 
*****
After the talk with his mother, Sean was thoughtful, and pondered lingering questions about Adrianna while he showered to get ready to go see her. He wore a short-sleeved shirt and jeans. One thing Adrianna enjoyed was dancing, and he wanted to see her happy. He’d text Nic to pick up Tomas and meet them at the club.
The letter was delivered to Sean by messenger. When the bell rang, it startled him as he wasn’t expecting anyone. Opening the door, he saw a uniformed man with a clipboard. “Delivery,” he said. Sean signed, took the envelope, and shut the door.
It puzzled him that someone had sent a message in such a personal fashion. Sitting on the leather sofa, he ripped the seal and slid a letter out. As he read, Sean panicked. No, it couldn’t be. Adrianna wanted him to believe that she could never be a part of his life. He let the paper slip out of his hand and drift to the floor.
Delivered such a crushing blow, all he could do was stare. Disbelief was all he felt. He knew her. They’d been together just the night before. Yet she never wanted to see him again. God, she’d probably go back with Kevin.
Sean leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and his hands covering his face. Numb, he couldn’t react. The pain in his heart surpassed any he had known. There was no way to recover from Adrianna leaving him. He never would. Envisioning life without her was impossible. And worse, he couldn’t bear to imagine the fate she’d agreed to.
Gloom settled over him. Adrianna wanted him to agree it was over; she had been clear, “I ask that you honor what I say…” What she asked of him was too difficult, but she had offered no alternative. She was gone.
Minutes passed, though Sean had no concept of time. In shock, he staggered to the kitchen and rummaged for his whiskey. Without bothering with a glass, he finished off the bottle, wishing for more. It was going to take a lot to wipe out the pain, give him any reprieve from the gaping hole inside him.
Jolted back to reality, he put the empty bottle on the counter. This was all wrong, very wrong. And it wasn’t just that she’d begged him to let her go. Sean knew the strength of the love between them. It would have taken more than a change of heart for Adrianna to write such a letter. Something must have happened.
Determined to find out what, Sean grabbed his keys and jogged to his car. Having made the trip many times, he pulled in front of Krista’s house in a matter of minutes. The prospect of finding out the truth, not what Adrianna wanted him to believe, gave him purpose.
Krista opened the door, her expression similar to how Sean felt—depressed. “Hi, Sean.”
By her attitude, Sean deduced that Adrianna wasn’t there.
“Come in.” Krista opened the door wider as an invitation to Sean.
He followed her to the kitchen and sat down. “Do you know where she is?”
“Not really. I think she went out with Kevin.”
“That’s bad.”
Krista didn’t disagree.
“You know he hits her?”
Krista nodded her head. “Yes, she told me. I’m so sorry.”
“I can’t force her to be with me.” Sean stared at the floor. “I thought it was going to work out. But Adrianna ended it. She says that she can’t fit in my life…that she never will.”
Krista said nothing.
Sean clenched his fists. “I’m worried about her. It’s not safe with Kevin. But she’s made her choice. I just wish I understood why. But I don’t, Krista. I just don’t.”
Krista rubbed the back of her neck, sighing in distress.
“Talk to me, please. You’re her aunt. I know you care about her.”
“I do, Sean. And it’s not my place to tell you anything. But I’m concerned too. More than you can imagine.”
“Then trust me. Tell me what’s going on.”
Krista looked across the kitchen as if remembering. The sadness in her eyes revealed that it wasn’t a good memory.
“I’ll tell you what I can, Sean. I know you love her. I have no doubt of that.” Krista hesitated before going on. “I’m one of the few who know what happened. And I shouldn’t even know. My sister told me once in a rare moment of weakness. And she told me in confidence. Adrianna doesn’t even know that her mother revealed this to anyone.
“Years ago, when she was seventeen, something terrible happened. Adrianna has always been a sweet, loving girl. But it must have been hell living in that house. Hannah is my own sister, but I’m not afraid to say it. She can be cruel if it suits her purposes.
“The way her mother tells it, Adrianna was seeing Brian Wade. He’s the son of one of Mathew’s business associates. And Adrianna’s father is as prideful as her mother. Maybe more.
“It seems Adrianna got pregnant.”
Sean hung on every word.
“It was bad. She was young, unmarried. And the father was a young man barely a year older than she was. Her parents were furious, and the fact that the son of a close associate was involved made it worse.
“Adrianna wanted to keep the baby. She rebelled against her parents, though they railed at her. The whole incident blew up. It was awkward for them. Hannah told me the young man that got her pregnant didn’t want a baby—nor did he want anything long term with Adrianna, as it turned out.
“It was a mess. The details are sketchy. But Adrianna lost the baby. It was traumatic for her, as you can imagine. It’s hard for any woman to lose a baby, but there was more to the incident. Her mother wouldn’t tell me more, and I never completely understood what happened. Or, why Adrianna couldn’t seem to recover.
“I can’t put into words how she looked after it happened. But I went to see her a few days later. Sean…she was never the same. The young girl I knew, so full of love, was gone. That was, until she met you. That’s the first time I’ve seen joy in my niece’s eyes, since that awful day.”
Sean ran his hands through his hair. “That’s what she couldn’t tell me. I knew there was more. And I think there is still more we don’t know. Krista…maybe that’s why she started cutting.”
“I think that started earlier. Just the continual pressure from her mother, and the way her father treated her. It was too much for her. Adrianna didn’t know how to deal with it. I’m not sure when she started cutting. She hid it, even from her mother, for as long as she could. But the cutting got worse after she lost the baby.”
“And now she’s willing to fall into Kevin’s arms, a man who has already proven to be an abuser.”
Krista shook her head. “I don’t think that’s what she wants. I just think she doesn’t know what else to do. In her mind, I don’t think she feels deserving of you.”
“I don’t get it.”
“I just think that Adrianna is convinced that it was all her fault. That she failed—and not just failed herself. She lost her baby. I believe she feels to blame for the tragedy, whether there is any truth to it or not, and she can’t forgive herself.”
“Where are they, Krista? I have to find her.”
“She didn’t tell me. But her mother must know.”
After jotting down the address she rattled off, Sean hugged Krista then sprinted to his car. He realized he’d never been to the Brooks’ home before, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. But if her mother knew where they’d gone, he had to find out. Sean needed to get to Adrianna before something happened. No matter the cost, he would not leave her to what fate had in store.
Knowing Adrianna was emotionally damaged, Sean did not delude himself that there was a possibility she wouldn’t come with him. Or worse, that he’d be too late and Kevin would have already hurt her. He had to hurry. If only he knew where they’d gone—that was the first step. He had to stay cool to make sure that Hannah Brooks would tell him where her daughter was.
After ringing the bell, Sean waited for someone to answer. Impatiently, he stared at the tall, imposing wooden door. When it opened, Sean peered into the lighted foyer and saw a woman who looked a lot like Adrianna. She was slender and blond, but after getting a good look at her face, he could see she was nothing like her daughter.
Her blue eyes showed no friendliness, her sharp voice even less. “Yes, what?”
“I’m Sean, a friend of Adrianna’s.”
The woman scowled and waved her hand. “Go away.”
“Please, don’t close the door. I need to speak with her.”
“Adrianna is not here.” The door began to close and Sean put his foot in front of it.
“It’s important that I see her.”
“That won’t be possible. Adrianna is attending a company function…where you won’t be welcome.” The disgust with which she said it only made Sean more determined.
“I don’t plan on attending. I just want to see Adrianna.”
“Sean, you don’t seem to understand. She doesn’t want to see you.”
“She told you that?”
The annoying woman shook her head. “Remove your foot from in front of my door or I’ll call the police.”
Sean stood back, and she slammed the door in his face. But he had what he came for. In her snooty, arrogant way, Hannah had made it a point to let him know he wasn’t welcome at the affair. But she’d let it slip that Adrianna was at a company function. Brooks Investment wouldn’t be hard to find. Back in his car, Sean checked his phone app for an address then accessed a map. It wasn’t far. That was the good news.
Brooks Investment was a sprawling layout of buildings. But since it was after hours, the lots were empty except for one in the back. That had to be where the function was. Heading that way, Sean spotted several couples in semi-formal dress. He was close. He’d find Adrianna soon.
At the desk, he explained in his most charming way that he was there to meet with Mathew Brooks. He was the new social media expert and had gotten tied up. Laughing casually, he noted the girl at the entry smile as he went by. “Hope there’s some food left for me.”
Inside there was a banquet room, but it looked like dinner was over. Napkins and plates with half-eaten desserts were strewn over the tables. A few stragglers were finishing up conversations and gathering belongings; others made their way out. Sean looked around frantically for Adrianna. But he didn’t see Kevin or her. He’d missed her.
Desperately he searched, hoping she was just in the bathroom, or getting a wrap from the coatroom. Adrianna was nowhere to be seen. An attractive lady strolled by and gave Sean a smile. He nodded.
“Excuse me. I have to say that I’m more than fashionably late.” Sean laughed, trying to keep it all very casual.
The woman looked Sean over, her gaze lingering on his muscled arms and chest. “Yes, it seems you are. It’s all over.”
“That’s unfortunate. I was supposed to meet Kevin.”
“Kevin Scott?”
“Uh-huh. He was counting on me being here, but I got tied up. I stopped by the Brooks’ home on the way, and…”
“Oh, you’re friends of the Brooks. Yes, Kevin was here with Adrianna. They are such a lovely couple. But they’ve gone, left at least half an hour ago. I’m sorry.”
“Darn.” Sean gave her his most winning smile. “Maybe not all is lost. You don’t happen to know where they went, do you?”
“Well, I understand they were going to his parents’ vacation home for a few days. I was jealous; it’s right on the beach in North Shore.”
“Sounds like a great place.”
“I imagine. Kevin said the home is right at the water’s edge. It sounds so romantic. Must be a huge place—five bedrooms, a panoramic view, and a forty-five-foot deck hanging right out over the ocean.”
“I’m sure they’re looking forward to spending some time there.” Sean was already heading for the door. “Too bad I missed them.”
Once out of the banquet room, Sean ran for the car. It was about a thirty minute drive to the resort town of Nahant on North Shore. He’d been there many times with his family; it was a great place to see the fireworks launched into the sky above Boston Harbor on the Fourth of July. And a couple of times he’d biked the area with Bradan. Some of Boston’s most wealthy and influential people treated the town as their summer retreat of choice.
The beach front homes there were memorable, and the town was small. A forty-five-foot deck hanging over the ocean in a small cove shouldn’t be hard to spot. It was dark out, but still. If he had any luck at all, the lights would be on, spotlighting the place like a beacon.
Plus, anyone who owned a flashy beach home would certainly have a well-lit deck. He just had to hurry. They had a head start. Sean headed for the Massachusetts Turnpike. Once he reached Nahant Road, he could take it down to the beach.
I’m coming for you, Adrianna. I’ll be there as fast as I can, love.
 



Chapter 29
Adrianna hadn’t much time to get ready for the company dinner. By the time she finished the letter to Sean, there was less than an hour until Kevin would be by to pick her up. The simple task of showering and dressing went by in a haze. With a heavy heart, she managed, though what to wear held no significance.
A black cocktail dress, one of the many her mother had bought for her over the years, would suit the occasion. It hugged her body and had straps that crisscrossed just below her collarbone and then dipped to the back. The cut of the bodice created a peek of cleavage. Kevin would likely complain, but that thought did not give her pause.
She had to go out with Kevin, at least give him a chance. But she didn’t have to like it. And no doubt she’d annoy him whether she intended to or not. Some things couldn’t be avoided. The fact that the dress was more snug than it had been when she’d worn it more than a year before—and the curve of her breasts at the top was all the more obvious—gave her satisfaction. It was a tiny rebellion, and she could hear her mother say, “You’re too curvy, Adrianna. You need to watch it.”
After clipping her hair up in a huge barrette, she was ready. One glance in the mirror told her that her makeup was less than passable. It didn’t give her enough color, nor did it hide the melancholy she felt. If Cari were with her, something could have been done about it. But Adrianna didn’t care what she looked like. The only requirement was for her to accompany Kevin, and she would.
Until it was time to go, Adrianna stayed in her room. Though her aunt was downstairs in the kitchen, she had no plans to talk with her. There was nothing to say, and Krista would feel bad for being unable to help. The situation was beyond repair. It was best to endure as best she was able. The only thing that made her move forward at all was the knowledge that she’d kept Sean out of her parents’ grasp.
Just moments before Kevin arrived, Adrianna crept down the stairs and outside, quietly closing the door behind her. He pulled up to the curb and she was at the door before he could get out. Without waiting for his assistance, she got in. His cologne stifled her, driving home the reality of what was ahead. It seemed odd that once she’d even wanted to go out with him.
“Hello, Adrianna. I’m glad to see you. You look lovely.”
She glanced over at him, noting his attire. The dark suit with maroon and black striped tie was stiff and conservative, the starched white shirt proper. Adrianna felt as though she were being smothered. Visions of Sean in his tight blue jeans and cotton shirts came to mind, making her heart ache with renewed force.
Kevin pulled away from the curb. “I’m pleased that you decided to accept my offer. We’ll have a great time.”
One thing Adrianna knew was that she would not have a great time. And she wondered if Kevin knew the threats her mother had made to coerce her to go. Unlikely, as Hannah would prefer that Kevin think her renewed interest in dating him was her own—though her mood would reveal that something was amiss. There was no way to avoid that.
The company event was as boring as most were. Adrianna had been to more than her fair share. It seemed fine with Kevin if she faded into the background as long as she attended. He talked, a little too much really, to anyone that would listen. Boisterous and overly friendly, he seemed to make every effort to be the center of attention.
Throughout dinner, some meaningless speeches, and dessert, Adrianna suffered. She picked at her food and didn’t even touch her lemon water. The only good thing was that her parents didn’t attend. Though it was their company, the event that night was for lower-level execs. The subject had something to do with goals they’d met, though most of the discussion went right by her.
Mathew and Hannah saw themselves as upper crust, and though they attended plenty of events, they were selective about which ones were worthy of honoring with their presence. It had been a while since Adrianna had been involved at all. Her last year of high school, she’d flatly refused. And since she’d moved out, she’d had as little connection with her parents’ company as possible, so the evening’s attendees were strangers to her.
Kevin was on his best behavior, polite and considerate of her at every turn. They even danced on the small wood floor in front of the band and he was reserved, touching her in only an acceptable fashion. He inquired about her food to see if it was to her taste, and asked several times if she was okay.
If things kept up that way, she might make it through the evening. Then, near the end, she heard him bragging about his parents’ vacation home. Not so long ago, he’d wanted her to go there with the idea that it would give them a chance to get to know each other better. His attitude was that they were going there directly after the event.
It would have been nice if she’d had a clue that was his plan. Being away with Kevin for days was not agreeable. Yet she couldn’t talk to him with so many people around. Biding her time, she nodded at people that looked her way, but mostly zoned out, just waiting for the merciful end. Finally, when dessert dishes were being cleared, Kevin announced that they had to get going.
Once in the car, Adrianna said, “I never said I was going to the resort home with you.”
Kevin looked at her, eyebrows raised, his smile looking vaguely like a smirk. “What do you mean? Your mother gave me a suitcase for you, already packed.”
Hannah had probably assured Kevin that Adrianna would be—what was her favorite word?—flattered to go with him. She thought of saying no. But felt cornered. So far, she’d done what her mother had asked. It would be disastrous if Kevin went to her and complained that Adrianna was rude to him. That would never do.
She had to make sure Sean was out of the picture first. And it was too soon to have any confidence about that. Better to go along with things, at least for a while. What did it matter what happened to her, anyway? Without Sean, nothing mattered—except to keep him safe. She’d do anything, sacrifice herself if need be, to keep her love safe.
“Okay, but this doesn’t mean we are taking our relationship to the next level. This is our first date in quite a while.”
Kevin smiled at her, but his look made her shudder.
“Shouldn’t take long to get there. My parents had the place stocked with food for us. And the weather is perfect. You’ll enjoy it, Adrianna. You’ll see.”
She closed her eyes, not wanting to look at the man beside her. Adrianna thought of Sean; he was all she could think about. By now, he’d received the letter. A knife stabbed to her heart as she thought of his reaction. There was no way she could have done it in-person. Looking at Sean’s handsome face, into the depths of his brown eyes, Adrianna would never have found the strength.
The only thing that gave her solace was the knowledge that Sean was out of harm’s way. He’d live his life, stay in the warmth of his family circle, and eventually he’d be happy. Adrianna knew he was suffering now, just as she was. The love he claimed for her was strong; she’d felt it. But he would obey her request to let her go. At least, she prayed he would.
It was past sunset when they reached the vacation home, and the outside lights were already on. They were probably on timers. The place was even more impressive than Kevin’s descriptions. It was three levels: a ground level for the main house that went out to a huge deck, a lower level overlooking the beach, and one glassed-in upper room for viewing the sunsets and sunrises.
Kevin showed her around, stopping by the master bedroom to drop off their suitcases. The lovely beach home felt more like a haunted house to her. With windows everywhere, the dark night wrapped around her. And the crash of waves against the rocks below was scary. The romantic getaway felt more like a scene in a horror movie, and Adrianna put on a sweater to cover her cleavage and find warmth in the austere surroundings.
Turning on more lights, Kevin motioned for her to come out on the deck. She peered over the railing, looking down at the craggy rocks, lit by elegant spotlights from above. It was a warm evening, but Adrianna felt cold. She shivered and pulled back when Kevin tried to put his arm around her.
“Here,” he said, handing her a glass of wine, his precision-cut hair barely moving in the light breeze. By normal standards, he was handsome. But his looks had the reverse effect on her, and she wanted to run.
Adrianna shook her head. “I don’t drink.”
“You did that other time.”
“I shouldn’t have.”
“Adrianna, you need to start being more cooperative. I’ve brought you out here so we could be together.”
“Give me time.”
“That’s all I’ve given you is time. You’re not being fair.”
Adrianna felt a pang of guilt. No matter how she tried to make things right, she was always doing something wrong, continually messing things up. “I guess not. It’s just…hard for me.”
“It’s always about you. What about me? What about how you treat me? Huh, what about that?”
Noticing his stance and the way his jaw stiffened, Adrianna took a step away.
“And don’t back away from me.” Kevin took a huge swig of wine and put the glass on a nearby patio table. He’d already been drinking at the party. “I’m tired of you pulling away from me.”
He took a step toward her.
Adrianna wondered how much he’d had to drink. He’d been okay driving, but still, she hadn’t been paying attention to how much alcohol he’d had. “Don’t. Kevin, please don’t.”
“I have put up with a lot from you. I’m a man, Adrianna. I have certain expectations. You can’t use me for your purposes and then toss me aside. I’m sick of it.”
“That’s not what I’m doing, Kevin.”
“I’ll have a good company position waiting for me when I graduate. You should be grateful that I’ll take care of you.” The smug look he gave her was infuriating. “And I know what kind of girl you are, Adrianna.”
Adrianna shouted, “You don’t know me at all!”
Kevin reached for her, and before Adrianna could get away, he kissed her harshly. The oppressive smell of alcohol on his breath gagged her. The feel of his slightly dry lips, and his hands hurting her arms, repulsed her. But he didn’t stop.
Now that he had her, Kevin gripped her harder, taking what he wanted. He was rough, and Adrianna couldn’t breathe with his mouth covering hers, his tongue delving, unwelcome. Gasping, she pulled back.
Kevin grabbed her hair and annoyed with clip holding it up, yanked it out—hurting her. Clutching a fistful of hair, he pulled her head back so Adrianna was unable to struggle free. “Don’t fight me. We’re all alone out here. Just enjoy it.”
He jerked her closer and Adrianna kneed him, missing her target, and hitting his thigh. That only incited him. Kevin drew back his hand and slapped her hard, making her cry out. With one hand he held tight to her long hair, and with the other he grabbed the bodice of her dress and pulled.
The top came down, ripping with the force, and Adrianna struggled harder. She screamed. Kevin’s drunken laugh repulsed her, and she clawed at him. Then he reached under the hem of her skirt and she kicked his shin.
“Ugh.” Kevin lurched back, but did not let go of her. “Bitch.” He grabbed her partially ripped dress and yanked again. The sound of it ripping was drowned out by loud repeated thudding. Was someone bounding up the stairs? It caught Adrianna’s attention, but Kevin was so intent on his target that he didn’t seem to notice.
Then, all at once, Kevin was torn away from her and hurtled across the deck. He struck the wall and fell to the ground. Crumpled on the wood planks, he looked up for the source of the attack.
There stood Sean.
Anger flamed in his eyes. “Stay where you are,” Sean barked at her oppressor.
He looked at Adrianna, and emotion welled inside her. The love she felt for him had never been stronger. But the good feeling of seeing him was immediately followed by anxiety. What was he doing here? He wasn’t supposed to come after her. Sean didn’t realize what trouble he was in.
Kevin struggled to get up, using the wall for support.
Sean glared at him. “You just don’t get it, do you, slimeball?”
Kevin coughed and tried to straighten his clothes. “She’s not with you anymore,” he countered. “You don’t get it.”
Sean turned, blocking Adrianna from approach. “Keep your hands off her.”
Strolling across the deck, arrogant as ever, Kevin smirked. Right in Sean’s face, he said, “Let’s just ask the lady, shall we? She doesn’t want to go with you. Do you, Adrianna?” He turned to glare at her.
Adrianna winced when Kevin held out his hand for her to go to him. She looked at Sean, loving him so much, but intent on avoiding any harm coming to him. Pulling her dress closed, and trembling, she hesitated.
Sean looked at her, his eyes soft. “It’s okay, Adrianna.”
“No, it’s not,” Kevin barked. “I’m the one that will still take her—no matter what.”
“Stay out of this,” Sean snapped at him, without looking away from Adrianna.
Kevin dropped his hand to his side. “Okay, Adrianna, tell him that you are staying with me. I’m willing to forget this ever happened.”
Sean looked at her as if no one else were present. Her heart pounded in her chest.
“I know, Adrianna. You don’t have to worry anymore…I know more than you think I do. There’s nothing to fear.”
How could he know? Adrianna searched his face, looking for some sign of disapproval, any indication that he thought less of her. But she didn’t see any change at all. Sean looked at her like he always had—with understanding and love.
“But how could you know more? More than what?”
“More than you told me. And it doesn’t matter.”
Adrianna realized that he did know. There was nothing else he could mean.
“But how? Did my mother talk to you?”
Kevin began pacing the deck, huffing.
“No. Krista did.”
“Krista? But she…”
“She knows more about everything than you think.” Sean opened his arms, beckoning Adrianna.
Suddenly, Kevin lurched toward them. “No way,” he said, reaching for Sean’s shoulders to shove him back.
With his hand open, Sean thrust his left arm out, near the left side of Kevin’s head. Distracted by the motion, Kevin threw a punch in that direction. And faster than Adrianna’s eyes could follow, Sean delivered a blow to the gut with his right fist. Doubled over, Kevin was out of action. It had all taken no more than a couple seconds.
Sean looked with disgust at Kevin then put his arm around Adrianna to guide her away.
“Come on. Let’s get out of this dump.”
 



Chapter 30
As soon as they were in the Charger, Sean headed out of the resort area. Once they were clear of it, he pulled off the road and killed the engine. He pulled Adrianna into his arms and held her tight.
“Are you okay?”
Adrianna leaned back to look into his eyes. She nodded. “How did you find me?”
“It wasn’t easy. I found out you came to Nahant with Kevin. I’ve been to this area many times. When I got close, I hoped to spot the home, but there are so many.”
“You had the address?”
“Nope. Some lady at the event recited Kevin’s description of the place. When I stopped at the mini mart a couple blocks away, the attendant knew the place and told me how to find it. Apparently, the wide deck perched out over the ocean stood out in his mind, which was lucky. I was at little late, as it was. When I got out of the car, I heard you scream. It sounded like it was coming from outside, so I raced up the stairs to the deck, as fast as I could.”
Adrianna touched his cheek. “You shouldn’t have come.”
“We’ll discuss that.” Sean didn’t appear concerned, but then he didn’t know the danger he was in. Krista could have told him many things, but she didn’t know about her mother’s demand earlier that day. There hadn’t been time to relay those details, and it was likely Hannah wouldn’t anyway, knowing her sister would disapprove of her threatening her own daughter.
Before starting up again, Sean turned on the map light and searched for something on his phone. Adrianna gave him a minute, needing to reorient. As good as it was to be with Sean, his action had wiped out her efforts to keep him out of reach. He had no idea what he was getting into.
“Okay, let’s go.” Sean kissed her tenderly, then leaned back to his side and pulled onto the road.
“Where are we going?”
“To a hotel.”
“Why?”
“I can’t take the risk that Kevin will let your parents know what happened, and that they’ll come after you. I need to protect you.”
“It’s not me I’m worried about.”
Sean glanced at her.
“Oh, Sean, they’ll never let us be together. Don’t you see that?”
“I don’t see that. Not at all. Since when do they call the shots?” Sean smiled. “Things have changed, love. Nobody is going to mess with you again.”
Adrianna wanted to explain the dire situation they were in, but it wasn’t the right time. They did need to go somewhere out of harm’s reach, and she needed something to wear that wasn’t ripped to shreds.
Before she knew it, they were at the Four Seasons, and the porter was opening the heavy gold doors for them. Walking up to the long, polished redwood registration desk, Sean said, “We’ll be safe here.”
He secured a room and guided Adrianna across the gleaming floors into the huge elevator. Spending the night in a luxury hotel should be wonderful, but her stomach roiled with anxiety. Time was short before her mother would find out Sean had come after her—and punched Kevin to boot.
Adrianna stepped inside and gasped. “Wow, what room did you get?” The place was enormous. She walked across the main room to a smaller sitting room separated by slender glass-paneled doors. The suite was furnished with thickly padded furniture in a clay color, and the carpets were earth tone.
Out the many windows, the lights on the buildings in the financial district sparkled. Below, the trees looked like a black mass in the dark night. Adrianna turned and noticed the traditional paintings decorating the walls; the place was all class. There was even a full dining room.
“How long are we staying here?”
Sean smiled at her. “Long enough.”
The bedroom had rich mustard-gold carpet, with a bed comforter to match. To the side was a dark wood desk, and the walls were covered with gold and cream wallpaper. Beside the bed was an ice bucket with a bottle of champagne.
Sean saw her gaze fall on the bottle. “I’ll see if I can order up some sparkling apple juice.”
“No, it’s okay. I’ll have champagne.”
Sean raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. He went into the master bath and came back with a thick terry robe. “Here, you go get fixed up. I quite enjoy the view with your dress ripped down the front, but I think you’ll be more comfortable in this.”
Adrianna couldn’t resist the huge marble shower; she shed her clothes and got in. With her long hair wrapped in a towel, she let the warm water flow down her back. She wanted to be with Sean, and knew he wanted the same. But it was just like him to give her a few minutes alone to recover.
What now? It was too late to keep to her original plan. Having seen Sean, she couldn’t send him away. She didn’t want to. And it wouldn’t make any difference. Since she’d violated her mother’s orders, it was over. Her parents would follow through with their threats. She imagined how furious they’d be—especially her mother—when the news reached them.
It wouldn’t be long. Kevin wouldn’t have stayed at the beach house alone. He’d have gone straight home, probably calling her mother on the way. But for now, she was out of reach. And so was Sean. Nobody would look for them at the hotel. It was a relief to know she had a few hours to come up with something.
Wrapped in the soft robe, her hair loose, Adrianna returned to the main room to find Sean relaxed in one of the plush chairs. In one hand he held a glass of champagne, and in his other, he lifted another glass for her.
Adrianna took a sip of the delicious champagne and smiled at him. “Hmm, delicious. Now I know what I’ve been missing.”
“No more.” Sean sat his glass on the table next to him and opened his arms to her.
She sat across his lap and took another sip of champagne. It felt so good being with Sean, alone where no one could bother them. If only it could last.
Sean pulled her down to him and kissed her sweetly. She parted her lips, welcoming his kiss. His warmth engulfed her, and the champagne relaxed her. Life had taken a turn for the better.
“Hungry?”
Adrianna laughed. “I know you are.”
“Yep. Fighting always works up an appetite.”
She leaned down and kissed him on the cheek. Then there was a knock at the door.
“That will be room service.” Sean grinned. “I ordered food. Didn’t think you’d want to go out.”
Sean hadn’t just ordered food, he’d ordered full meals. The server wheeled in a cart laden with dishes, and accepted his tip graciously. Sean moved the cart to the dining table, then arranged the plates and waved her over.
Adrianna realized how hungry she really was. Before her was a plate stacked with slivered vegetables and perfectly grilled shrimp. Her mouth watered. She sat next to Sean and began eating. It was delicious. She ate several shrimp and some of the vegetables then started working on the hot chowder.
With delight, she watched Sean devour chunks of lobster and baked potato smothered with sour cream. In between, he finished his glass of champagne and poured another. The tight cotton shirt he wore gave her a chance to admire his chiseled muscles while enjoying her food.
“What did you order? Everything on the menu?” She wiped her lips with a napkin.
“Not quite.” Sean uncovered a silver dish. “Dessert.”
Adrianna giggled.
“New York cheesecake.”
“I know.” She grinned. “With blueberry sauce.”
“How could I resist?”
They shared the treat, spooning bites of creamy delight into each other’s mouths, finishing it to the last drop of yummy sauce. Adrianna was stuffed, but had never felt better. The edge of hunger had never been far away in many years, her way of keeping her weight down. Or was it just to avoid her mother’s nagging?
“It feels good to be full,” she said.
“To me too.” Sean helped her up from the table and guided her to bed. But he didn’t undress her, or even kiss her. Instead, he arranged a couple of fluffy pillows under his head and cradled her beside him.
In his strong arms, and completely content, Adrianna drifted to sleep. One minute she was warm in Sean’s embrace, tempted to rip his clothes off to feel his bare skin next to hers.
And the next minute—she was screaming.
“Don’t! Please stop!” Adrianna was sweating and gasping for air. A horrible pain carved deep in her gut. After opening her eyes, she didn’t know where she was at first.
A low light came on, and there was Sean’s voice. “It’s okay, love. Just a dream. I’m here.”
But it wasn’t okay. It would never be okay. Breathing fast, her heart racing, Adrianna put her hands over her face. The dream. It would never go away. Peace was something she’d never have. And now, making everything worse, Sean was a part of it.
Sitting up, Adrianna tried to get free of the nightmare and back to reality. She looked at Sean, still expecting she might find the reaction she dreaded. Love for her would drain from his expression, replaced by disappointment. She stared. But all she saw was warmth and concern.
“What did Krista tell you?”
“That you lost the baby.”
“That’s all?”
“Mostly. She doesn’t know everything. I guess your mother told her what happened, but I know there’s more, Adrianna.”
She looked down at her hands. Could she possibly tell him? She’d never talked about it. Not with anyone.
“What’s the dream about, love? It’s not the first time you’ve had it, is it?”
Adrianna shook her head.
“It’s why you don’t like spending the night, isn’t it?”
She looked at him—her sexy, handsome man. Drinking in his love, the warmth of him, Adrianna tried to work up the courage to tell him all of it. But she just couldn’t face it, the possibility that he would never think of her the same. And once said, she couldn’t take it back.
As if reading her mind, Sean said, “You’re worried about what I’ll think?”
Adrianna just watched him, hoping for confidence in how to proceed.
“Nothing could make me think badly of you, love. You didn’t tell me about losing the baby, and I know you had your reasons. But you need to talk. You can’t hold this inside anymore.”
Adrianna started to shake. It was true. No matter what happened, she had to tell Sean. There was no way to push all of it aside. She floundered, unsure how to start.
Gripping a wad of the terrycloth robe in her hand, she said, “I never talk about it. I’m afraid to talk about it…I’ll fall apart, Sean.” Tears welled in her eyes.
Sean took her hand in his. The room seemed unbearably silent.
“I was…fairly young at the time. Had just turned seventeen. You can’t imagine how it was. You know, living with my mother. She never let up. It was always the pageants, and she harped continually about how I looked, and nagged about every ounce I put on. I starved. I worked out.
“I did everything, but it was never enough. Never good enough. You’d think it was her out on the stage the way she went on about it. And my father was no help. He let her do what she wanted. He was always working, and when he was around, I wondered if he even loved me.
“He never hugged me, never showed any affection. All the expensive gifts always held some sort of status. Like the car, the red one I rarely drive. The jewelry, the clothes—all of it was for show. To put me on display. None of it meant anything personal.
“I started to cut. Just a few times. I met this girl in high school that did it, and she told me lots of people do it. That it felt good. That I should try it…so I did.
“And she was right. It did give me relief, but I found it harder and harder to resist. When my mother would berate me, when I felt like no one listened to me, or even cared what I thought…I’d cut.
“I had to be discreet, because it couldn’t show in the swimsuit competitions. I was careful. Cut just enough to draw blood, just enough to have that outlet, and always somewhere I didn’t think it would be visible. It centered me, made me forget. Just for a little bit, it let me get away from the pressures.
“I just…I didn’t know what else to do.
“Then at one of the parties we went to, I met someone. He seemed so taken with me. It’s like I was empty of feeling, and then he made me feel something.
“Not like you and me. It was…different. I think I craved his attention. He made me feel noticed, important, at least to someone. As the party went on, we got a little drunk, and in one of the back rooms we started making out.
“Nobody missed us. One thing led to another. I thought of stopping it. I’d never had sex before. But it felt too good. He told me I was beautiful, and it seemed like he meant it. I felt nice. It seemed good.
“I never thought I’d get pregnant. We didn’t think about that at all. Swept up in the intense feeling, how it feels the first time…we just…did it.
“I didn’t see him after that, but the next month I missed my period.” She looked intently at Sean. “You know the rest.”
Sean lifted her hand and kissed it. “I don’t think I do know the rest. How did you lose the baby?”
Adrianna wished the bed would open up and swallow her. If only she could disappear. She didn’t want to talk about this. Couldn’t talk about it.
“Tell me, love.” Sean squeezed her hand. “You need to tell someone.”
Tears rolled down her cheeks. It was years ago, but felt like it had just happened. “I…it’s just so hard, Sean. It’s so degrading.”
“I’m listening, love.”
“My parents were furious when they found out I was pregnant. My mother got hysterical. She had this other boy in mind, from the right family, and she’d hoped to lure him into taking me out. But that hadn’t happened. And when she saw her plan destroyed, she flew into a rage.
“It was worse that the father of my baby was a bad choice in their eyes. I’d had the nerve to feel affection for the son of one of their business associates, and it embarrassed them. It was all just…an embarrassment.
“The day after I told my mother I was pregnant, my father called me into the den. I can still recall his face. It was flushed red with anger. He didn’t even try to talk to me, never asked me to explain.
“He never cared how I felt. It was terrifying, Sean.” Adrianna shook, and she wiped away tears with the sleeve of her robe.
“What did he do?”
“He started yelling at me. My father…he called me a whore. Said he was disgusted. He’d hit me before, other times. But I’d never seen him so mad.”
Adrianna swallowed and rubbed her eyes. “I can still see it now. His slight paunch hanging over his belt, and his sleeves rolled up. The thick dark hair on his arms, and his clenched fists. It scared me to death.
“But I fought back. I yelled at him. Told him he didn’t understand. Told him he had no right to call me names.
“Then everything happened so fast. He stood close to me, and commanded, ‘Lift up your dress.’
“I knew what was coming. I can still smell his breath, so close to me. Can still see him taking his belt off. In one strong motion, he had it in his hand, folded in two with the metal buckle on the loose end.
“I hadn’t lifted my skirt. I couldn’t move. So he reached over, with his arm across my low back bending me over, and lifted my skirt. I remember the sound of him gritting his teeth and his tight hold on me. I tried to fight, but he was too strong. With his other hand, he ripped off my underwear.
“And he started beating me with the belt. Hard. He hit me so hard. The metal cut into my skin, the back of my thighs, my.... Over and over, he beat me.
“I started screaming, ‘Don’t! Please…stop!’
“But he wouldn’t stop lashing me with the belt. Just kept on and on. I don’t know how long. And I just remember screaming and screaming.
“Then…I felt the most horrible sensation.” Adrianna stopped, sobbing too hard to continue.
Sean pulled her into his arms. She quivered against him, her chest heaving with sobs. Then, slowly, she continued to talk.
“Deep inside I felt a powerful cramp. It was like my insides were gripped by an iron fist. I gasped for breath. I couldn’t find the strength to even scream.
“My mother came in. Had heard me screaming. My father stepped back, letting go of me. I doubled over and crumbled to the floor.
“Next thing I knew I was in an ambulance, being raced to the hospital. There was some blood. I don’t remember all of it. I fainted.
Adrianna stopped talking and looked into Sean’s eyes, noting his sad expression.
“But it was too late…I’d lost the baby.”
Silently, she stared at Sean, but only saw the incident, still vivid in her mind.
“I can never forget. At the time, I felt like it was my fault. I knew my father, and knew his temper. Yet I pushed him. I yelled back. I knew better.
“If I hadn’t yelled at him, argued…I couldn’t help thinking my baby would still be alive, and that thought crushed me. I kept thinking…why couldn’t I have kept quiet…for the sake of my baby?”
Sean touched her cheek. “Oh, Adrianna. My love.”
She fell into his arms and he just held her. Adrianna couldn’t stop crying. She’d never be able to stop crying. Why did she always have to provoke people? Why did she have to always make mistakes?
 



Chapter 31
After a long time, Adrianna stopped crying. She felt ravaged, like her heart had been ripped out. But she felt different too, having told Sean. What good it would do, she had no idea. But she was relieved to have shared it with him. Maybe he’d understand.
She went to the bathroom and doused her eyes with cold water. Looking in the mirror, she noted her skin was pale and her face puffy. For years, she’d kept it all inside. Shame had dragged her into depression more times than she could count.
But now she had Sean. Maybe it would be different. Maybe.
She went back to the room and saw Sean on the bed. He opened his arms to her.
Thankfully, he didn’t tell her that she shouldn’t have felt how she had. He shared in her grief, now knowing the horror of the memory. But he didn’t say it was okay. It couldn’t be okay. Her baby would never come back. Adrianna could never undo the past, couldn’t go back and behave differently.
Looking into Sean’s understanding eyes, she said, “I hate my father.”
Sean nodded. “What did your mother do…when you lost the baby?”
Adrianna shook her head. “She blamed me. Ranting at me, scathingly: ‘Look at all the trouble you caused. You’re not to say anything about what happened. You just let me handle this. You’ve done enough.’ She cautioned me not to tell the nurses how I got the red welts across the back of my thighs—though I know they suspected.
“I was buried in grief for months. I couldn’t have fought back if I’d wanted to. I learned later that the miscarriage would have happened anyway. The cause of early miscarriages isn’t always known. And most occur within the first twelve weeks.
“But knowing that didn’t help me feel any better. The baby dying took part of me away too. The cutting got worse, and the scars were more visible. I couldn’t keep my obsession a secret any longer. There was no way to be in beauty contests. And I know my mother never forgave me for that.
“I didn’t want to go on. I couldn’t do anything right, couldn’t envision a future. I lost all confidence in myself.”
Sean put his palm on her cheek. “And now?”
“I eventually got better. It was hard, though. And I never got over it. I struggled to resist the need to cut. And the nightmares wouldn’t stop. Then…I met you, Sean. I came alive inside when you lit up my life. But I didn’t want to pull you into my horror. I tried to keep it away from you. I told you to go. Over and over. But you don’t listen.” Adrianna gave him a tiny smile.
“I don’t listen, do I? And I won’t leave you, Adrianna. No matter what you do. I’m here. And I’m not going anywhere.” Sean took off his clothes and got in bed.
Adrianna slipped off her robe and slid in next to him. He held her in his arms, saying nothing. And it was enough just to be there with him and feel his love. She didn’t go to sleep for a long time, and neither did Sean.
*****
When Adrianna woke up, she was alone. The curtains were drawn and the room was quiet. A feeling of calm came over her as she remembered Sean and everything that had happened the night before. She felt different, better, like a huge burden had been lifted. She slipped out of bed, found her robe, and went to the bedroom door.
Sean was at the dining table with a cup of coffee, doing something on his phone. She could see his short-cropped hair, muscled back, and shoulders. Joy filled her heart. Quietly, she walked up behind him and put her hands on his arms. He covered her hands with his, and Adrianna leaned down to kiss the back of his neck. Then she ran her tongue over the tattoo across his upper back.
“Good morning, Dangerous.” She kissed his lips when he leaned his head back, tasting his masculinity.
“Good morning, Beautiful.”
Sean put down his phone and scooted his chair back to pull her onto his lap. Feeling his hard thighs underneath her, and his strong arms around her, was exciting. It was always a thrill to be with Sean, and always would be.
“Got any of that for me?” she said, nodding at the coffee.
“Rough night, huh?”
“A little.” She leaned in to kiss him, and he welcomed her, parting his lips and losing his hand in her hair.
Adrianna slid off his lap, and he went to the kitchen. She followed.
“Where did you get the new clothes?”
Sean was wearing some shorts and a beige tank shirt. His sculpted arms were impossibly sexy, and the shorts revealed his powerful thighs.
“While you were sleeping I went the store downstairs. I got you some too. I figured we’d need a few things.”
“What did you get me?”
Sean handed her a steaming cup of coffee that she’d just watched him fix for her with cream and sugar. He grabbed a shopping bag from the end of the counter and handed it to her.
“Better get dressed.”
“Don’t tell me,” she said with a grin, “we’re going out for breakfast.”
Sean beamed. “I’m going to need my strength. You realize we are alone in a hotel.”
Adrianna took one look at the gleam in his eyes and turned to head for the shower. Sean growled and came after her. She giggled.
“Wait, wait. Not until I say. You have to let me shower.”
The shower felt so good that Adrianna left Sean alone for quite some time. There was a fancy massage head, and she tried all the different settings. Finding the one she liked best, she stood under the spray, letting it pound on her muscles. She still felt a bit battered from the emotional upheaval of the night before. But she also felt good. Adrianna was happy in a way she’d never been before.
Yet even with all the talking, she’d never gotten around to telling him about the impending attack from her parents. They weren’t ones to take rebellion lightly, especially from their own daughter. Now Sean was in the direct path of their revenge. And revenge it would be. Like all tyrants, they couldn’t let it go.
As the water pulsed against her shoulders, Adrianna tried to envision a way out, but came up with nothing. One thing was for sure: she couldn’t delay in telling Sean. He needed to know what was coming. Whatever happened, she knew they’d be together in it. Her heart couldn’t survive another separation, and she knew Sean’s couldn’t either.
*****
The morning was warm, and Adrianna was comfortable in the shorts and T-shirt Sean had provided. He’d even bought her some tennis shoes, baby-blue ones. She had smiled when she saw them. The shopping area wasn’t far, so they walked. Leaving the hotel, she could see the gilded dome of the State House and the nearby Public Garden.
The brownstones on Newberry Street had the typical Boston charm, reminding Adrianna of how much she adored the city. The shopping enclave was a real Boston neighborhood, not a sterile shopping environment. Holding Sean’s hand, she strolled next to him, peeking into various shops on the way by. Some were stores selling top consumer brands, and others were smaller boutiques.
Something in the window of Kate Spade caught her eye, and she pulled Sean over to get a better look. It was a delicate gold necklace, and in place of a pendant was gold in the shape of script. The lovely golden word was: taken.
Adrianna glanced at Sean, and, without saying anything, he took her hand and went into the shop to buy it for her. Once back on the sidewalk, he put it around her neck, and Adrianna touched the special word.
“Taken,” Sean said, and kissed her tenderly. 
She lost her fingers in his hair and pressed against him. Adrianna would have done more were it not for the other shoppers veering around them, reminding her that they weren’t alone.
They chose a small café called Back Bay Breakfast, and the waitress guided them to a table on the front patio, which extended onto the front sidewalk. The aroma of baked goods filled the cozy restaurant and followed them to the outside tables. Shoppers walked up and down the street, but the area was not overly crowded.
Adrianna had been glad to hear Sean had texted her aunt to let her know they were together. Wisely, he hadn’t told her where they were staying. He felt it was better if she didn’t know. Then no one could pressure her to tell, nor would she have to feel bad for refusing. She could honestly say she had no idea, which was best. Adrianna felt relaxed being together with Sean, away from everyone, though one thing still worried her.
After scanning the menu, Sean settled on the American breakfast, which seemed to have some of everything: eggs, bacon, toast, crispy potatoes, and orange juice.
“How about you? What looks good?”
Adrianna grinned. “I’m having the red, white and blue pancakes.” She pointed to it on the menu and read out loud. “Blueberries, strawberries, walnuts, and whipped cream.”
“A woman’s breakfast, if I ever heard of one.” He took her hand and kissed her knuckles.
The waitress was quick to take their orders, and Adrianna noticed many plates of food going by to be served to other guests. The sight of heaps of scrambled eggs, croissants, steaming sausages, and waffles piled with fruit made her stomach rumble.
“Hope it comes fast. I’m really hungry.” She sipped her ice water.
Sean grinned.
Adrianna kicked him playfully under the table. While waiting for the food, she held his hand and enjoyed the sunny day. It was beautiful, and she was with the man she loved more than anything. What could be better?
The food was served quickly, and Sean munched on the bacon, followed by mouthfuls of eggs and potato. After several yummy bites of pancake and berries, Adrianna said, “I have to tell you something.”
Sean looked up but didn’t stop eating.
“My parents are going to be a problem. Yesterday, before that disastrous event with Kevin, and before I wrote you that awful letter…”
Gulping some orange juice, Sean raised an eyebrow.
“My mother told me that if I didn’t cut it off with you that she’d make sure no one would do business with you.”
Sean shrugged.
“No, I’m serious. You don’t realize the connections they’ve developed over the years. They will use all their influence to wipe out your company. You can’t survive in Boston with that much against you. They wouldn’t let you.”
Sean furrowed his brow.
“Yes, it’s bad.” Adrianna put down her fork.
“No, not that.” Sean stopped eating. “That’s why you wrote the letter, isn’t it? It wasn’t because of what you were afraid I’d find out…all that you told me last night. It was to keep your parents away from me…wasn’t it?”
Adrianna couldn’t argue.
“You would have done what your mother asked, gone back to a bad situation…to protect me?”
She nodded.
Sean just looked at her. Then he took both of her hands and held them to his cheeks.
“My love.” Turning her hands in his, he kissed each of her palms.
“I love you, Sean. I couldn’t let them attack you. Not for any reason.” He released her and she caressed his jaw before folding her hands in her lap. “Now what are we going to do?”
Sean resumed eating. “I’m not worried. Nothing is going to happen to me.”
Looking at him calmly munching on sourdough toast, as if she hadn’t just said what she did, Adrianna was puzzled. “How can you say that? Didn’t you understand what I just told you?”
“I’m sorry they threatened you. Your mother had no right to do that. But am I afraid of her? Of your father? No. I’m not.” He shoved his plate away from him.
“What are you going to do?” Sean didn’t seem at all concerned that he might be blackballed. And she found his confidence reassuring.
“Leave that to me, love. And just know that no one is going to mess with you again. Not your parents or any creeps in the guise of respectability.”
Adrianna looked at Sean, so tough looking, strong, and irresistibly charming. Though she wasn’t sure why, she believed him.
“You’ve taught me something,” he said.
Adrianna waited, wondering.
“My enemies were always ones I could see…head on. Any attacker was right in front of me, where I could deal with him. All I needed was a good punch. But for you, Adrianna, it’s never been like that.
“You’ve survived something much more difficult. Your enemies hit when you’re defenseless or work to wear you away from the inside, wipe away your confidence, make you feel guilty…until everything is backwards…and it’s all your fault.
“And what I’ve learned, what I’ve seen from watching it happen to you, is that such an attack is more deadly. Because you never see it coming.”
Adrianna didn’t know what to say.
Sean glanced at the necklace she wore, and took both her hands in his. Then his gaze slid over her, and a familiar gleam flashed in his eyes.
“What do you say we go back to the hotel and enjoy that fancy room?”
Adrianna’s heart skipped a beat, and she felt a little weak. But there was nothing she wanted more.
Standing, she said in her sexiest voice, “What are you waiting for?”
 



Chapter 32
Before the door was even shut, Sean had her in his arms, kissing her wildly. Gasping, he said, “I crave you constantly.”
He held her to him, lifted her off her feet, and kicked the door shut behind him. “It’s been so hard to wait. I’ve wanted you every minute, every second we’ve been together.”
“Take me. Please. I want you so much.” Adrianna lifted her arms and Sean pulled her shirt off over her head, leaving the tiny gold necklace with its intimate message. Then pulled his own shirt off.
Adrianna ran her hands over his hard chest and his bulging biceps. He covered her mouth with his, their tongues rubbing together, searching. Sean reached behind and undid her bra, letting it slip off to the floor. He cupped her bare breasts, squeezing softly, making her moan.
“My love, my love,” he whispered, followed by a flurry of kisses down her neck and over the soft flesh of her naked breasts. Then he sucked at her nipples, and Adrianna’s panties got wet; she could feel it between her legs. Clawing at his shoulders, she arched her back, wanting him so much.
Quickly, Adrianna slipped off her shoes, as did Sean. Then he pulled off her shorts and panties. And she rapidly undid the button of his pants, sliding them down in unison with his briefs. His thick, heavy length sprang free, and unable to resist, Adrianna wrapped her fist around it.
God, he felt good. Then, gently, so gently, she raked her fingertips along the side, feeling the swollen veins and taking in his desire. Sean groaned deeply and grabbed her ass. He lifted her up against him and carried her to a big soft chair. He sat, and Adrianna straddled him, still touching his cock.
Lowering her mouth and taking just the head, she sucked.
“Aaaah, no.” Sean pulled her up and took her into a hard kiss. He stroked her back and then he gripped under her ass, pressing her deeper into the hot kiss. With his tongue, he delved deep, feeling around her mouth, her tongue, then licking and biting her lower lip. It was as though he couldn’t get enough of her.
And she was the same, cupping his balls, losing herself in his kiss. Wanting to feel everything, to touch him everywhere, Adrianna ran her palms over his skin. The sensation of his rock-hard muscle under her hand, the bulges and crevices, turned her on. She reached down, exploring the ripple of his washboard abs, touching against his hot member as she did so.
Sean lifted her up on her knees and she looked down at him. Like a Greek god, he was so virile and masculine, beautifully sculptured. He put his palms on her ribs, feeling her like she was a valuable treasure. He reached up, covering her breasts with his hands, his eyes partly closed.
“You are gorgeous. Adrianna, you have no idea how good you look to me.” His hands slid down her body, resting on her hips, and he continued to look at her in awe.
He guided her up so each knee now rested on the padded arms of the chair, and she had her hands on his shoulders for support. Holding her ass, he pressed her forward to bury his face in the patch of hair. Adrianna panted softly, and Sean kissed her over and over, right on her sex.
“Ah, ah,” she panted, and felt his tongue slid into her wetness. Holding on, she tried to maintain composure but could not.
Sean licked and sucked in an erratic pattern, making her crazed. Whimpering and gasping, she gave in to his sweet mouth. He swirled his tongue around her tight clit, again and again. Adrianna was going to lose it.
Her body trembled and she dug her nails into Sean’s skin. He sucked softly then dipped his tongue into the cream pouring out of her. His tongue—it was too much to bear. Her nipples stiffened and her swollen breasts ached.
In the bright room, straddling the chair, Adrianna offered herself to him with delicious abandon. It felt so good. Her body stiffened and she looked down at her love with his face buried in her. The sight was so erotic she felt a heavy pulse deep in her core.
Unrelenting, Sean stimulated her, first directly, then he leaned back to blow on her most sensitive area. He took her to the precipice but refused to push her off, always backing it down before she could release. One of the times he leaned back to blow on her, Adrianna caught sight of his huge cock. It looked so thick, so needy, and she wanted to touch it badly but was unable to move.
Repeatedly, Sean pushed her higher before bringing her back down, just a little. And each time was more intense than the last, more exhilarating. She wished for him to lean back again, craving the sight of his hot erection. And when he did lean back, she could see his thick knob and the pre-cum seeping out the top.
The sight of it drove her mad. Yet she was fixed above him, her legs spread wide, his mouth sending her to new levels of pleasure. At last, she didn’t think she could take more. Adrianna’s muscles stiffened and her tiny clit turned rock hard. Her core convulsed, sending her whole body into ecstasy she could not resist.
At the moment she screamed and felt the first powerful wave roll though her, Sean leaned back a little and blew against her pulsating sex. Right then, she saw his gorgeous cock stiffen like a rod, and white cum began to spurt from the top. No longer able to blow on her, Sean panted heavily and groaned.
Adrianna came powerfully, waves of pleasure pounding through her, and all the while she looked down. Watching Sean come hard, while she spiraled into heavy sensation, was unbelievable. The look of him—so male, rugged, and yet vulnerable—was something to see.
Panting and moaning, Sean came for a long time. Hot white cum, spurted up, covering his belly. Adrianna breathed heavily, and emitted a low whine throughout. When she no longer had strength, finally she let go of Sean’s shoulders and clutched the back of the chair behind him. Folding over, she put her cheek next to his and then reached between Sean’s thighs.
His cock was still hot and so sensual. Adrianna got down from the chair arms and kneeled in front of her amazing man. Breathing in his musky, male scent was like a drug. She stroked his thighs and kissed his cock. Then she reached up to touch his face.
“Oh my God, Adrianna.” Sean uttered the expletive through gasps, still breathing heavily.
“I didn’t know that could happen,” she whispered. “You came without me touching you.”
“Oh my God,” he said again then pulled her up into his arms, pressing her against his chest. He held her that way, with one hand buried in her hair and the other at the base of her spine. She could feel the pound of his pulse.
A few minutes passed with Adrianna content, wrapped in the warmth of their love. She fingered strands of his hair and caressed his neck. Sean lovingly stroked her arms and her back. Then he stood, taking her with him, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. In the master bath, he lowered her until she was standing, and then used towels to clean them both off.
His careful ministering was starting to turn her on, and she realized that she’d never come down from the closeness they’d just experienced. In fact, she wanted him more than ever. Kneeling before her, Sean gently touched her thighs then across her belly. Adrianna could see his cock swelling.
It started with one kiss on her hip. But when Sean looked up at her, the pure lust in his eyes was evident.
“Sean,” she whispered.
He kissed her thigh and then her other hip. Adrianna touched his cheek encouragingly.
“My love,” he groaned deep in his throat.
Sean stepped back to a leather-covered seat, intended for use at the vanity. It was wide and deep. Adrianna straddled him once again, only this time she fisted his cock, guiding it to her wet opening. He was hard for her, ready again, which made it all the more exciting. He couldn’t get enough of her it seemed. Nor she of him.
Leaning back on his hands for support, Sean watched Adrianna lower herself over him. His loud moan told her how good it felt. She was so wet, he slipped in easily, filling and stretching her. Undulating her hips, Adrianna purposefully excited him more.
He was in her so deep, filling an urgent need. She wanted it to last, because it felt too good. At first, Sean let her control the motion, his eyes glistening with desire. But wanting him as she did, Adrianna couldn’t hold back. Moving up and down, she gradually increased the speed.
“Slower,” Sean whispered, sitting up and holding her waist to keep her still.
Without moving, Adrianna felt his cock, hot and hard, inside. It was too wonderful, too right. She felt inseparable from him and wished he could be deep within her forever. She never wanted him to go. Involuntarily, her inner muscles convulsed and Sean’s eyes got big.
“Still,” he whispered. “Be very still.” But he was panting, slow and deep.
The sensation got to be too much, and Adrianna whimpered. She wanted to move very badly, wanted Sean, wanted everything. She clutched Sean’s arms, and he reached up to caress her breasts. Her distended nipples hardened, so tight it was uncomfortable. When Sean flicked them with the tip of his tongue, she whimpered again.
Her breathing was rapid, her pulse racing. Sean swelled inside her, and another deep pulse went through her. “Sean…I can’t…”
Suddenly, Sean began to rock into her, bouncing her up and down, fucking her. He groaned through his heavy panting, and Adrianna screeched. Propelling into another release, more intense than the last, she couldn’t hold back the powerful sensations. It was such consuming pleasure, it exploded inside her.
Yelling, she came, feeling Sean release at the same time. Hard and heavy, he gave her everything and her strong inner muscles convulsed around him. Together they rose into release, rocking in tempo and pounding into each other. Adrianna screamed loudly, drowning out Sean’s deep groans. Falling down the other side, she pressed his head to her chest, loving him so much.
When at last they relaxed, Sean filled the deep tub with warm water and turned on the jet sprays. He lowered her in, and then sank down next to her, leaning his head back against the edge. Adrianna closed her eyes, letting the warmth seep in and the jets massage her. Being with Sean, loving Sean, was the best thing that had ever happened. She looked over to see him smiling at her, looking very satisfied indeed.
Throughout the day, it seemed they couldn’t keep their hands off each other, nor did they want to. Finally they worked their way to the bed and made love once again on the cool sheets. In each other’s arms, they drifted into a peaceful afternoon sleep, but woke some time later and snuggled together, feeling and touching, until both were aroused. It seemed there was no end to the desire they felt for each other, or the love that filled their hearts.
 



Chapter 33
Sean stayed at the hotel with Adrianna all weekend and into the next week. He wasn’t in a hurry to leave, as being alone with her was one of the best times of his life. The second day, he’d stopped by his apartment to get his laptop while Adrianna enjoyed the spa facilities. He figured that after everything she’d been through, some relaxation and tender loving care were in order.
Though he had no intention of working during the romantic getaway, Sean did have some details to attend to. Over the days, when Adrianna was otherwise occupied, he emailed and made some calls. And things were working out. He knew they would. He just hadn’t known how difficult it would be to make them right. Easier than he’d thought. Mathew Brooks wasn’t as all powerful as his overblown ego would have him believe.
One morning at a quaint coffee bar they’d become fond of, Sean ordered freshly baked scones and fruit. Adrianna opted for one of the specialty teas, and he chose a double espresso. The place was bright and welcoming, nestled into the historic nineteenth-century brownstones of Newberry Street.
Inside, it was homey with brick interior walls and dark wood seating. He picked up their tray, and carried it to a polished counter along the front window. The aroma of baked goods and freshly ground coffee filled the shop.
Sean took a sip his espresso and put the small ceramic cup on its saucer. He reached over to push back a strand of Adrianna’s long hair. She was dressed in a stretchy top and matching jogging shorts, showing her curves to best advantage. And she wore the powder blue tennis shoes he’d gotten for her.
Sitting on a stool next to him, Adrianna nibbled a piece of melon, and tickled Sean’s calf with her toes. “You are amazing.”
Sean grinned. “No, you are amazing.” And he meant it. The days he’d spent with Adrianna were memorable, and he was grateful to have her in his life.
“Which reminds me…”
“What?” Adrianna smiled, her eyes sparkling. It was so good to see. In such a short time, she’d blossomed like a flower, and the dark shadow that had followed her for so long held less sway.
Sean looked at her admiringly. Around her neck, Adrianna wore the delicate gold necklace of the special word. Taken, that was what she was. And it was going to stay that way.
“Guess who owns the office building where I leased my new office?”
Adrianna frowned. “A real estate tycoon, one of my father’s business associates.”
“Carl Wade.” Sean waited for the words to sink in.
Her eyes widened, and recognition dawned. “Brian’s father? Oh, God.”
Sean grinned.
“I don’t know why you are grinning. That’s terrible. The boy who got me pregnant, the whole fiasco…his father will never forgive us. And he owns the building you are in? No wonder my mother was so confident you’d be out on your ear.”
“Your mother lied to you, Adrianna.”
She raised a brow. “Well, I guess that wouldn’t surprise me. What now?”
Sean leaned up, elbows on the patio table.
“When everything happened, when you got pregnant, Brian did want to see you again. But your parents would not allow it.”
Adrianna’s mouth fell open.
“Yes, it seems Brian was smitten with you. Who knows what he would have done if he’d been given a chance? But he never had a chance.
“I guess, at that time, his father wasn’t in their league. He was an associate, yes, but just an underling. Since he came from a poor family and worked his way up, your mother wouldn’t allow the relationship between Brian and you to go any further. Apparently, she told Carl Wade that his son had to stay away from you.”
Adrianna gave a disgusted look. “She is quick with the threats.”
“So you never had a choice. Brian knew about the pregnancy but was never allowed to see you. Then when your mother announced you lost the baby, well, I guess it ended there.
“Only it didn’t. Because the Wades never forgave your parents. It was a sensitive issue, a delicate matter, and your mother handled it with no tact at all. Worse, she outright said that Brian wasn’t good enough to associate with, and she would do everything in her power to keep him away from you. Oh, the situation was embarrassing, yes. But not for the reason she let you believe. She never thought that you being with Brian was the right thing, socially.”
Adrianna shook her head. “That’s appalling.”
“Yes, and there’s more. Carl Wade loves his son very much. Though Brian is now in New York and engaged to be married, Carl still harbors resentment for the way his family was treated. It left a sour taste in his mouth that the last few years have done nothing to wipe away.”
Adrianna frowned again. “I can understand that. Terrible.”
“But things have changed since then.”
“How’s that?”
“Carl Wade is no longer your father’s underling. Quite the opposite. He is, as your mother described, a real estate tycoon. And as such, he’s not to be trifled with.
“When Krista told me that Brian Wade was the young man who was the father of your baby, I wondered. Wade is a common name, but still. So I asked Carl. And found out the details I just told you.
“The idea that your father could kick me out of the building is ludicrous. Carl actually did laugh when I told him about that. The nerve that Mathew Brooks, after what he’d done, would imply that Carl was currently an associate of his was too much.
“The truth is that this whole situation provides Carl a chance for payback. He doesn’t strike me as a vindictive man, or he likely would have done something sooner. But when I told him what had been going on, it incited him. Let’s just say he’s annoyed.”
Adrianna leaned forward. “What is he going to do?”
“Having risen in the business world these past few years, he has some powerful allies. Carl assures me that, not only is my lease for the office suite secure, your father will not be doing anything to damage my business in any way. If he tries, Mathew Brooks is the one who will be blackballed.”
Adrianna leaned on the table, propping her chin on her elbows. “Wow.”
“Money talks to people like your father, and he won’t put his financial future at risk. Not just to get back at me. Carl has already let him know that I am a valued consultant for numerous businesses in the Boston area, and communicated in terms your father understands, that moving against me would be a bad plan.”
Adrianna got up and went to sit on Sean’s lap. “Then we don’t have to worry.”
“No, we don’t. And, as the final bombshell, guess what else I found out?”
Adrianna’s eyes widened.
“Your mother’s penchant for getting you together with Kevin was deeply rooted in financial greed.”
“That doesn’t make sense. I don’t see how Kevin could do anything for my parents.”
“Oh, but it does make sense. Do you know who Kevin’s father is?”
Adrianna shook her head.
“Arnold W. Scott.”
She showed no sign of recognition.
“A.S. Investments?”
Adrianna raised her hand. “Sure, now I remember. Everyone has heard of that company. It’s owned by Kevin’s father?”
“Yes, it is. And it gets more interesting. Company mergers are a big deal sometimes, and can be very profitable if done right.”
“What do mergers have to do with Kevin or his father’s company?”
“Your father hopes to merge with A.S. because the last few years have been rough at Brooks Investments. Scott taking over his company could be a way out for him. And…it sure wouldn’t hurt if you had a relationship with Scott’s son.”
“I was leverage?”
Sean nodded. “Extra insurance for the merger go through.”
Adrianna wrapped her arms around Sean’s neck and leaned her head against his.
“But your father wouldn’t have stood a chance against me anyway.”
Leaning back, Adrianna looked at him, waiting for the punch line.
“If he ever attacks me, I’ll be the one with the social media strength.” Sean smiled. “And you know I could make my campaign go viral—big time. Your father would wish he’d never heard of me. And his shaky little company would be wiped out before he knew what happened. Word of mouth is everything these days.”
She laughed. “You wouldn’t.”
“If he so much as upsets you—ever again—I’ll give him my worst.”
Adrianna grinned.
They finished up their late breakfast, and Sean suggested they walk over to the public garden. It was a short walk, and he thought of it as a peaceful oasis in the middle of the city. He took Adrianna’s hand and they made their way over, taking their time.
Early summer brought pleasant weather and the landscape was vibrant green in the sun. Weeping willow trees swayed, adding charm to the serene area. Boston Public Garden was a lush garden with birds chirping, flowers everywhere, and minstrels playing music. Loud-mouthed ducks dived for meals in the pond, and two swans gracefully floated by.
Together they walked along the paths, around the pond, and over the suspension bridge, stopping to take in the view. The park was busy. There were other runners, bikers, and lots of children, even babies being pushed in strollers. Sean put his arm around Adrianna and she pressed closer to him.
The scenic urban garden was a haven right in the middle of the busier streets of the city. When he was younger, Sean had come with his family to picnic in the grass or sit by a softly bubbling fountain. He even remembered one of the first times he visited and searched for the bronze duck statues. But being with Adrianna surpassed all of that.
“What do you say we go for a jog?” Sean pointed. “We can go that direction and catch my usual route in Boston Common.”
Adrianna kissed his cheek and started in that direction.
They crossed to the other side of the bridge and turned down one of the paths, heading out of the garden. Sean started his run.
He called back, “I’ll let you chase after me. It will feel good for a change.”
Adrianna giggled and took off after him, and he led her toward his familiar jogging route. It felt good to be out, breathing in the fresh air and enjoying the summer day. Keeping an even speed, Sean worked his way along the path, easily staying ahead without working up a sweat. After a while, he slowed his pace.
In the glorious sun of the late morning, Sean turned to see Adrianna catching up to him. She was beautiful with her long hair flying, and her shapely legs looking so sexy in the shorts she wore.
When she was close enough, he tackled her, falling to a grassy area with her on top. Both of them were laughing.
“The park is busy. I saw a lot of hot-looking women out there.”
“Oh, you’ve been looking, huh?” Adrianna looked down at him, propped on one elbow with a leg draped over his thigh.
“Don’t need to. They find me.”
“Not conceited, are you?”
“Nope. Just a fact.”
Adrianna kissed his lips. The warm touch excited him.
“You know, at first I thought it was your beautiful body that attracted me to you.”
“Oh, so now you don’t think I’m so good looking?”
Sean looked at her full blond hair falling around her shoulders, and into her pretty blue eyes. “It’s you, Adrianna…inside. That’s what makes you beautiful. That’s why I love you so much.”
Adrianna frowned. “I’m flawed. Now that you know everything…you know that.”
“I love everything about you.” Sean ran his fingertip along her jaw, feeling her soft skin. “Everything you’ve done and everything you are…adds up, to you. It makes you the woman you are. It makes you perfect. Just the way you are, my love. You’re perfect.”
Sean pulled her to him, and touched his lips to hers, lost in her sweet kiss. Adrianna’s floral perfume, blended with her own feminine scent, cast a spell over him. He buried one hand in her thick hair, and pressed his other to her back, holding her close. Taken –that’s what you are. And I’ll never let you go.
 



LIST OF EMILY’S BOOKS
 
See announcements on Facebook at:
Emily Jane Trent Books
 
Sign-up to be notified of new releases by Emily Jane Trent:
Emily’s List
 
Perfectly Flawed by Emily Jane Trent ©2014 All Rights Reserved
Cover design by QuickSiteStudio.com
 
Books by Emily Jane Trent:
 
Touched By You series:
(Dark Desire, Naked Submission, The Heart’s Domination, Bound By Love, Deep Obsession, Forbidden Pleasures, Raw Burn, Desperately Entwined, Fierce Possession, Intimate Secrets, Whispered Confessions, and Vivid Temptation)
 
Adam & Ella series:
(Captivated, Charmed, Cherished, and Craved)
 
Masquerade – The Complete Series (short story collection: Passion series)
 
Perfectly Flawed – a new adult romance novel
 
About the author:
Emily Jane Trent writes steamy romances about characters you’ll get to know and love. The sex scenes are hot, and the romance even hotter! If you are a fan of stories with a heroine that’s got spunk and a hunk of a hero that you’d like to take home with you, these stories are what you’re looking for. The Touched By You series will let you escape into a fantasy, and you won’t want it to end—ever.
 
Note: This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher.
 


cover.jpeg
i - <2 Sl
iy . - —haay
3 . __, =
7 N =, ‘;E-‘.;'
= A
T s y
“ll W :
‘m 'AY
a..=_ Ay W

EMILY ]ANE TRENT

NEW ADULT ROMANCE






